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Abstract 

Extant research on police use of force has established that force is not distributed 

evenly across communities. However, this body of research is limited compared to the 

attention afforded to the influence of individual and situational factors on police use of 

force. Further, findings on the influence of community characteristics have been 

inconsistent and the overwhelming majority of this research has been generated out of 

policing jurisdictions in the United States (U.S.), so the transferability of these findings 

to other jurisdictions, such as Australia, is unclear.  There is also a dearth of rigorous 

translational research that can inform police agency responses that might reduce police 

use of force across communities. While community-oriented policing (COP) has been 

associated with reduced police use of force (theoretically and, recently, at the policy 

level), to date there is no empirical evidence to support the association. This thesis aims 

to address these critical evidence gaps: to explain variations in police use of force across 

communities by examining the influence of community characteristics and COP on 

police use of force in Australia.  

The thesis comprises four empirical studies to address the research aim. Study 1 

aimed to determine the influence of community characteristics on the distribution of 

police use of force across communities, examining the most commonly applied theories 

and community characteristics used to explain community-level distribution of police 

use of force from the extant literature – minority threat theory, ecological contamination 

theory, social disorganisation and socio-economic disadvantage. This study utilised data 

from police use of force reports from a three-and-a-half-year period (comprising 18,322 

police use of force events) in combination with recorded crime data and census data. 

Findings from a negative binomial regression analysis indicated support for ecological 

contamination theory (violent crime rates), social disorganisation and partial support for 
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socio-economic disadvantage in predicting the frequency of serious police use of force 

events across communities, while minority threat theory was not supported. In contrast, 

results from a multilevel ordered logistic regression analysis suggested that individual 

and situational factors are more influential than community characteristics in predicting 

force severity.  

Study 2 examined the extent to which the distribution of citizen behaviours and 

risks across communities may be a driver for some of the variation in the frequency of 

police use of force across communities that were found in Study 1. This study drew on 

the same data sources as Study 1 and used Latent Class Analysis (LCA) to identify a 

typology of citizen behaviours in police use of force events, drawing on citizen 

behaviours and risks reported in police use of force reports. A five-class typology 

demonstrated best fit, comprising the following classes: ‘violent, unstable and drug or 

alcohol affected’; ‘apparent mental disorder and possessing a weapon’; ‘alcohol-related 

violence’; ‘suspicious and fleeing’; and ‘violent behaviour and threatening a weapon’. 

Additionally, these citizen presentation classes were associated with distinct offence 

types, contexts for use of force, and citizen characteristics. Multilevel logistic regression 

determined that the five citizen presentation classes were differentially distributed 

across communities, with three of the most prevalent classes showing the most 

significant associations with community characteristics. This indicates that the 

distribution of citizen behaviours and risk factors in police use of force events are also 

influenced at least to some extent by community factors.  

Study 3 examined whether a policing approach, specifically COP, may be able 

to impact on the frequency with which police and citizen encounters result in the use of 

force by police, focussing in particular on communities where the propensity for police 

use of force may be higher. This study drew on a sample of 64 socially challenged 
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communities in an Australian policing jurisdiction. It examines the association between 

Officer-in-Charge (OIC) reports of formal and informal community consultation in a 

problem-solving context (elicited through an online survey), and the frequency of police 

use of force (drawn from police use of force reports). This study found that higher levels 

of COP were associated with lower rates of police use of force in high violent crime 

communities, but not low violent crime communities. The findings of this study support 

the contention that COP may reduce the use of coercive policing tactics. 

Study 4 further examined the impact of COP on police use of force, this time 

focussing on how higher levels of community engagement by officers may influence 

their attitudes towards coercive policing responses. Additionally, this study tested one 

pathway through which community engagement may influence police use of force: 

through the reduction of officer perceptions of social distance from the community. 

Study 4 drew on the same sub-sample of socially challenged communities in Australia 

as used in Study 3. Survey responses from 300 officers from 55 Divisions were used in 

the study, along with a number of other publicly available data sources. Regression 

analyses supported the contention that COP is associated with a reduced propensity for 

coercive policing at the officer level, and an increased propensity for non-coercive 

policing, aligning to the findings of Study 3. The findings also indicate that social 

distance mediates the relationship between officers’ community engagement and their 

endorsement of non-coercive policing responses but not coercive policing responses. 

Overall, the collective findings of this thesis suggest that community matters 

when it comes to police use of force in Australia. A number of characteristics of 

communities, such as violent crime, social disorganisation and socio-economic 

disadvantage, increase the frequency with which police use force. The influence of these 

community characteristics is likely to be driven by both tangible and intangible factors. 
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In terms of tangible factors, these community conditions can drive concentrations of 

particular types of social problems, offending and disorderly behaviour, which may 

elicit more assertive or coercive policing responses.  However, officers’ perception of 

social distance is an intangible factor that is also affected by community conditions and 

which is associated with the propensity to use non-coercive policing. COP approaches 

were found to be a policing approach that can reduce police use of force in high violent 

crime communities, at least in part by reducing officers’ experience of social distance 

from the community. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction and overview of the thesis 

The ability to use force is a defining characteristic of the role of police in society. In 

fact, Bittner (1970) argued that police can be best understood as a means for the “distribution 

of situationally justified force in society”(Bittner, 1970, p.39). However, the use of force by 

police is associated with a range of significant risks, particularly when force is perceived to 

be used unnecessarily, excessively or extra-judicially.  These risks are readily apparent in the 

recent escalations of public concern, protests and expressions of distrust and dissatisfaction in 

police agencies across a number of jurisdictions of the United States (U.S.), following a 

series of incidents involving the lethal use of force against African American citizens.  Even 

infrequent incidents of unnecessary use of force by police can have serious consequences, 

including significant injury or death for the citizens who are subject to excessive force; injury 

to officers; invocation of civil liabilities for agencies; and, less commonly, criminal charges 

for officers. These incidents also risk undermining the legitimacy and trust of police agencies 

within the communities they serve (Kleinig, 2014; Nix & Wolfe, 2017). Additionally, the use 

of mobile technology with video-recording functionality has exposed a far greater proportion 

of the population to incidents of poor policing practice and misconduct (Brown, 2016; Nix & 

Wolfe, 2017). Thus, incidents of the injudicious use of force by police in the modern policing 

context have potentially far-reaching risks for police legitimacy and effective policing across 

a broad range of communities. 

There is limited information on the magnitude of issues relating to police use of force 

across Australian policing jurisdictions, although a recent report by the Queensland Police 

Service (QPS) estimated that complaints about excessive force arise from less than one per 

cent of the total number of police interactions (Task Force Bletchley, 2016). In Australia, 

police use of force has periodically risen to public attention, primarily as a result of incidents 
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involving the use of lethal force by police against vulnerable citizens, such as those with 

serious mental illness or Indigenous Australians (Beacroft, Lyneham, & Willis, 2011; Biondo 

& Palmer, 1993; Bronitt, 2011; Marchetti, 2013; Porter, 2013). Over the past 30 years there 

have been a number of reviews of police agency policies and training regarding police use of 

force triggered by clusters of highly publicised incidents of police-involved fatal shootings 

across a range of Australian jurisdictions (see for example Office of Police Integrity 

(Victoria), 2009; Queensland Police Service, 2016).  Concern about the over use of Tasers 

and concentrations of citizen complaints of excessive force in particular communities have 

also characterised recent public discourse on police use of force in Australia (Corruption and 

Crime Commission, 2010; Task Force Bletchley, 2016). Despite these periodically emerging 

concerns about police use of force in Australia, there is a limited body of academic research 

to draw on to understand police use of force in the Australian context. The extant research 

has tended to cluster around consideration of the contexts in which lethal use of force by 

police has been used (Allard & Prenzler, 2009; Bronitt, 2011; Palmer, 1995; Porter, 2013), 

and the use of force with particular sub-populations, such as Indigenous Australians 

particularly in custodial settings (Beacroft et al., 2011; Cunneen, 2006; Marchetti, 2013; 

Porter, 2013) and people with apparent mental illness (Kesic & Thomas, 2014; Kesic, 

Thomas, & Ogloff, 2012, 2013). There have also recently been a number of studies 

considering officer and citizen factors that may influence police decision-making within use 

of force events (Hine, Porter, Westera, & Alpert, 2016a, 2016b; Hine, Porter, Westera, 

Alpert, & Allen, 2018). However, no Australian research to date has examined how police 

use of force is distributed across communities, and what might explain its distribution. 

In the U.S. there is a much more extensive body of research on use of force; in fact, 

the overwhelming majority of the extant literature on police use of force has been generated 

in the U.S. This research has identified a range of individual-, situational-, community- and 
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agency-level factors that may influence police use of force. However, there is little research 

that has examined how transferable these findings are to other jurisdictions, including 

Australia. In addition, even within the U.S., there is a dearth of translational research that can 

inform evidence-based practices by police agencies to reduce the incidence of use of force by 

police within their jurisdictions.  These research gaps provide the context for this thesis, 

which aims to explain variations in police use of force across communities by examining the 

influence of community characteristics and COP on police use of force in Australia.  

This thesis has two key foci. The first part of the thesis (Study 1 and Study 2) 

examines the relevance of a range of theories that have been used to understand the 

distribution of police use of force in U.S. policing jurisdictions to the Australian policing 

context. Study 1 focuses on how community characteristics may influence police use of force 

behaviour across communities, while Study 2 focuses on how community characteristics may 

influence variations in citizen behaviours and risk factors in police use of force events across 

communities. The second part of the thesis (Study 3 and Study 4) then narrows in on a sub-

sample of communities that have a higher propensity for police use of force due to the 

prevailing community characteristics, and examines whether a policing approach (specifically 

community-oriented policing (COP)) may impact the frequency with which police use force 

in these communities.    

This thesis is organised into 8 chapters, including this introductory chapter. Chapter 2 

of this thesis will provide an overview of some of the critical definitional issues that arise in 

police use of force research, then provides an overview of the existing research evidence of 

the key drivers of concentrations of police use of force across communities and the influence 

of COP, and finishes by outlining the key research questions for this thesis.  Chapter 3 will 

then provide an overview of the methodology for this thesis, including a description of the 

key independent and dependent variables, data collection methods, and analytic approach in 
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each of the studies. Chapters 4, 5, 6 and 7 present the findings of four studies undertaken to 

address the research aim of this thesis. Each study addresses a key research question, and 

comprises a focussed literature review, a detailed method, results and discussion section. 

Each of the four studies presented in this thesis has either been published or is under review 

in an international peer-reviewed journal.  

Chapter 4 presents Study 1, which examines predictors of variations in police use of 

force across communities in an Australian policing jurisdiction, examining predictors of both 

force frequency and severity. This study uses police agency ‘use of force’ report data to 

determine the relevance of the key theories that have been used to understand the distribution 

of police use of force across communities in the U.S. (where the overwhelming majority of 

research has been undertaken), to the distribution of police use of force in an Australian 

policing jurisdiction. Chapter 5 presents Study 2, which aims to examine whether citizen 

characteristics in police use of force events may also be influenced by community 

characteristics and may in part explain the differences in police use of force across 

communities. This study draws on the same ‘use of force’ report data and uses Latent Class 

Analysis (LCA) to develop a typology of citizen behaviours and risk factors in police use of 

force events, the first identified study to have created a typology of citizen behaviours or risks 

in police use of force events. Additionally, this study adds to only two identified U.S. studies 

that have examined ecological variations in citizen behaviours in police use of force events.   

Chapter 6 presents Study 3, which narrows the focus to communities where there is a 

higher likelihood of police use of force (based on the analysis from Study 1), and examines 

whether COP can influence the frequency of police use of force in these communities. This 

study utilised data from an online survey of Officers-in-Charge from 34 Divisions located in 

64 socially challenged communities. This study is one of only three identified studies that 

have directly examined the relationship between the use of COP and police use of force, and 
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the first study to find that COP may reduce police use of force in high violent crime 

communities. This finding is of relevance both to police policy and operational strategies in 

Australia, the U.S and international policing jurisdictions.  

As there has been limited empirical examination of the relationship between COP and 

police use of force, the process by which COP may influence police use of force remains 

under-theorised. Study 4 in Chapter 7 attempts to address this gap, drawing on data from 

online surveys of 300 police officers, from 55 Police Divisions operating in the same socially 

challenged communities as Study 3. This study examines whether a reduction in social 

distance may explain how officers’ community engagement can influence their propensity for 

coercive and non-coercive policing responses. Study 4 finds that social distance mediates the 

relationship between community engagement and officers’ endorsement of non-coercive 

policing responses, but not coercive policing responses.   

Chapter 8, the final chapter, synthesises the results from the four studies and 

summarises the findings about community-level drivers of police use of force in Australia, 

the impact of COP on the frequency of police use of force, as well as the theorised process 

through which COP may impact on police use of force. This chapter identifies key 

implications for theory and policy regarding police use of force, outlines the limitations of 

this thesis, and identifies priorities for future research.  
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Chapter 2: Predictors of community-level variations in police use of force 

This Chapter will provide an overview of the extant research and theories that have been 

applied to understand community-level variations in police use of force, drawn 

predominantly from research conducted in U.S. policing jurisdictions. It will start with an 

overview of the some of the definitional challenges in police use of force research, then 

describe the community characteristics that have been theorised to influence the distribution 

of police use of force across communities, and finally consider research on the influence of a 

policing approach, COP, on police use of force. The Chapter will end with a summary of the 

research gaps that provide the context for this thesis and outline the key research questions 

that provide the architecture for the thesis.  

2.1 Research definitions of police use of force 

One of the critical challenges in assessing the evidence base on the drivers of police 

use of force is the use of a broad range of research definitions of force and excessive force 

across the extant literature. Academic research examining use of force by police has been 

described as abstract and ill-defined (Atherley & Hickman, 2014; Klahm IV, Frank, & 

Liederbach, 2014) and ‘without a clear baseline or standard for evaluation’ (Atherley & 

Hickman, 2014). Early definitions and conceptualisations of use of force focussed on a 

dichotomous categorisation of force, which created a threshold for a level of force that was 

deemed problematic e.g. physical force versus no physical force, or lethal versus no lethal 

force (Garner, Schade, Hepburn, & Buchanan, 1995; Klahm IV et al., 2014). In response to 

variations in definitions of the construct of police force, Garner et al. (1995) proposed a 

definition of force that corresponded to the National Academy of Sciences definition of 

violence, proposing that force comprises officer behaviours “that intentionally threaten, 

attempt or inflict physical harm on others” (Garner et al., 1995, p. 152).  Garner et al. (1995) 
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also broadened the considerations of types of force with an explicit acknowledgement that 

force occurs within a dynamic series of engagements between police and citizens, and that a 

continuum of gradients of force exists alongside a continuum of gradients of resistance by 

suspects (Garner et al., 1995). Continua of use of force have formed the basis for pre-service 

and on the job training and guidelines in many police jurisdictions both in the U.S. and 

historically in Australia (though most Australian police jurisdictions have adopted situational 

models of force more recently), and provide officers with a range of acceptable and 

proportionate responses, and an understanding of appropriate escalations of force, in many 

instances based on levels of suspect resistance (Mesloh, Henych, & Wolf, 2008).  However, 

there is wide variation in use of force policies and continua employed across police 

departments.  A recent study across a stratified sample of U.S. police departments (municipal, 

sheriff etc.) found that while 80% employ a force continuum, and of these 73% use a linear 

continuum, there was considerable diversity across agencies in the sequential ordering of 

types of force and types of suspect resistance, with the most common sequential order only 

used by 20% of police departments (Terrill, Paoline III, & Ingram, 2011). 

An additional area of contention, as highlighted by Klahm IV et al. (2014), is exactly 

what police behaviours constitute ‘force’. While ostensibly low on the continuum of force 

and, according to Klahm IV et al. (2014), an act of non-negotiable coercion rather than force, 

the act of handcuffing as a form of restraint provides an illustration of the challenges in 

defining force and excessive force. Other scholars have also questioned the distinction 

between police coercion and police force, with some querying whether verbal threats and 

handcuffing are more appropriately classified as police coercion rather than force (Shjarback, 

2018; Terrill, 2014). However, Kleinig (2014) contends that the use of over-tightened 

handcuffs, which can be painful and in a small number of cases lead to lasting injury (hence 

aligning to the definition of force suggested by Garner et al., 1995), is an example of a very 
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common application of excessive force by police. He notes that handcuffing presents an easy 

opportunity for police to apply excessive force to suspects with little risk of visible injury and 

little prospect of complainants establishing a legal case of unreasonable force (Kleinig, 2014). 

A recent review by Queensland Police Service (Task Force Bletchley, 2016) examining the 

nature of complaints against police in a Division purported to have an issue with heightened 

levels of excessive use of force provides some level of support for Kleinig’s argument. The 

review found that 35 per cent of complaints against police for excessive use of force within 

the division related to the use of handcuffs by police (e.g. handcuffs too tight, handcuffing 

was excessive/unnecessary, handling was rough/involved open hand tactics). It was noted 

that in many of these complaint matters the persons subject to force displayed primarily drug 

or alcohol intoxication and were using abusive/violent language but were not exhibiting 

physical forms of aggression, and that they were handcuffed in the context of dealing with 

good order offences or move on directives.  The review concluded that at least in some cases 

officers had relied on greater levels of force than strictly necessary to resolve the incidents 

(Task Force Bletchley, 2016).  

Further to these arguments about definitions of force, Holmes and Smith (2012) argue 

that limiting research to the broad notion of ‘force’ may overlook non-physical but extra-

legal transgressions made by police (either consciously or unconsciously), such the use of 

verbal slurs or disrespectful language or demeanour, that can cause at the very least 

psychological injury to citizens. They argue a broader category of extra-legal police 

aggression is a better conceptualisation of the behaviours that police may engage in which 

can cause undue harm to citizens (Holmes & Smith, 2012).  

The argument about extra-legal aggression also raises the issue of how ‘extra-legal’ or 

indeed ‘excessive’ force is defined, that is force that is deemed to exceed the situational 

requirements. It has been noted  in the U.S. that the practical and legal limitations of the 
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power of police to use force tend to be ill-defined (Alpert & Smith, 1994; Bittner, 1970).  

Harmon (2008) argues that the state of jurisprudence in the U.S. on the issue of police use of 

force is “deeply impoverished”, and that the Supreme Court’s standard for excessive force is 

“indeterminate and undertheorised, particularly as applied to nondeadly force”(Harmon, 

2008, p.1).  In Australia, the legal framework governing police use of force is similarly 

complex and unclear.  Bronitt (2011) notes that while the concepts of necessity, 

reasonableness and proportionality are evidenced in common law and statutory police 

powers, the type of force authorised can change according to the police power being 

exercised, and these laws have rarely been tested in courts. Bronitt (2011) argues that it is in 

the context of a complex and uncertain legal framework governing the use of force by police 

that internal directives, operational guidelines and tactical norms have become the dominant 

influence in shaping officers’ understanding of the legal standards of necessity, 

reasonableness and proportionality in the use of force. 

These arguments highlight the challenges for researchers in establishing a consistent 

and objective measure of police ‘force’ or ‘excessive force’. It also suggests that by 

community standards many more police behaviours might be considered an excessive or 

unnecessary use of force (e.g. over-tightened handcuffs) than would be found to be 

“excessive” in a legal context. It should also be noted that aside from the more abstract and 

conceptual arguments about how to define force or excessive force, most commonly 

academic definitions of force are driven by data availability (Klahm IV et al., 2014; 

Shjarback, 2018). The sensitive nature of these events and their infrequency can make 

measurement challenging, and so studies often rely on administrative data in the form of 

police ‘use of force’ reports or complaints data related to allegations of excessive force by 

police. Operational definitions of force or excessive force used in research are then limited by 

the scope of these data sources. Use of force reports are a mandatory reporting requirement in 
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many policing jurisdictions in the U.S. and Australia, however, the level of ‘force’ that is 

required to be reported in these forms varies considerably across jurisdictions. This results in 

different thresholds or boundaries for the definitions of ‘force’ across studies. In general, 

clearer determinations about what is theoretically conceptualised as police ‘force’ or 

‘coercion’ would assist to bring greater comparability to the use of force literature, including 

an improved articulation of what aspects of the ‘force’ construct have been included or 

omitted in the various studies as a result of the data sources used.  

Given the variations in definitions and operationalisations of the construct of police 

force in the extant literature, it is also important to note the terminology used to describe 

measures of force across studies and the variations therein before examining findings. 

Measures of force frequency generally involve the comparison of the number of force events 

(defined at a given threshold) against a particular measure of police activity, e.g. number of 

arrests, number of offences, or number of police and citizen interactions, or in some other 

denominator which creates a measure of the potential exposure to police force amongst the 

population. The key variation across these studies is what constitutes ‘force’, with some 

studies defining force as beginning with verbal commands, others defining force as beginning 

at handcuffing, and other studies defining force as beginning with open hand tactics. Another 

aspect of force that is commonly measured in studies is force severity, which generally refers 

to the level of force on a continuum (sometimes referred to as the level of force), i.e. force 

that is a higher level or more severe is more likely to cause greater harm to the citizen or 

suspect. For example, use of Tasers would generally be seen as a higher or more severe form 

of force than open hand tactics (e.g. officers physically restraining or directing someone with 

their hands) because the Taser is seen as having greater potential to cause harm to citizens. 

The highest or most severe form of force would be lethal force, generally defined as use of a 

firearm. However, outside of this there is considerable variation in how agencies define levels 
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of force and how they order these levels from least to most severe, as noted above. Lastly, 

studies examining excessive force have either used citizen complaints of excessive force, or 

have used the force factor measure1 developed by Alpert and Dunham (1997), the latter 

usually based on data gleaned from use of force reports completed by officers and/or their 

supervisors. 

It has been noted that the selection of a police use of force outcome measure and the 

associated sample frame can have a material impact on the findings from use of force studies 

(Fridell, 2016). However, attempting to parse out these operational and conceptual 

measurement differences when examining the literature on predictors of force severity would 

substantially hamper the ability to summarise the weight of evidence across the different 

research areas. It should be noted, though, that these definitional issues do create some 

uncertainty about the comparability of studies in this field (Shjarback, 2018).  In the 

following review of the evidence, reference to a higher level or more severe form of force 

indicates a form of force that has the potential to cause greater harm to a suspect or citizen as 

defined by the agencies or researchers within that study.  

2.2 Review of evidence on key drivers of police use of force 

The following sections will examine the theories that have been used to understand 

ecological variations in police use of force, and subsequently the extant evidence supporting 

these theories. It will then examine the contexts in which community-oriented policing (COP) 

has been associated with reductions in police use of force, and the evidence in support of this 

relationship. This section will begin with a brief overview of the conceptualisation of 

predictors of police use of force in this thesis.    

                                                 

1 The force factor is a measurement tool that can produce a single metric which indicates the degree to which the 

force use by an officer was commensurate with suspect resistance, and can then inform determinations of 

whether officers used excessive force within an encounter and to what degree. 
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2.2.1 Conceptualisation of predictors of police use of force 

Research on police use of force can be categorised in a number of different ways. 

Most commonly it has been classified into the following predictor groupings: individual (e.g. 

citizen or officer gender or ethnicity) and situational predictors (e.g. citizen resistance or 

intoxication) of use of force; community-level predictors of use of force; and agency-level 

predictors of use of force. While there is a considerable body of research that has examined 

the influence of individual and situational characteristics on police use of force, there is much 

less research on the influence of community characteristics, though there has been a renewed 

focus on these factors in recent use of force studies (Shjarback, 2018).  In contrast, very few 

studies have systematically examined the influence of policing approaches or police agency 

characteristics on the impact of use of force.  

Another way of conceptualising the influence of different factors at the individual- 

and situational-, community- and agency-level is to consider their operation at the micro-, 

meso- and macro- level respectively. Macro, meso and micro concepts have been applied 

across a range of scientific disciplines to understand how lower level phenomena relate to 

higher level phenomena (Ramström, 2018). In the social sciences, the application of these 

terms has been used primarily for analytic purposes, to classify the levels at which social 

phenomena are being captured or observed, e.g. individuals, social groups, and states 

(Ramström, 2018). These concepts were applied in a recent U.S. study on police use of force 

by Lee, Vaughn, and Lim (2014) to conceptualise the size of the geographic space (e.g. 

neighbourhood, police district, city) in which concentrations of violent crime could be 

expected to exert an influence on police use of force behaviour. ‘Micro’, ‘meso’ and ‘macro’ 

are used in the current study to conceptualise the geographic space or contexts in which the 

independent variables could be expected to exert most influence on police use of force 

behaviour. In this thesis, individual and situational factors constitute micro-level factors as 
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they are located within the interaction between the officer and citizen. Community 

characteristics or structural factors constitute meso-level influences, as they will most 

commonly have their influence at the suburb or neighbourhood level. And in the Australian 

setting, police agency factors would be considered macro-level influences. Police agencies 

are primarily state-based in Australia (aside from the Australian Federal Police), which 

means that police use of force training or policies are in general constant within the state. 

While some police agency factors may vary at the suburb level, the lowest geographic 

operational jurisdiction within a state-based police agency in Australia would generally 

encompass one or more suburbs. The conceptualisation of the micro-, meso- and macro-level 

influences on police use of force is depicted in Figure 1. This thesis seeks to understand the 

influence of community characteristics and policing approaches, specifically COP, on 

community-level variations in police use of force in Australia. Therefore, the primary focus 

of the literature reviewed is on the influence of community-level factors (meso level 

influences) and an agency-level factor (COP) (a macro level influence) on police use of force.  

 

Figure 1: Conceptualisation of the level of influence of predictors of police use of force 
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2.2.2 Community characteristics and police use of force  

The influence of community characteristics on police use of force has been subject to 

much less empirical examination than individual and situational predictors of police use of 

force (Shjarback, 2018), though it has long been acknowledged that police behaviour is likely 

to vary systematically across communities and neighbourhoods (Sherman, 1986; Smith, 

1986; Werthman & Piliavin, 1967). Sherman (1986) argued that variation in police practices 

across neighbourhoods was “a joint product of what police expect will be the consequences 

of their differing behaviours in different neighbourhoods and of what the political power will 

let them get away with” (Sherman, 1986, p.346). A number of studies considering individual 

and situational drivers of police use of force have also found differences in the influence of 

these factors by jurisdiction (Bolger, 2015; Garner, Maxwell, & Heraux, 2002; Terrill & 

Mastrofski, 2002; Terrill & Paoline III, 2015), suggesting that there are characteristics of 

areas that may contribute to variations in police use of force.   

It should be noted that ‘community’ is defined in different ways across studies in this 

field and at different levels of granularity (census tracts, neighbourhoods, police precincts, or 

cities), but essentially all studies are examining area-level effects on police use of force. It is 

possible, however, that larger geographic units may limit the ability of studies to detect 

significant associations, where relationships are more tightly geographically clustered (Lee et 

al., 2014; Shjarback, 2018).  There is no consensus at this point amongst policing scholars as 

to the most appropriate unit of analysis for considering community or neighbourhood 

influences on policing behaviour, though it has been argued that the use of larger geographic 

units such as policing precincts raises the risk of the ecological fallacy, where aggregate 

findings mask significant heterogeneity occurring within smaller geographic units (Klinger, 

Rosenfeld, Isom, & Deckard, 2016; Shjarback, 2018). 
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Notwithstanding differences in definitions of community or neighbourhood, there 

have been a number of theories that have been consistently applied to explain why police use 

of force might vary according to community characteristics. Some of the most common 

theories that have been applied in the use of force literature are summarised in the following 

section, followed by a summary of findings from the extant literature.   

2.2.3 Theoretical explanations for variations in use of force according to community 

characteristics  

2.2.3.1 Ecological contamination theory 

The term “symbolic assailant” was coined by Skolnick (1994) to describe the 

internalised stereotypes that police hold about potential suspects. Cues related to demeanour, 

attire, language, ethnicity or other aspects of the person’s appearance or behaviour may 

indicate to police a higher risk of offending behaviour or potential violence and may 

influence whether they proactively approach citizens and how they conduct any subsequent 

interactions.  The development of symbolic assailant stereotypes may emerge in part due to 

the nature of police work – their roles require them to be continually occupied with the 

potential for violence, they must be suspicious in order to detect covert offending, and they 

must be alert to vague indications of danger or unusualness (Klinger, 1997; Skolnick, 

1994).   Skolnick (1994) notes that a critical contributing factor for the influence of symbolic 

assailants is the isolation of police from the communities they serve, particularly in urban, 

poor, high crime communities, and the encouragement of a ‘siege’ mindset based on the 

concept of police being engaged in a war on crime. The concept of the symbolic assailant 

proposed by Skolnick (1994) can be generalised to communities or neighbourhoods through 

the concept of ecological contamination, first proposed by Werthman and Piliavan (1967, 

cited in Smith, 1986, p.315) who suggested that residence in a neighbourhood was used by 

police as a general indicator for identifying a sample of potential law violators. That is, in the 
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same way that behaviour or appearance cues may indicate that a citizen is more or less likely 

to be an offender, residing in particular neighbourhoods may indicate that individuals living 

in those neighbourhoods are more or less likely to be offenders, and hence residents are 

contaminated by the perception of the place in which they reside. Ecological contamination 

theory has been used to understand how police may perceive greater threats of violence or 

deviance amongst residents living in areas with high levels of crime or disorder (Durán, 

2009; Sampson & Raudenbush, 2004), and also to understand how residents themselves may 

feel stigmatised or contaminated by particular negative characteristics of the neighbourhoods 

in which they live (Murphy, 2012; Wacquant, 2007).  

Applied to police use of force, this theory would suggest that citizens encountered in 

neighbourhoods or communities that have higher levels of crime or disorder, will be imbued 

with the criminogenic characteristics of the neighbourhood and hence their behaviour will be 

interpreted in this light. Thus, certain behaviours of citizens may take on particular 

significance for police when these behaviours are observed in high crime neighbourhoods, 

which may lead to more proactive or aggressive policing responses than would occur if the 

same behaviours were observed in moderate or low crime neighbourhoods.   

2.2.3.2 Minority threat theory 

Minority threat theory (also referred to as social threat and political threat theory) 

offers an explanation for variations in police behaviour according to the concentration of 

minority ethnic or racial groups in a community. Minority threat theory posits that people 

from culturally dissimilar, subordinate groups pose a threat to the interests of the socio-

political order and hence social control efforts, manifested primarily through policing, are 

concentrated on these groups (Lersch, Bazley, Mieczkowski, & Childs, 2008; Liska, 

Lawrence, & Benson, 1981). This theory has been used to examine whether the size of racial 

or ethnic minority populations within communities, and the associated increased perceived 
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threat, influences the application of formal social control at all stages of the criminal justice 

system process, including examination of its influence on: the distribution of police resources 

across neighbourhoods (Holmes, Smith, Freng, & Muñoz, 2008; Zhao, Ren, & Lovrich, 

2012); the distribution of arrests or formal recording of offending behaviour (Kane, 

Gustafson, & Bruell, 2013; Varano, Schafer, Cancino, & Swatt, 2009); the distribution of 

juvenile court outcomes (Andersen & Ouellette, 2019; Leiber, Peck, & Rodriguez, 2016); and 

the re-arrest of persons on probation (St. John, 2019).  

When minority threat theory is applied to understand police use of force behaviour, 

the theory would contend that when police work in areas with large minority populations, 

they may be more likely to perceive threats to socio-political order, and thus community 

members in these areas would be more likely to be subject to coercive police behaviour, as 

part of an effort by officers to respond to perceived threats to social order (Lersch et al., 

2008; Smith & Holmes, 2003, 2014). This theory has been applied to understand the 

perceived disproportionate use of force by police against African American citizens in the 

U.S.(Lautenschlager & Omori, 2018; Smith & Holmes, 2014), with the suggestion that police 

may perceive greater threats in communities that have high concentrations of African 

American or other minority or culturally dissimilar populations. In Australia, this theory 

would suggest that police may be more likely to use coercion or force in communities with 

high Indigenous or ethnically diverse populations.  

2.2.3.3 Black’s behaviour of law theory 

Black’s (1976) theory on the behaviour of law argued that the application of law may 

vary as a function of a variety of aspects of social life, including the stratification of material 

conditions and resources (essentially socio-economic status, or vertical distance), 

morphology (horizontal social distance, e.g. intimacy and integration), culture (including 

moral values), and social control (Black, 1976).  Black suggests that individuals of lower 
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socio-economic status will be less likely to have law applied on their behalf, with charges, 

conviction and punishment likely to be greater when the alleged offender is from a lower 

social rank. Black proposed that people on the margins of groups (large relational distance) 

will be disproportionately subject to law, and hence defined as more deviant than other 

people.  Black (1976) also argues that the quantity of law is stronger where other social 

control is weaker, hence socially disorganised communities might be expected to experience 

greater formal social control efforts by police. This theory has been applied to understand the 

distribution of formal social control by police (e.g. stop and search activities) and the 

prioritisation of investigative effort, according to the social or relational distance between 

police and citizens or suspects (Ariel & Tankebe, 2018; Cooney, 2015; Geiger-Oneto & 

Phillips, 2003; Rojek, Rosenfeld, & Decker, 2012; Tillyer & Engel, 2013; Wong, 2010). 

When considering police use of force behaviour across communities, this theory may explain 

why police may use force more readily against those from lower socio-economic background 

or those seen to embody greater social or relational distance from authorities, such as 

minority communities or marginalised groups (Terrill & Reisig, 2003).  

2.2.3.4 Social disorganisation 

Social disorganisation, a concept originally proposed by Shaw and McKay (1942), 

reflects the extent to which an area or community has the ability to control the anti-social 

behaviour of its residents. Social disorganisation is believed to develop when family and 

community structures, challenged by family breakdowns, resource constraints, population 

heterogeneity and residential instability, become ineffective at maintaining social control, and 

has been found to predict higher levels of different types of offending in cities and 

communities (Jobes, Barclay, Weinand, & Donnermeyer, 2004b; Leech, 2016; Nivette, 

2011).  As well as predicting offending behaviour, social disorganisation has also been 

applied to understand the distribution of police misconduct, with the assumption that the 
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same environmental cues that encourage deviance by citizens, may also encourage deviance 

by officers (Kane, 2002; Weitzer, 1999). As noted previously, Black’s behaviour of law 

theory (1976) also contended that the quantity of law (or the concentration of policing effort) 

would be greater in areas with lower levels of social control. When applied to police use of 

force, the findings on social disorganisation would suggest that individuals living in areas 

with higher levels of social disorganisation would be more likely to experience higher levels 

or more frequent use of force by police, either as a product of police efforts to respond to 

perceived absences in social control, or as a product of greater concentrations of police 

misconduct.  

2.2.3.5 Klinger’s (1997) ecological theory of policing 

While the above theories suggest that communities with higher levels of crime or 

disorder are likely to experience greater levels of police use of force, Klinger’s ecological 

theory of policing (1997) would suggest that communities with higher levels of crime or 

disorder may in fact experience lower levels of coercive police behaviour.  Klinger (1997) 

suggested that, in an effort to manage workload against a fixed set of resources, officers who 

work in high crime patrol areas are less likely to respond vigorously to deviance or offending 

behaviours, compared to offers working in low crime patrol areas. Klinger (1997) contends 

that making arrests and taking victim reports can initiate a resource intensive process that, for 

police dealing with a high volume of offending behaviour in particular beats or patrol areas, 

may be avoided by a less vigorous response to the offending incidents that they observe or 

encounter. The way in which Klinger’s ecological theory of policing might be applied to 

incidents of use of force by police is somewhat open for interpretation – that is, it might 

suggest reduced rates of use of force in high crime areas due to less vigorous policing, or 

conversely higher rates of use of force in high crime areas, where the use of force becomes a 

substitute for more vigorous or formal policing processes.  However, the theory has generally 
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been interpreted as suggesting that police will use less force in areas with high levels of crime 

or social disorder (Boivin & Obartel, 2017; Klinger et al., 2016; Shjarback, 2018).  

2.2.3.6 Distribution of citizen behaviours across communities 

The community level theories canvassed above attempt to understand how police 

behaviour may vary according to community or neighbourhood characteristics, however less 

attention has been given to systematic variation in citizen or suspect behaviours across 

communities. Only two identified studies have empirically examined variations in citizen 

behaviours across communities in the context of police use of force. Shjarback and Katz 

(2017) found that citizen resistance during police arrests was higher in areas with higher 

socio-economic disadvantage and higher levels of residential mobility, while Reisig, 

McCluskey, Mastrofski, and Terrill (2004) found that citizens in more disadvantaged 

neighbourhoods displayed greater levels of disrespect, or reduced deference, to police. A 

number of studies have indicated that structural characteristics of communities (such as 

concentrated disadvantage, low collective efficacy or high crime) may also be associated with 

lower levels of citizen trust in police and perceptions of police legitimacy (Kochel, Parks, & 

Mastrofski, 2013; Nix, Wolfe, Rojek, & Kaminski, 2015; Sampson & Bartusch, 1998). Low 

levels of police trust and perceived legitimacy in turn have been found to negatively affect 

intentions to cooperate with police (Jackson, Bradford, Stanko, & Hohl, 2013; Kochel, 2011), 

thereby potentially increasing the likelihood of a coercive encounter. It is also possible that 

witnessed or direct experiences of police use of excessive force in particular communities 

might lower trust in police (Thompson & Lee, 2004), potentially leading to a vicious cycle 

whereby citizens become less trusting and compliant with police, and police become 

increasingly coercive. This might suggest that perceptions of police legitimacy or trust in 

police may mediate or moderate the relationship between community characteristics and 

police use of force, with lower perceptions of police legitimacy in more marginalised 
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communities leading to lower levels of citizen cooperation and compliance, and subsequently 

a greater likelihood of coercive police behaviour. Though these are theoretically plausible 

relationships, further research is required to determine the influence of variations in citizen 

behaviours across communities on police use of force.  

2.2.3.7 Unique and overlapping contributions of theories for understanding the 

distribution of police use of force 

The theories canvassed above have a number of unique and overlapping contributions 

to the understanding and prediction of the distribution of police use of force across 

communities. Ecological contamination, as it has been conceptualised to date (Smith & 

Holmes, 2014; Terrill & Reisig, 2003), primarily focuses on the influence of violent crime in 

an area on officers’ perceptions of threat and criminality, and suggests that higher levels of 

violent crime in an area are likely to increase officer perceptions of an individual’s 

criminality or threat in those communities, and thus increase the use of force. High levels of 

crime could also indicate weak social control, which Black’s theory of the behaviour of law 

explains may attract more application of law, and which is also the underlying concept of 

social disorganisation theory.  While also considering the influence of area level crime on 

police use of force, Klinger’s (1997) theory of ecological policing, in contrast, has been used 

to suggest that police may use less force in high crime communities, as they police less 

vigorously in areas of high demand.  

Black’s (1976) theory of the behaviour of law contends that police would apply more 

law to those with greater vertical distance or horizontal distance from police, including those 

on the social or economic margins of society and in areas characterised by weak social 

control. Thus, while Black’s theory on the behaviour of law does not explicitly canvass the 

motivations that may drive the application of law disproportionately towards some groups, 

there are overlaps with both minority threat theory and social disorganisation theory. Both 
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Black’s theory of the behaviour of law and minority threat theory would suggests use of force 

may be disproportionately used against ethnic minorities or in areas with higher concentration 

of ethnic minority populations, indicating greater social control efforts. Further, while 

minority threat has been primarily used to understand the influence of minority racial and 

ethnic group geographic concentrations on police use of force, the theory could be applied to 

understand why police may use force against other minority or marginalised groups, such as 

people living in low socio-economic areas (as Black’s theory suggests). There may also be 

overlap between these community factors, where ethnic minorities are perceived to be of 

lower social or economic status. Minority threat theory contributes more to our understanding 

of why police may use force disproportionately against minority groups or lower social status 

groups, as these groups, particularly when present in large numbers, would be perceived to 

constitute threats to the current social order.  

Similarly, the theory of social disorganisation overlaps with Black’s theory of the 

behaviour of law, as Black contended that police would apply formal social control processes 

in greater quantity where there was an absence of informal social control.  Predictions based 

on social disorganisation theory could also be argued to overlap with predictions related to 

concentrated disadvantage to the extent that social disorganisation may also be present where 

there is poverty and deprivation, and that these factors may interact to produce more 

problematic contexts for crime and disorder (Kubrin & Weitzer, 2003; Wikström & Sampson, 

2006). Reflecting on the theories together, it could be predicted that the use of force might 

vary as a function of community characteristics that include violent crime rates, proportion of 

minorities, social disorganisation and concentrated disadvantage. 
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2.2.4  Review of evidence of community characteristics as predictors of police use of 

force 

The following sections summarises evidence for the most common community 

characteristics that have been considered in the extant research.  

Violent crime. Violence has been defined as behaviours that threaten, inflict or 

attempt physical harm on others (Reiss & Roth, 1993). Neighbourhood violent crime in 

police use of force research has typically been measured using recorded crime data reflecting 

violent offences, comprising offences such as homicide, attempted homicide, manslaughter, 

assault, kidnapping, and robbery (Lee, Jang, Yun, Lim, & Tushaus, 2010; Lee et al., 2014; 

Lee, 2016; Smith & Holmes, 2014; Terrill & Reisig, 2003). The level of violent crime in a 

community might be theorised to increase the rates of police use of force against citizens in 

those areas from a number of perspectives. First, the citizens may be ‘contaminated’ by 

police perceptions of the area, such that they are more likely to see citizens in those areas as 

potentially violent suspects, in line with ecological contamination theory (Smith, 1986). 

Additionally, areas with a high crime rate may increase officers’ objective perception of 

danger, so that they may be more fearful of being on the receiving end of violent or 

aggressive behaviours from suspects in those areas, and hence may act pre-emptively to force 

compliance through escalation of the use of force.  Conversely, Klinger’s ecological theory of 

police responses to deviance (Klinger, 1997) might suggest that police will use force less 

frequently in high violent crime neighbourhoods, in line with his contention that police will 

respond less vigorously to incidents in high crime neighbourhoods in an effort to manage a 

limited set of resources against high levels of demand. 

Overall, the extant literature suggests that the level of violent crime in an area 

increases the likelihood of police use of force, or severity of force in those areas (Jacobs & 
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O'Brien, 1998; Lee et al., 2010; Lee et al., 2014; Terrill & Reisig, 2003), however there are 

some contrary findings and some findings suggest that the geographic unit within which the 

relationship is examined may be influential.  Lee et al. (2014) found a strong association for 

all levels of police use of force and the rate of violent crime within a 500 feet buffer zone, 

with this relationship sustained but notably weaker at a 3000 feet buffer zone, while there was 

no significant relationship with violent crime and police use of force when crime was 

measured at the police agency precinct level. A number of studies have found no significant 

association with the level of violent crime in areas (Lawton, 2007; Smith & Holmes, 2003, 

2014). However, these studies measured the violent crime rate at the police district level and 

the city level respectively. This could suggest that the relationship between violent crime and 

use of force may weaken or become diluted at higher levels of geographic aggregation (e.g. 

precinct or city level) and may be strongest at lower levels of granularity such as 

neighbourhoods or census tracts.  

A recent study by Klinger et al. (2016) found a significant relationship between the 

neighbourhood level of violent crime (firearm violence more specifically) and the frequency 

of officer-involved shootings. However, they found this relationship was best described as 

curvilinear, with a mostly positive relationship between firearm violence and police shootings 

dropping off at the highest levels of neighbourhood firearm violence. Klinger et al. (2016) 

suggested that this may provide support for the ecological theory of policing (Klinger, 1997), 

such that officers police less vigorously in very high violent crime neighbourhoods. Though 

another recent study focussed on use of force across neighbourhoods by the NYPD also 

found some support for this theory (Lautenschlager & Omori, 2018), when considering the 

overall body of extant findings of the influence of violent crime rates on police use of force, 

there have been few studies demonstrating empirical support for Klinger’s (1997) ecological 

theory of policing when applied to police coercion.   
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Concentrated disadvantage. Concentrated disadvantage is generally defined as a 

geographic area characterised by relatively high levels of poverty and material deprivation 

(Sampson, 2006) . In the police use of force literature this construct has been measured using 

a range of social and economic indicators, such as unemployment rates, low income levels 

and income inequality  (Jacobs & O'Brien, 1998; Lee et al., 2010; Smith & Holmes, 2014; 

Terrill & Reisig, 2003). While the impact of concentrated disadvantage on police use of force 

has not always examined through a consistent theoretical lens, Black (1976) argued that 

authorities would use greater and more punitive forms of law against those who embodied 

greater vertical distance from authorities, for example individuals with lower socio-economic 

status. This theory might be generalised from the individual to the community-level to 

explain why police use of force may occur more in areas of socio-economic disadvantage 

(Smith, 1986; Terrill & Reisig, 2003).  

The evidence for the effect of concentrated disadvantage on the likelihood of police 

use of force or severity of force has been mixed, though this may be due at least in part to the 

quite extensive variation in the indicators used to represent concentrated disadvantage across 

studies. Terrill and Reisig (2003) found a positive association between the level of 

concentrated disadvantage in communities and the likelihood of police use of force. 

However, their indicator of concentrated disadvantage comprised per cent unemployed, per 

cent in poverty, per cent of female-headed families, and per cent African American residents, 

thus including social disorganisation and racial composition. While similar composite 

measures have been used to measure concentrated disadvantage in the broader criminology 

literature (Sampson, Raudenbush, & Earls, 1997a), it is unclear whether indicators of social 

disorganisation and racial composition may represent additional aspects of concentrated 

disadvantage, or are actually broader constructs. Another study found that the level of 

unemployment in a community was positively associated with levels of police use of force 
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(Lee et al., 2010). Jacobs and O'Brien (1998) found that income inequality between Blacks 

and Whites was associated with higher levels of use of lethal force by police, however the 

same study found that poverty rates and the GINI coefficient (a broader measure of income 

inequality) had no association with use of lethal force by police. 

Countering these findings, a number of studies have found no direct association 

between concentrated disadvantage and police use of force or severity of force, measured 

through similar indicators such as income inequality between minority and non-minority 

residents (Parker, MacDonald, Jennings, & Alpert, 2005; Smith & Holmes, 2003, 2014). 

Additionally, a recent study by Klinger et al. (2016) found no impact of socio-economic 

status on the frequency of the use of deadly force by police, once the level of firearm violence 

had been taken into account. 

Racial heterogeneity (and segregation).  Racial heterogeneity reflects the racial 

composition of an area or, more specifically, the prevalence of different ethnic or racial 

groups in a geographic area, with a higher relative prevalence of different ethnic or racial 

groups indicating greater racial heterogeneity in an area (Lawton, 2007; Smith, 1986). Racial 

segregation indicates the degree of separation between different ethnic or racial groups within 

geographic areas (Smith & Holmes, 2014). The impact of racial heterogeneity, or more 

specifically the relative prevalence of racial or ethnic minority residents in an area, on police 

use of force has been examined in a number of studies, primarily as means of testing minority 

threat theory as it applies to coercive police behaviour; that is, whether increased prevalence 

of minorities in an area increases the perception of social-order threats by officers and results 

in greater use of force.   

There is moderate evidence to suggest that the concentration of racial or ethnic 

minority residents is associated with increased frequency or severity or excessive use of force 
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by police. Two studies by Smith and Holmes (2003, 2014) have found that cities with higher 

proportions of Black or Hispanic residents experience higher numbers of sustained 

complaints regarding police use of excessive force. In their most recent study, Smith and 

Holmes (2014) also found that the degree of racial segregation was also positively predictive 

of sustained complaints for excessive use of force. Lee (2016) found that the proportion of 

White residents in an area predicted lower levels of police use of non-lethal force (though he 

found no effect for the proportion of Black or minority residents in an area), while Jacobs and 

O'Brien (1998) found that the proportion of Black residents in an area was positively 

predictive of police use of lethal force against Black citizens. Smith (1986) and Lersch et al. 

(2008) also found that higher proportions of minority residents in an area positively predicted 

coercive police behaviour.  A recent study by Levchak (2017) found that the percent of 

Latino, but not the percent of Black, residents in a police precinct was predictive of use of 

force by officers within the New York Police Department (NYPD). Another recent study 

drawing on data from the NYPD found that the use of force by police was more frequent and 

more severe in neighbourhoods with a higher proportion of Black residents (Lautenschlager 

& Omori, 2018). However, it is worth noting that a number of studies have also found no 

direct association between the proportion of minority residents in an area and the frequency 

or severity of police use of force (Lawton, 2007; Lee et al., 2010; Morrow, Berthelot, & 

Vickovic, 2018; Parker et al., 2005). 

Social disorganisation.   As noted previously, social disorganisation, reflects the 

extent to which an area or community has the ability to control the anti-social behaviour of its 

residents (Shaw & McKay, 1942). In the policing literature, social disorganisation has 

traditionally been measured in two primary ways. First it has most commonly been measured 

in the use of force literature through indicators that are believed to represent the structural 

precursors to the development of social disorganisation, such as measures of family 
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breakdown, resource constraints, residential instability and racial heterogeneity (Jobes et al., 

2004b; Leech, 2016; Nivette, 2011).  Alternatively, other criminological studies have used 

more direct measures of variables linked to social order at the community level. For example, 

the level of collective efficacy in a community, defined as the level of mutual trust and 

willingness to intervene for the common good (Sampson et al., 1997a), has been found to be 

a critical social process associated with reduced social disorder in communities, and thus may 

provide a more direct measure of the presence of social disorganisation compared to 

measures of the structural precursors to social disorganisation (Jacobs & O'Brien, 1998; 

Kubrin & Weitzer, 2003; Mazerolle, Wickes, & McBroom, 2010; Sampson et al., 1997a). 

Ecological examinations of social processes relevant to social disorganisation, such as 

collective efficacy, rely on well-sampled survey or observational data within relatively small 

geographic areas, and these data are often highly resource-intensive to collect and thus often 

limited in geographic scope (Kubrin & Weitzer, 2003). This is likely to have limited the use 

of these more direct measures of the social processes associated with social disorganisation in 

the police use of force literature to date.   

There is insufficient evidence at this stage as to whether the presence of social 

disorganisation may increase the likelihood of police use of force in a community, with only 

a small number of identified use of force studies explicitly examining this construct. Parker et 

al. (2005) found that the level of social disorganisation present in a city, measured by the 

level of residential instability in the previous five years, positively predicted the number of 

police use of force incidents. Aligned to this, Jacobs and O'Brien (1998) found that the level 

of social disorganisation, measured as a combination of divorce rates and per cent of female-

headed families, was predictive of police use of lethal force, however they also found that the 

level of housing overcrowding in an area was not predictive of police use of lethal force. In 

addition, a recent Canadian study (Boivin & Obartel, 2017) used an index of social 
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disorganisation, comprising proportion of single-parent households, residents describing 

themselves as visible minorities, proportion of low income families, and residential mobility, 

and found social disorganisation strongly predicted the frequency of police use of force. In 

contrast, Smith (1986) found that police use of coercive authority was lower in areas with 

more transient communities, when other community characteristics were taken into account. 

A recent study focussed on use of force by the NYPD underscores the mixed findings for 

social disorganisation, with the study finding different relationships for indicators of social 

disorganisation on the frequency of police use of force compared to the severity of police use 

of force, with only residential instability being positively related to both measures of police 

use of force (Lautenschlager & Omori, 2018). 

2.2.5 Summary of the evidence for the influence of community characteristics on 

police use of force 

Overall, the extant research has produced mixed evidence on the influence of the most 

commonly considered community characteristics examined on police use of force. However, 

in terms of the frequency of positive findings, there has been some empirical support for 

ecological contamination theory, minority threat theory and for the influence of social 

disorganisation and socio-economic disadvantage on police use of force. Variations in the 

operationalisation of constructs and the  level of geographic aggregation used for community 

level characteristics (e.g. city, precinct, neighbourhood etc.) across studies may have had a 

significant effect on the ability to detect positive relationships with police use of force 

(Shjarback, 2018), as the study by Lee et al. (2014) found with respect to the influence of 

violent crime rates on police use of force.  

It is also possible that differences in findings across jurisdictions reflect the unique 

association between community characteristics and police behaviours within those 
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jurisdictions, noting that historical relations with police, community composition, and police 

agency operational and policy contexts may all influence how police perceive and interact 

with particular communities and, likewise, how communities perceive and interact with 

police (Klinger et al., 2016; Shjarback, 2018). For example, Smith and Holmes (2003, 2014) 

found in two national studies different relationships between community characteristics and 

sustained complaints for use of force in the south west of the U.S. compared to other areas 

with respect to the policing of Hispanic communities. 

The inconsistent findings in this area may also reflect the data sources used and the 

statistical methods employed. Examinations of ecological influences on police behaviour 

naturally feature clustered or nested data, with police and citizen behaviour clustered within 

neighbourhoods or communities, and also within police districts or precincts. However, it is 

only more recently that statistical techniques, such as multilevel modelling, have been applied 

that can more accurately account for this clustering in the data and the potential variation that 

communities or precincts may contribute to police behaviour (Gelman & Hill, 2007). Hence, 

it may be that earlier studies were not well designed to measure the influence of community 

factors on police use of force, and may have under-estimated the effects of community 

factors. With a large number of police use of force studies relying on administrative data such 

as use of force reports and citizen complaints(Adams, 1996; Klahm IV et al., 2014), it is 

possible that data quality issues across police jurisdictions related to inconsistently entered or 

validated data may also have influenced the consistency of findings across studies, however 

the influence of data quality remains unknown and unexplored in the literature to date.   

Additionally, it has been noted that the selection of data sources and sample frames 

can materially affect the outcomes of studies, and additionally that not all data sources on 

police use of force are interchangeable or directly comparable (Fridell, 2016). For example, 

studies that examine the severity of police use of force as an outcome measure are generally 
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limited to examining events in which force has been used by police, and so can only shed 

light on what community characteristics increase the severity of police use of force within 

those events, and cannot inform the understanding of community characteristics that predict 

police use of force in general. The impacts of these methodological and statistical weaknesses 

are difficult to parse out from other influences on study findings in the extant literature (such 

as the influence of local community or policing factors), but are likely to have influenced at 

least some of the inconsistencies in the findings in this area to date.  

Lastly, as with the extant research on individual and situational predictors of use of 

force, there is little research on the influence of community characteristics on the distribution 

of police use of force outside of the U.S. policing context, aside from two recent Canadian 

studies (Boivin & Obartel, 2017; Carmichael & Kent, 2015), and hence the extent to which 

these findings have relevance for other jurisdictions, such as Australia, is not currently clear.  

2.2.6 Policing approaches: Community-oriented policing (COP) 

The effect of police agency attributes or interventions have been the focus of a more 

limited number of studies, primarily as a means for understanding what police agencies might 

be able to do to ameliorate use of force issues. It could be argued that at least some of the 

differences in findings across studies in terms of individual-, situational- and community-

level predictors of use of force may also reflect meaningful variations in policing 

philosophies, approaches and operational policies and practices across jurisdictions. 

Variations in these characteristics have not been subject to sufficient systematic consideration 

in the literature to date to determine with confidence the relative influence of these kinds of 

agency factors on police use of force. Additionally, there remains a dearth of translational 

research that can assist in identifying effective agency measures for reducing use of force or 

citizen complaints, with the exception of research into the effects of body worn cameras 
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(Ariel, Farrar, & Sutherland, 2015; Ariel et al., 2016a; Ariel et al., 2016b). A number of case 

studies and literature reviews have identified potentially useful ameliorative strategies, 

however only a small number of studies have considered the association between various 

agency characteristics and the frequency of use of force incidents across multiple agencies 

using research designs that can enable confident inferences about the effectiveness of 

individual measures. 

While there has been very little systematic research on the influence of policing 

approaches, including policing philosophies or strategies on police use of force, COP has 

been raised as a potential ameliorative strategy in the context of recent concerns about 

incidents of excessive force in the U.S. and increased police-community tensions, particularly 

in minority communities. COP approaches have been promoted as a potential solution by 

both the International Association of Chiefs of Police (IACP, 2015) and the President’s 

Taskforce on 21st Century Policing (President's Task Force on 21st Century Policing, 2015), 

in order to improve trust in police and as a bi-product to reduce the kinds of police-citizen 

confrontations that have preceded some of the recent, highly-publicised incidents of deadly 

use of force by police. While COP has proven difficult to define, the two most commonly 

cited fundamental components of COP are that police agencies must consult or collaborate 

with communities and that they must do so within a problem-solving orientation; some 

definitions also propose that decentralisation of authority to the local level in police agencies 

is an additional requirement of COP (Gill, Weisburd, Telep, Vitter, & Bennett, 2014; 

Maguire & Mastrofski, 2000; Skogan, 2006).  

It has been noted that the debate about COP has historically been “guided mainly by 

intuition and ideology rather than by systematic, empirical findings” (Wells, Falcone, & 

Rabe-Hemp, 2003, p. 567), and this could well be said about the discussion of COP and use 

of force. COP has been linked theoretically and anecdotally to reductions in use of force by 
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police, via increased accountability to, and strengthened relationships with, the communities 

they serve (Micucci & Gomme, 2005; Smith & Holmes, 2014). However there has been very 

little empirical examination of the direct influence of COP on use of force. 

Despite a lack of empirical assessment, there are a number of plausible theoretical 

pathways that could explain an association between COP and police use of force. Research 

suggests that COP can lead to increased trust in police and increases in perceptions of police 

legitimacy (Gill et al., 2014), and these factors have been shown to increase citizens’ 

compliance with police orders (Sunshine & Tyler, 2003; Tyler, 2004), thereby potentially 

reducing the frequency of coercive encounters.  Additionally, COP should arguably increase 

the accountability of police to the community, and may therefore curb the use of policing 

responses that are deemed to be excessive or inappropriate by the community (Micucci & 

Gomme, 2005; Smith & Holmes, 2014). And lastly, increased quantity and quality of 

contacts between police and community members inherent in COP should increase 

familiarity and reduce social distance between officers and citizens, and as a bi-product 

reduce officer reliance on stereotypes and increase empathy for community members, thereby 

reducing the frequency with which police resort to coercive action (Kearns, 2017; Lee & 

Gibbs, 2015; Magee & Smith, 2013).  However, the empirical association between COP and 

police use of force remains unproven, and the mechanisms by which COP might influence 

police use of force relatively untested.   

The small number of studies which have examined the relationship between COP and 

police use of force have not found a relationship in the expected direction. Smith and Holmes 

(2014) examined the impact of COP on the number of excessive force complaints in major 

U.S. cities and found that the reported presence of COP was associated with increased 

numbers of sustained complaints for excessive use of force (Smith & Holmes, 2014). Aligned 

to these findings Kuhns, Johnson, and King (2011) found that the introduction of COP in a 
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disadvantage neighbourhood in Trinidad was associated with an increase in personal 

experiences of mistreatment or abuse by police.  A further counter-intuitive finding from a 

study by Terrill and Paoline III (2015) found that officers with a more positive orientation 

towards COP had higher levels of discourtesy complaints. 

 It is not clear why COP would have a positive impact on sustained complaints of 

excessive force or discourtesy complaints, however the authors of these studies have raised a 

number of possible explanations. Firstly, it has been long recognised that there are challenges 

in measuring COP (Cordner, 1997; Gill et al., 2014; Kearns, 2017), at least in part due to its 

loose operational specifications. This combined with the high social desirability of COP, may 

result in an over-estimation of the extent to which operational approaches can be classified as 

COP, particularly when reported by more senior agency staff. Additionally, it has been 

argued that without due attention to quality, COP approaches that simply increase the number 

of police patrols in areas with high crime, social disorder and low trust, may serve simply to 

increase the volume of negative interactions that occur between police and citizens (Gill et 

al., 2014; Smith & Holmes, 2014). Terrill and Paoline III (2015) argued that higher levels of 

discourtesy complaints against officers who were more supportive of COP may reflect citizen 

discomfort with the greater involvement of these officers in managing lower level disorder in 

their communities in the absence of serious offending behaviour. Lastly, the use of 

complaints of excessive force as an outcome measure may also limit the ability to detect the 

influence of COP on more general patterns of use of force or coercive policing responses. It 

has previously been found that police agencies with more open and responsive complaints 

processes may receive more complaints (Adams, 1996), and therefore it is possible that an 

agency that attempts to more authentically engage with the community may actually 

experience higher levels of excessive force complaints, at least initially. Furthermore, a 

considerable proportion of complaints of excessive force have been found to stem from a 
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relatively small proportion of officers within an agency (Terrill & Ingram, 2016), and hence 

while COP might influence broader patterns of use of force it may not be sufficient to 

ameliorate the behaviour of officers who disproportionately rely on coercive policing tactics 

in their dealings with citizens.   

That COP has been identified and promoted as a potential solution for current 

exacerbations of police and community tension, distrust and incidents of excessive force in 

the U.S., alongside the lack of supporting empirical evidence for a relationship with use of 

force, renders COP a high priority target for further empirical examination. Additionally, 

examination of the theoretical pathways through which COP may influence police use of 

force would provide further insight as to the effectiveness of COP as an approach which can 

reduce police use of force.  

2.3 Conclusions and focus of this thesis 

As noted, the vast majority of research informing our understanding of the drivers of 

police use of force has been generated out of U.S. policing jurisdictions. While there is 

reasonably consistent evidence as to the most influential individual and situational drivers of 

police use of force, the findings regarding the influence of most of the community 

characteristics tested to date on police use of force remain inconsistent. Additionally, it is not 

clear how well the findings from U.S. jurisdictions represent the relationships between these 

community-level phenomena and police use of force in other world regions, such as 

Australia. Furthermore, it is not clear the extent to which variations in citizen behaviours or 

offending patterns may contribute to spatial differences in police use of force, with only two 

identified studies having examined this question.   

In terms of agency-level interventions, there is a clear dearth of rigorous translational 

research that can inform agency policy and operational settings that might reduce police use 
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of force, with the exception of body worn cameras (Ariel et al., 2015; Ariel et al., 2016a; 

Ariel et al., 2016b). In particular, while COP has been associated with reduced police use of 

force theoretically (Micucci & Gomme, 2005; Smith & Holmes, 2014) and recently at the 

policy level (IACP, 2015; President's Task Force on 21st Century Policing, 2015), there is to 

date no empirical evidence to support this association.  

This thesis attempts to address some of the critical gaps in the current evidence base 

on police use of force, to enable a better understanding of community-level variations in 

police use of force in the Australian policing context. In particular, this thesis will consider 

the influence of community characteristics on the frequency and severity of police use of 

force in Australia, the first study to examine this question and one of only a small number of 

studies to consider the influence of community characteristics on police use of force in a non 

U.S. jurisdiction (Boivin & Obartel, 2017; Carmichael & Kent, 2015). This research will also 

attempt to understand the extent to which citizen behaviours in police use of force events 

vary spatially, and how this might contribute to variations in police use of force across 

communities, an area of very little research internationally (Reisig et al., 2004; Shjarback & 

Katz, 2017).  

Additionally, having established the community characteristics that drive community-

level variation in police use of force, this thesis will go on to examine the potential influence 

of policing approaches. More specifically, this thesis will examine the influence of COP on 

the distribution of police use of force in communities that have a higher likelihood of 

experiencing police use of force, given that this policing approach has been associated 

anecdotally, theoretically and at a policy-level with reduced levels of police use of force, 

though there remains little empirical evidence to support this association. This thesis will also 

examine whether the impact of COP on police use of force may be dependent on the type of 

community it is implemented in, as it has been suggested that COP may be challenging to 



37 

 

implement in high crime or disadvantaged neighbourhoods (Gill et al., 2014; Smith & 

Holmes, 2014). Specifically, this thesis will examine whether community-level violent crime 

rates moderate the impact of COP on police use of force. Furthermore, as there has been very 

little examination of the influence of COP on police use of force, this relationship remains 

under-theorised.  Therefore, this thesis will also examine one plausible pathway through 

which COP might influence police use of force: through a reduction in officer perceptions of 

social distance. This thesis will add not only to the understanding of community- and agency-

level drivers of police use of force in Australia, but will also add to the international evidence 

base on the potential influence of COP on the distribution of police use of force, informing 

potential ameliorative approaches that could be adopted by agencies to reduce the frequency 

or severity of police use of force.  

In summary, this thesis aims to determine predictors of community-level variations in 

police use of force in Australia, in particular examining the influence of community 

characteristics and COP. This thesis will achieve this aim through the empirical exploration 

of the following four research questions: 

1. Are community characteristics such as high rates of violent crime, high levels of 

social disorganisation, concentrated socio-economic disadvantage and racial/cultural 

heterogeneity associated with higher frequency or severity of police use of force in 

Australia? 

2. Do community characteristics influence the distribution of citizen risk factors and 

behaviours in police use of force events? 

3. Does COP have an impact on the incidence of police use of force? 

4. If COP does impact on the incidence of police use of force, is this relationship 

mediated by social distance? 
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These research questions will be examined in four studies which are outlined in the following 

methodology chapter (Chapter 3), and which constitute the focus on Chapter 4, 5, 6 and 7, 

respectively.  
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

The aim of this thesis is to explore community-level variation in police use of force in 

an Australian policing jurisdiction, examining specifically the influence of community 

characteristics and a policing approach, COP, on police use of force. This broad research aim 

is underpinned by four research questions as outlined in Chapter 2, which correspond 

respectively to four individual studies. These studies utilise a mixed-methods approach to 

address each of the research questions, drawing on a range of administrative data, survey 

data, census data and other publicly available data sources. This Chapter aims to provide a 

broad overview of the methodology that underpins this thesis, with more detailed methods 

being outlined in each of the relevant Study Chapters.  

An overview of the relationship between the data collection stages, the data sources, 

studies and the research questions are depicted in Figure 2. As can be seen, each of the four 

studies that comprise this thesis corresponds to each of the four research questions, 

respectively.  There were two key data collection stages for this thesis, which reflect the 

different foci of the first two studies (Study 1 and Study 2) compared to the second two 

studies (Study 3 and Study 4).   

Studies 1 and 2 drew on a range of administrative and publicly available data sources 

to examine the predictors of police use of force events at the community-level across the state 

of Queensland (QLD), the Australian policing jurisdiction that is the setting for these studies 

(described later in section 3.2). The second data collection stage enabled a closer examination 

of the influence of COP approaches on police use of force, and was more narrowly focussed 

geographically to communities in which the probability of police use of force was higher. In 

addition to administrative data and other publicly available data sources, Stage 2 also 

involved the fielding of two online surveys to 40 Police Divisions in QLD, with one survey 
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targeted to Officers-in-Charge (OICs) and the other survey targeted to general duties and 

local investigative officers. Divisions were purposively sampled on the basis of operating in 

communities that were identified as being at high risk of police use of force due to the 

prevailing social conditions (based on analysis from Study 1).  This is explained more in the 

following sections, which outline each study method.  
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Figure 2: Overview of relationship between data collection stages, data sources, studies and research questions
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3.1 Police use of force data sources 

As outlined in Chapter 2, definitional issues abound in the literature examining police 

use of force, including unclear conceptualisations of force, a lack of coherence between 

definitions and operational measures within studies, and challenges in making objective 

determinations of excessive use of force. A recent review of studies of neighbourhood or 

community influences on police use of force by Shjarback (2018) noted that use of force 

definitions have mostly been driven by data availability, echoing earlier critical assessments 

of the inconsistency of use of force definitions in the literature (Klahm IV et al., 2014). While 

use of force studies have used a range of methodologies for examining the issue, data sources 

from these studies typically fall into the following categories: police agency ‘use of force’ 

report forms; citizens’ complaints about excessive use of force; systematic observation of 

police encounters; self-report surveys of citizens or high-risk groups; and self-report surveys 

of police.  There has been a heavy reliance on administrative data in the use of force evidence 

base, in particular use of force report forms and complaints data (Adams, 1996; Atherley & 

Hickman, 2014; Klahm IV et al., 2014), at least in part due to significant economic and 

resource constraints in using observational or survey methodologies to capture what are 

ostensibly rare events (Adams, 1996). 

Administrative data, including use of force reporting and citizen complaints systems, 

can enable the relatively efficient capture of sufficient samples for studying police use of 

force and excessive use of force events. Use of force reporting systems are used across many 

larger police departments in the U.S. (Adams, 1996; Atherley & Hickman, 2014) and are 

common across Australian police jurisdictions. However, a key challenge associated with the 

use of administrative data is that they result in a necessarily constrained sample of police use 

of force events. Each police agency determines the protocols and thresholds that govern use 

of force reporting (for example the level of force at which force events should be mandatorily 
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reported), resulting in considerable differences in the types of use of force events that are 

captured through these reporting systems.  In the case of citizen complaints about incidents of 

excessive use of force by police, previous U.S. research has indicated that, when compared 

with observed excessive use of force events, complaints data may reflect an undercount of the 

true number of use of force events, but somewhat conversely that only a small proportion of 

complaints are typically substantiated (between 10-24 per cent), generally due to a lack of 

third party witnesses (Adams, 1996).  Hence, both use of force data and complaints data can 

be conceptualised as truncated samples of the underlying population of use of force events, 

with neither likely to represent the true number of events, and with complaints data also 

likely to include a reasonable proportion of false positives (acknowledging that some 

unsubstantiated claims will be true and some will have no basis).   

Though police agency use of force reports represent a potentially truncated sample of 

events in which police use force or coercion (in general truncated through the exclusion of 

force or coercion at lower levels of severity), they also represent one of the most economical 

methods for the collection of large-scale data on use of force, as previously noted. Given the 

relatively rare incidence of police force at the population level, agency use of force reports 

provide access to a source of police use of force events data that can be sampled in sufficient 

numbers at the community level than would be possible using observational or survey data, 

which due to their resource intensiveness tend to be more limited in scope geographically, 

temporally or in the size of population sampled. For this reason, use of force reports provide a 

suitable data source for considering community-level distribution of force by police, and have 

been utilised as key data source for this thesis. In a detailed examination of use of force data 

sources and their inherent limitations, Adams (1996) argued for the use of multiple indicators 

of use of force to enable triangulation of findings. This thesis, therefore, also brings to bear 

data gathered from online surveys of Officers-in-Charge and officers to better understand 
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factors that may influence their use of force behaviour, as well as a range of other data 

sources, such as recorded crime and Census data to understand the characteristics of 

communities.  The design of the studies that comprise this thesis are outlined in the following 

sections.  

3.2 Study Setting 

The setting for the studies that comprise this thesis is QLD, Australia. QLD is the 

third largest state in Australia with a population of approximately 4.78 million (Queensland 

Government Statistician's Office, 2016), covering a geographic region of approximately 1.73 

million km2. The majority of the population is concentrated in the south-east corner of the 

state, with most of the western parts of Queensland being very sparsely inhabited, and mostly 

designated as remote areas. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders, the Indigenous people of 

Australia, comprise approximately 4% of the QLD population (Australian Bureau of 

Statistics, 2017). 

QLD has a state-based police agency, Queensland Police Service (QPS), which 

comprised 11,969 sworn police officers in 2017 (Queensland Police Service, 2017). QPS is 

organised into Regions, Districts and Divisions. Divisions constitute the smallest geographic 

jurisdiction in this structure, and usually include one or more police stations, with a total of 

336 Divisions in QLD. Each Division is led by an Officer-in-Charge, who is responsible for 

the efficient and effective management of policing in their area, including ensuring close 

interaction between officers in their Division and the community (QPS, 2019). General duties 

officers and local investigative officers are generally tasked at the Division or District level.  

QPS employs a situational model of use of force, which comprises a circular model 

including the following force options: presence, restraining accoutrements, situational 

containment, tactical repositioning, baton, closed hand tactics, conducted energy weapon 
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(Taser), firearm, Oleoresin Capsicum (OC) spray, open hand tactics, and other resources. In 

the centre of the circular model are the terms ‘communication skills’, ‘plan’ and ‘continual 

assessment’, indicating their importance at all stages of an encounter. The model is also 

accompanied by the phrase ‘use the minimum amount of force necessary to safely resolve an 

incident’. The circular model allows officers a high level of flexibility in increasing or 

decreasing levels of force to manage the situational risks presented, as it does not dictate a 

sequential ordering of force options (from low to high severity). QPS have had a use of force 

reporting system since 2012, and currently any presentation, unholstering or discharge of a 

weapon, or any contact that results in a citizen injury, must be reported through the use of 

force report forms. Thus, the QPS use of force reporting system captures use of force at the 

higher end of the spectrum of severity, and does not include use of handcuffs or open or close 

hand tactics where there is no resultant citizen injury.  

Conducting this research in a state-based police jurisdiction enables examination of 

patterns of community characteristics and policing approaches across a very broad 

geographic and demographic area, providing a breadth of variation in these factors that 

should assist in detection of any relationships that may exist with police use of force. In 

particular, a state-based policing jurisdiction is advantageous for considering the influence of 

policing approaches or strategies on use of force events, as there will be natural variation in 

policing approaches within a large geographic jurisdiction as police respond to variations in 

the social conditions and characteristics of the communities they police. Conducting a similar 

study in the U.S. would likely require participation across multiple police jurisdictions or the 

use of an existing national data set; in that scenario the influence of varied use of force 

policies and training across agencies on police use of force behaviour could prove difficult to 

parse out from the influence of differences in policing approaches. Hence, an additional 

advantage of undertaking this research in QLD is that as QPS is a state-based agency; 
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training and policies are applied state-wide across the jurisdiction allowing the influence of 

these factors to be held constant.  

‘Community’ is a key defining concept in the studies that comprise this thesis, and 

community was defined as a Census Statistical Area Level 2 (SA2). As noted in Chapter 2, 

there is currently no consensus within the mostly U.S.-based police use of force literature as 

to the appropriate geographic unit at which to consider the influence of community (Klinger 

et al., 2016; Shjarback, 2018). However, SA2s have been designed to represent areas in 

which residents interact socially and economically (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2011), 

and hence represent an appropriate geographic unit at which to examine community 

influences in the Australian context. There are 526 SA2s in QLD.  

3.3 Design of studies 

This thesis seeks to examine predictors of variation in police use of force at the 

community-level, considering in particular the influence of community characteristics and 

COP. As described previously, one way of conceptualising the independent variables or 

predictors is to consider their influences at the micro (situational and individual factors), 

meso (community characteristics), and macro level (police agency factors). The following 

diagram (Figure 3) depicts the key independent and dependent variables that are considered 

in this thesis and their relative level of influence.  The dependent variables are considered 

outcomes; that is, a function of the influence of the independent variables at the micro, meso 

and macro levels. More detailed descriptions of the key independent and dependent measures 

used in each of the studies are outlined in the following sections. Additionally, more detailed 

methods for each of the studies will be outlined in each of the relevant Study Chapters.  
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Figure 3: Conceptualisation of the key independent and dependent variables in this 

thesis 

3.3.1 Study 1 

Study 1 aimed to test the relevance of the most common theories that have been used 

to explain the spatial distribution of police use of force in primarily U.S. policing 

jurisdictions - minority threat theory, ecological contamination theory, social disorganisation 

and socio-economic disadvantage - in an Australian policing context. More specifically this 

study was designed to examine the influence of racial and cultural heterogeneity (minority 

threat theory), violent crime rates (ecological contamination theory), social disorganisation, 

and concentrated socio-economic disadvantage on the frequency or severity of police use of 

force in Australia. The diagram below (Figure 4) represents the key independent and 

dependent variables examined in Study 1.    
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Figure 4: Key independent and dependent variables for Study 1 

As noted above, police use of force reports provide one of the broadest and most 

economical data sources of events in which police use force, and for this reason use of force 

reports were used to measure both the frequency and severity of police use of force across 

communities in QLD. It has been argued that the frequency of police use of force and 

severity of police use of force are measuring distinct aspects of use of force encounters, and 

that the selection of outcome measures may materially impact on findings from studies of 

police use of force (Fridell, 2016). Therefore, both frequency and severity were measured in 

this study to examine comprehensively the ways in which community characteristics may 

affect use of force. Frequency of police use of force was measured by the number of force 

events per population in each community, with the use of a rate per population minimising 

the potential confounding effect of population size and density on the frequency of force used 

by police. Severity was measured as the highest or most serious use of force used by the 

officer in the encounter, drawing on an internal QPS force coding framework, adapted from 

the force factor coding model developed by Alpert and Dunham (1997), in order to determine 

the seriousness of different forms of force.   
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Due to the desire to measure use of force by police within small geographic areas, a 

large volume of QPS use of force reports was extracted covering a three-and-a-half year 

period from July 2013 to December 2016. Given the volume of reports being extracted, the 

data extraction was limited to the pre-coded elements of the use of force report forms, 

excluding free text fields. Use of force reports can include multiple use of force events, where 

for example an individual officer used force against multiple citizens, or where multiple 

officers used force against an individual citizen. Thus, the use of force report data was 

subsequently disaggregated to the level of a use of force ‘event’, which is defined in this 

thesis as an encounter in which at least one form of reportable force was used by an 

individual officer against an individual citizen. Noting the under-representation of lower 

levels of force in the use of force reports, such as open and closed hand tactics, which are 

only mandatory when a citizen is injured, Study 1 was limited to examining only more 

serious use of force events; that is, events in which an officer unholsters, presents or 

discharges a weapon (most commonly OC spray, Taser or firearms). A total of 18,322 use of 

force events were defined as serious, and comprised the sample for this study.   

Measures of community characteristics were in general consistent with the literature 

that have examined these factors in police use of force studies. Ecological contamination 

theory was measured using violent crime rates at the community-level, established from QPS 

recorded crime data extracted from the Griffith University Social Analytics Lab (SAL). 

Similarly, minority threat theory was measured using indicators of racial and cultural 

heterogeneity drawn from Census data, consistent with the extant literature. The measures of 

social disorganisation and socio-economic disadvantage were also aligned to commonly used 

indicators in the use of force literature, and were constituted using Census data. All 

community characteristics were measured at the SA2 level, consistent with the definition of 

community in this thesis.  
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Multilevel modelling (specifically an ordered logistic multilevel model) was chosen 

as the analytic technique for examining the impact of community characteristics on the 

severity of force used by police, as this analytic approach is suitable for data that have a 

hierarchical or clustered structure, such as police use of force events occurring within 

communities as in the current study. This analytic approach ensures that any unmeasured in 

events related to the communities (SA2s) in which they occur can be accounted for in the 

analysis, generally by specifying a random effect in the multilevel model for the clustering or 

grouping variable, in this case SA2s (Gelman & Hill, 2007). The analytic technique used to 

measure the impact of community characteristics on the frequency of police use of force was 

negative binomial regression, as it could account for the heavily positively skewed (over-

dispersed) count data.   Multilevel modelling was not required for the frequency analysis as 

the unit of observation was the community (SA2).  

3.3.2 Study 2 

The aim of Study 2 was to determine whether community characteristics influence the 

distribution of citizen risk factors and behaviours in police use of force events. Study 2 

applied a similar study design and measures to Study 1, but in Study 2 the focus was on 

predicting variations in citizen behaviours and risks factors in these events across 

communities, rather than predicting police force frequency or severity. Much of the previous 

research that explores citizen behaviour in the context of police use of force focuses on the 

concept of ‘resistance’ using a linear measure. However, due to the range of risk factors and 

behaviours drawn from QPS use of force reports, a traditional linear measure of citizen 

resistance was not felt to adequately capture the variations in citizen behaviours in these 

events. Some of these risk factors did not represent actual displays of active or passive 

resistance by citizens, which traditionally form the basis of linear models of resistance used 

in use of force studies, but rather represent known risks related to the individual, such as a 
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known mental health condition or a history of violence. For this reason, rather than 

attempting to impose a linear typology upon the citizen behaviours in the data, Study 2 

employed Latent Class Analysis to create a typology of citizen behaviours and risk factors 

(referred to as ‘citizen presentations’). This typology then formed the dependent variable, and 

the influence of community characteristics on the likelihood of the different citizen 

behavioural classes was then examined.  

The community characteristics examined, and their respective data sources, were 

consistent with Study 1. The key independent and dependent variables for Study 2 are 

depicted in Figure 5 below. Multilevel logistic regression was used as the primary analytic 

technique applied to determine the impact of community characteristics on the likelihood of 

use of force events typified by particular types of citizen behaviours and risk factors, with 

communities (SA2s) included as a random effect to account for any unmeasured variance 

within communities that may influence the frequency of police use of force events.    

 

Figure 5: Key independent and dependant variables for Study 2 
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3.3.3 Study 3 

Study 3 was designed to determine whether a policing approach such as COP could 

influence the frequency with which police use force in communities where there was a high 

propensity for use of force, given the prevailing social conditions. In line with Study 1 and 2, 

Study 3 also used QPS use of force reports to measure the dependent variable. The dependent 

variable in the study was the frequency of police use of force across communities, with use of 

force adjusted to the resident population in each community, consistent with the measure of 

force frequency in Study 1.  

As noted earlier, the geographic scope for Study 3 and 4 was narrower than for Study 

1 and 2. A sub-sample of communities were selected for Study 3 and 4 where community 

characteristics indicated a higher propensity for police use of force, based on the analysis 

undertaken as part of Study 1. However, these communities were also selected to have a 

range of actual or observed rates of police use of force. That is, communities were selected 

where social conditions explained a large degree of variance (low residuals) and communities 

where social conditions did not explain a large degree of variance (high residuals), with the 

assumption that other unmeasured factors, such as policing approaches, might explain some 

of the variance in these latter communities. In essence, this sampling approach was used to 

maximise the ability to detect differences in policing approaches that may impact on police 

use of force, in communities where the social conditions would suggest that the propensity 

for police use of force was relatively high.   

The measure of COP used for this study was constructed from an online survey of 

Officers-in-Charge (OICs) which was fielded to these 40 Police Divisions (based on the 

sampling method described above), with responses received from OICs from 34 of the 

selected Divisions, comprising 64 distinct communities (defined as SA2s). The survey asked 
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a number of questions to enable establishment of a measure of COP within each Division. As 

Australian policing jurisdictions have not explicitly adopted the nomenclature of COP, 

though agencies have been found to deliver a range of programs or approaches that are 

consistent with COP (Fleming, 2010), the online survey asked questions about the extent of 

informal and formal community consultation with a problem-solving orientation, two 

commonly agreed upon central components of a COP approach (Gill et al., 2014). OICs were 

also asked to estimate the prevalence of body-worn cameras (BWC) in their Division, as it 

was thought that the use of BWCs might confound the relationship between COP and police 

use of force.    

As noted, Study 3 examined the influence of COP on police use of force. However, an 

additional aim of Study 3 was to examine whether community characteristics, specifically the 

level of violent crime, may moderate the impact of COP on police use of force. A number of 

studies have suggested that COP may be harder to implement in communities with high 

violent crime, social disorder and low trust, and may inadvertently serve to increase the 

volume of negative interactions that occur between police and citizens (Gill et al., 2014; 

Smith & Holmes, 2014). For this reason, community-level violent crime rates were included 

in the analysis, with socio-economic disadvantage also included as a control variable. The 

diagram below (Figure 6) depicts the key independent and dependent variables examined in 

Study 3. 
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Figure 6: Key independent and dependent variables for Study 3 

The primary analytic technique used in Study 3 was Poisson multilevel regression, 

due to the dependent variable comprising count data. Division was included as a random 

intercept in the multilevel model to account for any unmeasured variance at the Division level 

which may influence police use of force across communities (SA2s). As noted the dependent 

variable was the frequency of police use of force, with counts of force events within each 

SA2 adjusted to the population through the use of an offset (resident population) in the 

multilevel modelling. A series of models were run to test for a main effect of COP on the 

frequency of police use of force across communities, as well potential interactions between 

violent-crime rates and the extent of informal and formal community consultation.     

3.3.4 Study 4 

Study 4 examined the following research question: if COP does impact on the 

incidence of police use of force, is this relationship mediated by social distance? In order to 

test the mediating effect of social distance it was necessary to understand how COP or 

community engagement more broadly may influence officers’ perceptions of the community 

and how this might ultimately influence their use of force behaviour. Therefore, an online 

survey of officers in these communities was designed and fielded to address the key research 

question for this study.  
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This study had the same sample frame as Study 3 (the same 40 Police Divisions were 

selected for the online survey), but this time officers within those Divisions were targeted as 

participants for the online survey using a stratified sampling approach. Though 40 Divisions 

were purposively selected for the survey, the officer survey was ultimately circulated to some 

contiguous Divisions, and as such a total of 300 officers from 55 Divisions completed the 

survey.  

The online survey asked officers about the frequency with which they engaged in a 

number of forms of community engagement in a problem-solving capacity, to establish an 

indicator of community engagement consistent with a COP approach. Measuring COP based 

on officer-reported levels of community engagement through an anonymous online survey 

has the advantage of minimising the influence of social desirability bias on reporting the 

extent of COP practices in a jurisdiction, something which may have affected previous 

studies of COP.  The online survey also assessed officers’ perceptions of social distance from 

the communities they worked within. Social distance was measured using two questions, 

which asked officers about the extent to which they identified with the communities they 

worked within and the extent to which they felt a sense of belonging the communities they 

worked within. 

Study 4 contrasted with some of the previous studies (Study 1 and Study 3) in terms 

of the measure of use of force. This study measured officers’ attitudes towards coercive and 

non-coercive policing responses, established from factor analysis of officer ratings of the 

appropriateness of a range of policing responses to a vignette about disorderly youths, which 

officers were asked to imagine occurring within the Division they were currently stationed in. 

Measuring attitudes towards coercive policing at the officer level enables testing of one 

theorised pathway through which COP might be proposed to influence police use of force. 

That is, whether community engagement affects officer perceptions of social distance from 
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the community, and whether these perceptions of social distance impact on officers’ 

propensity to use coercive or non-coercive policing responses. They key independent and 

dependent variables for Study 4 are depicted in Figure 7. 

 

Figure 7: Key independent and dependent variables in Study 4 

Multivariate regression analyses were then used to determine the association between officer-

reported levels of community engagement and attitudes towards coercive or non-coercive 

policing responses, while controlling for community characteristics present within their 

respective Division which may influence their perceptions of the community, such as violent 

crime rates, racial heterogeneity and socio-economic disadvantage. Mediation analyses were 

then used to determine whether officer perceptions of social distance mediated the 

relationship between community engagement and coercive and non-coercive policing.  

3.4 Ethical review 

This study received full ethical approval from Griffith University Human Research Ethics 

Committee (reference number 2016/680), and additionally was reviewed and approved by the 

QPS Research Committee. Key issues covered in the ethics submission related to ensuring 

the confidentiality and security of participant data, and enabling informed consent by 

participants.   
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3.5 Summary  

The four studies that comprise this thesis constitute a mixed-methods approach to examining 

variation in police use of force across communities in an Australian policing jurisdiction. 

Studies 1 and 2 focus on determining how community characteristics predict variations in 

police use of force events across communities, from the police and citizen behavioural 

perspective, respectively. Drawing on large-scale administrative data related to police use of 

force reports for these two studies enabled examination of variations in police use of force 

across small geographic areas within the policing jurisdiction that forms the setting for this 

thesis: QLD, Australia.  Studies 3 and 4 were focussed on a sub-sample of these 

communities, to enable a more detailed examination of policing approaches within areas, in 

particular how COP may influence police use of force across communities. These latter 

studies drew on two key target populations - OICs and general duties/local investigative 

officers - to understand how community engagement with a problem-solving orientation may 

affect the frequency of police use of force and coercion. Study 3 and Study 4 also sought to 

examine whether the impact of COP on police use of force was moderated by the level of 

violent crime in the community, and whether the impact of COP on the propensity for 

coercive policing was mediated by officer perceptions of social distance from the community, 

respectively. The following chapters present the findings of each of the four studies in detail, 

including a critical assessment of relevant literature, a detailed description of methods and 

results, and a discussion the findings and their implications.  
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Chapter 4: Study 1 - Influence of Community Characteristics on Serious 

Police Use of Force Events 

Extant research on police use of force has established that force is not distributed 

evenly across communities, with minority threat, ecological contamination and social 

disorganisation some of the most common theories used to understand the distribution of 

police use of force in the U.S. This study aimed to test the relevance of these theories for 

explaining the distribution of serious police use of force events in Australia, examining the 

impact of the characteristics on the frequency and severity of police use of force. This is the 

first identified study to examine predictors of community variation in police use of force in 

an Australian policing jurisdiction.  

A total of 18,322 police use of force events over a three-and-a-half year period were 

examined, in combination with recorded crime data and census data. The findings indicated 

support for ecological contamination theory (violent crime rates), social disorganisation and 

partial support for socio-economic disadvantage in predicting the frequency of serious police 

use of force events across communities, while minority threat theory was not supported. In 

contrast, results suggested that individual and situational factors are more influential in 

predicting force severity than community characteristics, suggesting that force frequency and 

severity are not interchangeable indicators for the distribution of police use of force.  
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4.1 Influence of Community Characteristics on Serious Police Use of Force 

Events in an Australian Policing Jurisdiction: A Test of Minority Threat, 

Social Disorganisation and Ecological Contamination Theories 

 

Use of force by police has been the focus of renewed public concern in the U.S. in 

recent years, following a series of highly publicised police-involved shootings and deaths of 

African American citizens (Fridell, 2016; Nix, Campbell, Byers, & Alpert, 2017a). These 

events have raised concerns about the degree to which police may use force excessively or 

extra-legally against particular community members, and re-energised a stream of research 

examining issues of bias in policing (Fryer, 2016; Goff, Lloyd, Geller, Raphael, & Glaser, 

2016; Nix et al., 2017a). In Australia, police use of force has risen periodically to public 

attention following incidents of police-involved shootings of vulnerable community 

members, such as those with mental illness, alongside a long-standing concern about the 

treatment of Indigenous Australians in custodial settings (Beacroft et al., 2011; Bronitt, 2011; 

Cunneen, 2006). While the magnitude of the issue of police-involved shootings or deaths of 

citizens in Australia is of a markedly different order, there is also a disproportionate gap in 

Australian-based research on the drivers of police use of force, with the vast majority of 

research informing our understanding of this issue generated in the U.S.  

The majority of extant research has focussed on the characteristics of individuals 

(citizens and officers) and situations that may increase the likelihood of police use of force 

(Bolger, 2015; Klahm & Tillyer, 2010; Terrill, 2014). A smaller and growing body of 

research considers community-level drivers of police use of force. This is built on the 

assumption that use of force by police is not distributed evenly across space, and that 

particular aspects of areas or communities may change the way in which encounters with 

citizens proceed, irrespective of variations in individual and situational characteristics. It is 
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somewhat surprising that community influences on police use of force has not received more 

empirical attention, as there has been long-standing acknowledgement that police behaviour 

is likely to vary systematically across communities (Klinger, 1997; Sherman, 1986; Smith, 

1986).   

4.1.1 Theoretical explanations for the influence of community characteristics on police 

use of force 

Some of the most common theoretical constructs that have been considered when 

exploring how community factors may increase the likelihood of use of force include 

minority threat theory, ecological contamination, and social disorganisation. The effect of 

area-level socio-economic disadvantage has also been considered in a number of studies, but 

not always in an explicit theoretical context. Evidence in support of these theories, 

underpinned overwhelmingly by U.S. research, is summarised in the following sections. For a 

fuller discussion of these theories, see Chapter 2. 

4.1.1.1 Minority threat theory 

Minority threat theory explains how police use of force might vary according to the 

cultural or racial composition of an area. Grounded in conflict theory, which sees criminal 

justice efforts as a means by which powerful groups can protect their interests and maintain 

the social structure, minority threat theory contends that people from culturally dissimilar, 

subordinate groups are perceived to constitute a threat to the interests of the socio-political 

order; hence social control efforts, manifested primarily through policing, are concentrated on 

these groups (Blalock, 1967; Holmes, 2000; Lersch et al., 2008; Liska et al., 1981).  

To assess support for minority threat theory in explaining the distribution of coercive 

police behaviours, the effect of racial heterogeneity in an area on police use of force has been 

considered in a number of U.S. studies, with most focussed on the influence of the size and 

concentration of African American and Hispanic populations. Two national studies by Smith 
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and Holmes (2003, 2014) found the proportion of African American and Hispanic residents 

in large U.S. cities positively predicted the number of sustained complaints regarding police 

use of excessive force. Similarly, Smith (1986) and Lersch et al. (2008) found that higher 

proportions of racial or ethnic minority residents in an area was predictive of higher levels of 

coercive police behaviour, while Lee (2016) found that the proportion of non-minority 

residents in an area predicted lower levels of police use of force. Higher levels of police 

lethal force against African American citizens have also been found to be predicted by the 

proportion of African American residents in an area (Jacobs & O'Brien, 1998). However, 

alongside these results, a number of studies have found no association between police use of 

force and the size of ethnic or racial minority populations in an area (Lawton, 2007; Lee et 

al., 2010; Parker et al., 2005). If minority threat theory were pertinent to understanding the 

distribution of police use of force in an Australian policing context we would expect to see a 

positive association between the degree of racial heterogeneity in an area and the frequency 

and severity of police use of force.  

4.1.1.2 Ecological contamination 

The concept of ecological contamination was first proposed by Werthman and 

Piliavan (Smith, 1986, p 315) who suggested that residence in a neighbourhood was used by 

police as a general indicator for identifying a sample of potential law violators. Particularly 

challenging neighbourhoods, for example urban areas with high levels of drug and alcohol 

abuse, violent crime, and general disorder, may become associated with negative expectations 

for the police tasked with patrolling those areas, both as a result of their own policing 

experiences and also through shared accounts (“war stories”) from colleagues (Smith & 

Holmes, 2014). These negative expectations may lead police to view residents in these areas 

with greater suspicion and to perceive greater threats of violence in encounters with residents, 

thereby influencing how they apply their coercive powers. This theory is particularly 
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germane for understanding why police behaviour may be different in areas with high levels of 

violent crime.   

While not always applying the theoretical lens of ‘ecological contamination’, a 

number of studies have examined the influence of area-level violent crime rates on police use 

of force with mixed results. There is some empirical support for a positive relationship 

between area-level violent crime and police use of force (Boivin & Obartel, 2017; Jacobs & 

O'Brien, 1998; Lee et al., 2010; Lee et al., 2014; Terrill & Reisig, 2003), however, a number 

of studies have found no association (Lawton, 2007; Smith & Holmes, 2003, 2014). A recent 

study by Lee et al. (Lee et al., 2014) may explain the mixed findings, with results indicating 

that the level of aggregation for geographic areas influenced the ability to detect a 

relationship between violent crime and police use of force. That is, the relationship between 

police use of force and violent crime was detectable when examined within small geographic 

areas (500 to 3000-foot buffer zones), but not detectable when examined at the precinct level. 

Thus, if ecological contamination were a relevant theory for explaining the spatial 

distribution of police use of force across communities in Australia, we would expect a 

positive association between measures of violent crime and the frequency and severity of 

police use of force within small geographic areas.  

4.1.1.3 Social disorganisation 

The concept of social disorganisation was originally proposed by Shaw and McKay 

(1942) to describe the distribution of juvenile delinquency in urban communities in Chicago, 

and reflects the extent to which a community is able to socially organise itself and hence limit 

the anti-social behaviour of its residents. Social disorganisation develops when family and 

community structures become ineffective at maintaining social control, influenced by factors 

such as family breakdown, resource constraints, population heterogeneity, and residential 

instability, with social disorganisation found to predict higher rates of a range of offending 
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behaviours (Jobes, Barcaly, & Weinand, 2004a; Nivette, 2011). One plausible pathway 

through which social disorganisation may influence coercive police behaviour is that police 

may exert higher levels of formal social control where they see an absence of informal social 

control (Black, 1976). 

However, only a small number of studies have considered how social disorganisation 

may influence police use of force across communities, and results are mixed. Two studies 

found a positive association at the city level (Jacobs & O'Brien, 1998; Parker et al., 2005), 

though they used somewhat different indicators of social disorganisation (divorce rates and 

percent single-headed families in the former and residential instability in the latter). 

Conversely, Smith (1986) found that police use of coercive authority was lower in areas with 

more transient communities. A more recent Canadian study (Boivin & Obartel, 2017) – 

ostensibly one of the first to consider the influence of community characteristics on police 

use of force outside of the U.S. – found a positive association between social disorganisation 

and police use of force.  A challenge for the empirical examination of social disorganisation 

is the broad range of indicators that have been used across studies (e.g. residential instability, 

housing overcrowding, divorce rates, percent of female- or single-headed families). 

Additionally, several studies have used indicators for social disorganisation which may also 

represent the influence of other constructs. For example, while interrelated and potential 

structural antecedents to social disorganisation, racial and ethnic heterogeneity and resource 

constraints may also represent the influence of other constructs, such as minority threat 

(discussed above) and socio-economic status (discussed below) respectively. Therefore, these 

indicators may have potentially divergent relationships with coercive police behaviour and 

may be worth measuring separately to other indicators of social disorganisation. The research 

suggests, though, that if social disorganisation influenced Australian police encounters with 

individuals across communities, we would expect to see positive relationships between 
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variables such as residential instability and percent of single-headed families and the 

frequency and severity of police use of force. 

4.1.1.4 Socio-economic disadvantage 

Socio-economic disadvantage and police use of force has been examined in several 

studies, but there has not been a common unifying theory to explain why this characteristic 

may predict police use of force behaviour across communities. Minority threat theory, 

discussed earlier, is one theoretical frame used to explain why a range of disadvantaged 

groups may be subject to more formal social control efforts. Additionally, Black’s theory on 

the behaviour of law (1976) contended that the stratification of material conditions and 

resources would affect the behaviour of law, such that individuals of lower socio-economic 

status will be subject to more law than those of higher socio-economic status, and that law 

will be applied more vigorously and punitively to members of this group. This theory has 

been used to explain why persons from socio-economically disadvantaged backgrounds may 

be subject to more coercive police behaviour at the individual encounter level, however it 

might also be used to understand why police use of force may vary according to the socio-

economic characteristics of areas (Smith, 1986; Terrill & Reisig, 2003).  

Studies considering the influence of area-level socio-economic disadvantage have 

generated mixed findings, which may be due in part to the broad range of indicators used to 

represent socio-economic disadvantage. Using a weighted concentrated disadvantage factor 

based on percent in poverty, percent unemployed, percent female-headed families and 

percent African American population, Terrill and Reisig (2003) found a positive association 

between concentrated disadvantage and police use of force. Similarly, Lee et al. (2010) found 

a positive association between the level of unemployment in a community and the likelihood 

of police use of force, while Jacobs and O'Brien (1998) found a positive relationship between 

police use of lethal force and income inequality between African Americans and Whites, but 
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found no association with poverty rates and the GINI coefficient (a broader measure of 

income inequality). In contrast, a number of other studies using indicators such as income 

inequality between minority and non-minority residents have found no association between 

socio-economic disadvantage and police use of force (Parker et al., 2005; Smith & Holmes, 

2003, 2014). Given the broad mix of indicators that have been used to measure socio-

economic disadvantage, it is difficult to draw firm conclusions about the influence of socio-

economic disadvantage on police use of force. However, if socio-economic disadvantage 

influences how police in Australia manage encounters with citizens, we would expect that 

area-level indicators of poverty and unemployment would have a positive relationship with 

the frequency and severity of police use of force.  

4.1.2 Transferability of findings 

The aforementioned research examining the influence of community characteristics 

on police use of force has all been undertaken in U.S. policing jurisdictions, with the 

exception of a recent Canadian study (Boivin & Obartel, 2017). There are a number of 

challenges in directly transferring these findings to the Australian context. First, while both 

the U.S. and Australia have histories of poor treatment of Indigenous peoples, the issues of 

race that are examined most commonly in U.S. policing research have focussed in particular 

on the treatment of African American citizens (though the treatment of people of Hispanic 

origin has also been considered). The influence of racial tensions, racial or ethnic stereotypes 

and implicit biases in the U.S. will not be directly comparable to Australia, due to differences 

in population size, historical factors, economic and social participation, and the geographic 

distribution of Indigenous peoples and minority group members.  Second, the prevalence of 

gun crime in Australia is considerably lower than the U.S., which may affect police 

perceptions of threat severity when encountering citizens in dangerous neighbourhoods, 

potentially attenuating any effect of violent crime rates on police use of force.   
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The small number of U.S. national studies have been necessarily limited to examining 

associations between community factors and police use of force at a city level, constrained by 

the aggregation of publicly available data. As noted, it is possible that examination of 

associations at the city level may mask or misrepresent more tightly geographically 

distributed relationships that may exist at the neighbourhood or suburb level. In contrast, 

studies that examine these issues on a smaller scale, for example across a number of precincts 

or across a number of municipal agencies, present challenges for understanding the extent to 

which associations are mediated or moderated by local factors or are generalisable to a 

broader range of socio-demographic areas.  

As the first study in the empirical literature to examine community-level drivers of 

police use of force in an Australian jurisdiction, this study draws on and tests community 

characteristics that have been found to have predictive value in the U.S. policing context, as 

highlighted above within the different theoretical perspectives. This study will examine how 

the socio-demographic composition of communities, in particular levels of racial 

heterogeneity (minority threat theory), violent crime rates (ecological contamination theory), 

social disorganisation, and socio-economic disadvantage, influence serious police use of 

force events within those communities. These issues are examined within the context of a 

state-wide police service, enabling the inclusion of a broad range of socio-demographic 

communities in the analysis, but with police use of force policies and training held constant. 

The results of this study demonstrate that the frequency and severity of serious police use of 

force events have distinct drivers and highlight in particular the influence of community 

characteristics on the frequency of police use of force.  
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4.2 Methods 

4.2.1 Setting 

The setting for the current study is Queensland (QLD), Australia. QLD is the third 

largest state in Australia and has a population of approximately 4.78 million (2016), in a 

geographic expanse of approximately 1.73 million km2. Most of the population is 

concentrated in the south-east corner of the state, and much of the western parts of 

Queensland are very sparsely inhabited and are designated as remote areas. Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islanders, the Indigenous people of Australia, comprise approximately 4% of the 

population.  

In Australia, police agencies are state-based and hence organise their police 

operations in order to service the entire state. The Queensland Police Service (QPS) is 

organised into Regions, Districts and Divisions, with Divisions representing the smallest 

level of geographic organisation. Each Division is generally organised around one or more 

police stations (physical infrastructure), however the geographic size and population 

coverage for Divisions varies greatly from the urban areas to regional and remote areas, with 

the smallest QPS Divisions in remote areas potentially only having one sworn police officer.  

QPS employs a situational use of force model, a circular model that includes the 

following force options: presence, restraining accoutrements, situational containment, tactical 

repositioning, baton, closed hand tactics, conducted energy weapon (Taser), firearm, OC 

spray, open hand tactics, and other resources. ‘Communication skills’ is positioned in the 

centre of the circular model indicating its importance at all stages of an incident, as well as 

‘plan’ and ‘continual assessment’.  The circular model is accompanied by the phrase ‘use the 

minimum amount of force necessary to safely resolve an incident’. As this circular model 

does not use a sequential ordering of force options (from low to high severity), it allows 

officers a high level of flexibility in increasing or decreasing levels of force to manage the 
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situational risks presented. However, naturally officers are trained to understand the likely 

magnitude of harm associated with different types of force, and that those forms of force that 

are likely to cause more severe harm should be used more prudently and only when justified 

by higher levels of citizen resistance.  While use of force policies and training are uniform 

across the state, the spread of the police operating locations across such a diverse geography 

and demography means that operational approaches, cultural issues, community 

characteristics and relationships with local communities will naturally vary. Hence, research 

on police use of force in this setting allows for ready examination of the influence of 

differences in community characteristics on police use of force across a broad range of socio-

demographic areas, with use of force policy and training held constant.  

4.2.2 Data 

Three key secondary data sources have been used for this study. De-identified ‘use of 

force’ reports were obtained from the QPS for a three-and-a-half-year period, from July 2013 

to December 2016. This resulted in a total 22,460 use of force events (note multiple use of 

force events can be included in a single use of force report, if multiple officers or multiple 

citizens used or received force in an incident). Use of force report forms are required to be 

completed by QPS officers if they unholster, present or use a weapon (including OC spray, 

Taser or firearm)  or if a citizen is injured during the course of an interaction (as a result of 

the use of force), and each report is reviewed by a supervisor. Hence, incidents involving 

force options other than weapons (e.g. use of physical tactics and restraints) are under-

represented by this data. Given this data constraint, the current study examines only events 

that involved the unholstering, presentation or discharge of a weapon, in particular OC spray, 

Taser or firearms, as these events are mandatorily reportable (irrespective of citizen injuries) 

and hence are well-represented in the data set. As these events represent the more serious end 

of the spectrum of use of force options, we refer to these events as ‘serious’ use of force 
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events throughout. There were 18,322 serious use of force events in the sample. Use of force 

reports can be criticised for representing only the police perspective of police-citizen 

encounters involving force (which is problematic for assessments of disproportionate or 

excessive force). However, they represent one of the most complete data sources of the 

population of events in which police use force against citizens.   

The data extracted from use of force reports included information on the demographic 

characteristics of officers and citizens, the types of force and weapons used, descriptors of the 

nature of the encounter, and types of resistance or risk factors exhibited by citizens. Data 

extracted were limited to pre-coded fields. Each report was geocoded according to the 

latitude and longitude of the event by QPS analysts and was assigned a Statistical Area Level 

2 (SA2) code, which is described further below.  

The second data source is the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) Census 2011, 

which provided multiple data sets that were used to identify the characteristics of 

communities. Census data from 2011 were used because 2016 Census data were not yet 

available at the time of data collection. Data were extracted at the SA2 level; SA2s are 

designed to represent a community (within a geographic area) in which residents interact 

socially and economically (2011), hence they provide an appropriate geographic unit for 

considering the influence of community characteristics on police use of force.  While SA2s 

are similar in geographic dimensions to a suburb in urban areas, they comprise considerably 

larger geographic areas in regional and remote areas, and generally represent functional areas 

such as a rural town or a regional city. SA2s were designed to be within a population range of 

between 3,000 to 25,000 persons, with an average of 10,000 persons (2011), however it 

should be noted that SA2s exist outside of this population range. There are 526 SA2s in total 

in QLD and they have an average size of approximately 3,289 km2 (SD =18,575 km2).  
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The number of violent offences for the same time period as the use of force reports 

(July 2013 to December 2016) were extracted from the QPS recorded crime database, 

QPRIME. The latitude and longitude representing the location of the offences were used to 

aggregate the number of violent offences within each SA2 using MapInfo.  

4.2.3 Design 

Our study aims to explore predictors of the frequency of police use of force by police, 

as well as the predictors of severity when force is used. The two dependent variables for this 

study were, therefore, the frequency of serious use of force events and the severity of serious 

use of force events.  

4.2.3.1 Frequency model 

In our frequency model, the area (SA2) is the unit of observation. Areas can, 

therefore, vary from having no serious use of force events in the time period, to having 

multiple events occur. A range of characteristics of the SA2s are used to predict the rates of 

serious use of force events in areas; counts of use of force are aggregated at the SA2 level, 

and are adjusted to the population in the modelling. A number of SA2s were excluded from 

the frequency model due to having insufficient residential populations to support meaningful 

estimation of area-level community indicators. The excluded SA2s comprised primarily areas 

designated as national parks, shipping ports and airports, with no or only very small 

residential populations (less than 25 persons). A total of 511 SA2s were included in the 

frequency analysis (15 SA2s were excluded; 2.8% of all SA2s), though due to missing data 

on some measures 510 observations are used in the negative binomial model. 

4.2.3.2 Severity model 

In our severity model, use of force events are the unit of observation, with a use of 

force event defined as any form of force being used by an individual officer against an 

individual citizen, and with each event coded for the highest level of force used. As noted, 
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only use of force events which involved the unholstering, presentation or discharge of a 

weapon, as these levels of force are mandatorily reportable under all circumstances. The data 

comprised 18,332 serious use of force events and these were spread across 514 of QLDs 526 

SA2s. Of the SA2s in which use of force events occurred, the same low population SA2s 

were excluded as outlined for the frequency model. This resulted in the removal of a total of 

12 serious use of force events from an additional 6 SA2s (less than 0.001% of the original 

sample), and meant that the events were spread across a total of 508 SA2s in the analysis.   

Community characteristics, alongside individual and situational variables are tested as 

predictors of the severity of force used by police.  While the frequency and severity of police 

use of force was able to be coded, disproportionate force was not able to be estimated due to 

a lack of sufficient detail for measuring the nature of citizen resistance (much of which is 

likely to have been included in the free text report fields).  To enable coding of the highest 

level of force, we used a framework referred to as the QPS force factor framework (2012), 

adapted by QPS from the force factor coding model developed by Alpert and Dunham 

(1997).  The framework classifies types of police force into six levels from no force to lethal 

force.  Levels 1 to 3 describe no force to physical force (including use of open hand and 

closed hand tactics, and use of restraining accoutrements). As noted earlier, our data only 

includes events involving weapons/accoutrements, which were coded according to the force 

levels 4 through 6 in the following way:  4) Gain control of offender using methods including 

accoutrements – officer used a baton or presented and/or used OC Spray at offender or 

presented a Conducted Energy Weapon; 5) Discharged a Conducted Energy Weapon – 

officer discharged a Conducted Energy Weapon or drew a firearm at offender; and 6) 

Discharged service firearm – officer fired a service-issued firearm at the offender.  
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4.2.4 Independent variables 

4.2.4.1 Community characteristics variables 

As this is the first study to consider the influence of community characteristics on 

police use of force in Australia we have measured concepts using distinct indicators (rather 

than composite constructs) to understand the unique and collective effect of these indicators 

on police use of force outcomes.  

Racial and cultural heterogeneity. Percent population identifying as Indigenous and 

the percent population born overseas in each SA2 were included to represent the level of 

racial and cultural heterogeneity in an area. These variables test support for minority threat 

theory, and similar indicators of racial heterogeneity have been used in previous studies 

examining the influence of minority threat theory (Lawton, 2007; Smith, 1986). 

Social disorganisation. Two measures were used as indicators of the social 

disorganisation of an SA2 area - percent single-headed families (indicating break down in 

family structures), and percent residents who have lived at a different address one year ago 

(indicating levels of residential instability and turnover). These measures were included as 

distinct measures rather than combined into a scale or index variable, as this enables 

understanding of their unique impacts, which is not always clear in the extant literature in 

which the use of varied combined measures is common.2 Measures of residential mobility 

and family structure have been used in previous studies examining the influence of structural 

indicators of social disorganisation on crime and disorder (Kubrin & Weitzer, 2003).  

                                                 

2 While indicators of area-level racial and ethnic heterogeneity and resource constraints have 

also been recognised as potential structural antecedents to social disorganisation, we did not 

include them as specific measures of social disorganisation. Instead, these indicators are 

conceived as representing minority threat and socio-economic disadvantage, respectively, 

enabling these constructs to be examined separately in this study. 
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Socio-economic disadvantage. Two measures were included as indicators of socio-

economic disadvantage in an SA2, percent of persons on long-term unemployment, and the 

percent of persons in the lowest quartile for income. Unemployment and income measures 

are commonly used in research examining the influence of socio-economic disadvantage on 

police use of force (Jacobs & O'Brien, 1998; Lee et al., 2010; Smith & Holmes, 2014; Terrill 

& Reisig, 2003). 

Violent crime rates. A violent crime rate (offences per 100 persons) was created for 

each SA2. Violent offences included homicides, attempted murder, assaults, and robbery. 

Domestic violence related offences that were recorded as a criminal charge (e.g. assault) were 

included, however applications or breaches of protection orders were not. Counts of violent 

offences within each SA2 over the time period were calculated, adjusted to the resident 

population as measured in the 2011 Census. Violent crime rates were used to measure the 

influence of ecological contamination, and these types of composite violent crime measures 

have been used in previous studies examining the influence of ecological contamination on 

police use of force (Lee et al., 2010; Lee et al., 2014; Lee, 2016; Terrill & Reisig, 2003). 

Safe night precincts. These are designated areas representing entertainment hubs that 

experience large inflows of visitors at night times and on weekends, and which also have high 

densities of alcohol serving venues (e.g. bars and clubs). There are 15 safe night precincts in 

Queensland, each of which broadly aligns to an SA2 area, with the exception that one of the 

safe night precincts covers three SA2 areas. Hence, in total there are 17 SA2s that are 

classified as safe night precincts, with safe night precincts coded as a binary (yes = 1, no = 0) 

variable.  These areas are challenging to police and so are overseen by local boards operating 

as incorporated associations, which use a range of local strategies to address community 

safety issues, indicating a somewhat different set of policing and security responses in these 

areas. Given the higher levels of alcohol-related disorder and violence in these areas, this 
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measure also enables testing of the influence of ecological contamination alongside violent 

crime rates. 

4.2.5 Control variables 

The analysis predicting severity of force included individual and situational variables 

that have previously been found to influence severity of force. Citizen age, gender and 

ethnicity (Bolger, 2015; Klahm, Frank, & Brown, 2011; Terrill & Mastrofski, 2002) were 

included as individual factors. Citizen ethnicity was grouped into Caucasian, Indigenous, 

Pacific Islander, and other Non-Caucasian (which includes ethnic groupings such as Asian, 

European, African and Middle Eastern). Officers’ age and gender (Bolger, 2015; Chapman, 

2012; Garner et al., 2002; Lee et al., 2010) were also included.  

Citizen resistance is a situational characteristic that has been consistently found to 

predict police use of force (Bolger, 2015; Crawford & Burns, 2008; Garner et al., 2002; Lee, 

2016; Lersch et al., 2008; Terrill, 2005). As the level of citizen resistance was difficult to 

ascertain from the forced choice response fields, a resistance variable was constructed based 

on the types of situational risks described in reports. If citizens were reported to be possessing 

or threatening use of a weapon, displaying violent behaviour, making threats, or had used a 

weapon or other forms of assault, the level of resistance was coded as ‘moderate to high’, and 

when the report did not indicate the presence of these types of risks, resistance was coded as 

‘low’. It is acknowledged that this variable may be associated with a non-trivial degree of 

error. Two additional situational variables were included in the analysis - the number of 

citizens present in the encounter and the number of officers present in the encounter. The 

number of police officers and citizens present have been found to influence police use of 

force in previous studies, and hence these variables were included to control for their 

influence on differences in police use of force across communities (e.g. Crawford & Burns, 

2008; Garner et al., 2002; Klahm et al., 2011).  
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4.2.6 Analytic strategy 

4.2.6.1 Frequency model 

Negative binomial regression was used to predict the frequency of police use of force events, 

to account for the heavily positively skewed (over-dispersed) count data.  The community 

characteristics were entered first separately, to test each theory, then collectively as a full 

model. In each, the coefficients were designated as incident rate ratios, with the log of the 

population in the SA2 specified as the offset variable. The use of an offset (or exposure) 

variable enables the frequency of a count response to be adjusted by the area, time or persons 

over which the count response is generated (Hilbe, 2010; Holsclaw, Hallgren, Steyvers, 

Smyth, & Atkins, 2015). The offset essentially acts as a denominator to produce a rate of 

counts; in this case, counts of serious police use of force events in an area are adjusted to the 

size of the local population, with the incident rate ratios indicating the influence of the 

independent variables on the incidence of use of force events per population. Determining the 

most appropriate denominator for police use of force events is not straightforward, and it 

could be argued that the total population does not effectively represent the ‘at-risk’ groups 

who are more likely to interact negatively with police. Previous studies have used a mixture 

of denominators including crime rates and arrests for serious offences. However, as we are 

testing the influence of violent crime as an independent variable, it cannot also serve as a 

denominator for rates of use of force by police.  A number of studies have found population 

to be a highly significant predictor of the frequency of police use of force events (Boivin & 

Obartel, 2017; Jacobs & O'Brien, 1998; Parker et al., 2005), hence offsetting by the 

population ensures that population size does not unduly confound or bias the influence of 

community level drivers on police use of force (Holsclaw et al., 2015).   
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4.2.6.2 Severity model 

Hierarchical linear modelling, (HLM), specifically an ordered logistic multilevel model3, was 

used to assess predictors of the severity of police use of force events. A key advantage of 

multilevel models is their ability to handle data that have a hierarchical or clustered structure, 

such as police use of force events occurring within communities as in the current study. 

Multilevel modelling has the advantage of being able to capture the dependencies between 

these observations and produce appropriate standard errors that account for the variance that 

observations within a group or a cluster may share (Gelman & Hill, 2007; Osborne, 2000). 

Multilevel modelling also allows the measurement of group effects, enabling estimation of 

both the fixed and random effects (observed and unobserved effects) of groups or clusters on 

individual observations (Gelman & Hill, 2007), in this case the measured and unmeasured 

effects of community characteristics on the severity of police use of force. In the case of the 

current analysis, each unique use of force event occurring between a citizen and an officer 

represented a unit of observation within the dataset, and each event was then assigned a range 

of community characteristics related to the SA2 within which the event occurred.  The 

multilevel model was designed to account for the clustering of events within areas, with SA2 

treated as a random effect, and with the predictors (community characteristics) and control 

variables (individual and situational variables) specified as fixed effects. Analysis was 

undertaken in Stata 15. 

                                                 
3 Ordered logistic regression produces coefficients that indicate the log odds of a 

transition between any level of the dependent variable and the next highest level. This 

approach assumes proportional odds across transitions, however there is currently no test to 

examine whether the assumption of proportional odds holds within the context of a multilevel 

model.  
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4.3 Results 

4.3.1 Frequency of serious police use of force events 

Table 1 shows descriptive data for the independent and dependent variables for the 

frequency of police use of force model. A number of the independent variables are strongly, 

positively skewed. Spearman’s Rho correlations were used to examine relationships between 

the independent variables and use of force rates per 1000 persons (see Table 2). The zero-

order correlation coefficients indicate strong to moderate, positive relationships between rates 

of use of force and the percent of Indigenous persons with an area, percent in the lowest 

income quartile, percent of single-headed families, and the rate of violent crime, while there 

was a significant negative relationship between the percent of persons born overseas in an 

area and the rate of police use of force.4 

 

Table 1: Description of socio-demographics of SA2s in QLD 

Population indicators N Min Max Mean SD % 

Population size (N) 511 50 28315 8453 4319  

Use of force events per 

year 

511 .00 285.49 11.15 18.27  

Use of force events per 

1000 persons 

511 .00 91.87 5.14 7.70  

Indigenous status (%)  511 0.00 97.18 4.75 11.00  

Overseas (OS) migrants 

(%) 

511 0.00 56.50 19.29 9.58  

Income in lowest quartile 

(%) 

507 11.40 44.00 25.14 5.48  

                                                 

4 The existence of multicollinearity between these variables was assessed due to the high zero order 

correlations, however no variables demonstrated a tolerance level of below .2 or a Variance Inflation 

Factor (VIF) of above 5, indicating no substantial multicollinearity issues. 
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Long-term unemployment 

benefits (%) 

511 .87 12.52 4.38 2.46  

Single-headed families (%) 511 0.00 33.78 9.20 4.05  

Residential instability 

(moved in last year) (%) 

511 3.78 42.23 18.58 5.69  

Violent crime rate per 100 

population 

511 .02 15.27 .49 1.08  

Safe night precincts 511 0 1   3.3 
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Table 2: Spearman's rho correlation coefficients for community characteristics and rate 

of use of force per 1000 persons 

 Use of 

force 

events 

per 1000 

persons 

Indigenous 

population 

(%) 

OS 

migrants 

(%) 

Lowest 

quartile 

for 

income 

(%) 

On 

unemployment 

benefits long-

term (%) 

Single 

headed 

families 

(%) 

Residential 

instability 

(moved 1 

year ago %) 

Indigenous 

population (%) 

0.536**       

OS migrants 

(%) 

-0.150** -0.636**      

Lowest quartile 

for income (%) 

0.078 0.019 -0.047     

On 

unemployment 

benefits long-

term (%) 

0.500** 0.548** -0.233** 0.505**    

Single headed 

families (%) 

0.484** 0.658** -0.153** 0.083 0.658**   

Residential 

instability 

(moved in last 

year %) 

0.263** -0.014 0.263** -

0.186** 

-0.017 0.171**  

Violent crime 

rate (per 100 

persons) 

0.800** 0.632** -0.213** 0.120** 0.565** 0.589** 0.349** 
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Table 3 displays the results of the negative binomial regression predicting the 

frequency of serious police use of force events at the community level. Coefficients are 

expressed as incident rate ratios, indicating the change in the ratio of expected counts of 

serious use of force events in an SA2 related to a one unit increase in each independent 

variable, with the population held constant and all other model variables being equal. A total 

of four models were run. Initially each group of explanatory variables were entered in 

separate models, and then a final model run that included all explanatory variables. The 

extent of overdispersion observed in the dependent warranted the use of the negative 

binomial model over the Poisson equivalent.5 Additionally, the presence of spatial 

autocorrelation was tested using Moran’s I. No evidence of statistically significant spatial 

clustering was observed.  

Model 1 examines the effect of racial heterogeneity on the frequency of serious police 

use of force (see Table 3). There appears to be support for minority threat theory, with 

percent Indigenous persons and percent OS migrants both having a significant, positive 

relationship with frequency of serious police use of force. In model 2, social disorganisation 

appears to positively influence the frequency of serious police use of force, with the percent 

of single-headed families and level of residential instability significantly and positively 

related to the frequency of serious police use of force in an area. Model 2 also provides 

partial support for the influence of socio-economic status as percent on long-term 

unemployment benefits had a significant, positive relationship with the frequency of serious 

police use of force. Model 3 tested the influence of violent crime and designation as a 

safenight precinct on the frequency of serious police use of force in an area. Both violent 

                                                 

5 The only difference between Poisson and negative binomial models is the value of the 

overdispersion parameter. The Poisson model is a special case of the negative binomial model, where 

the overdispersion parameter equals zero. The null hypothesis test for overdispersion = 0 was rejected 

(p<.0001) for all four models estimated here.  
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crime rates and designation as a safenight precinct demonstrated significant, positive 

relationships with the frequency of serious force used by police.  

In the final model (model 4), where all explanatory variables were considered 

simultaneously, support for minority threat theory was no longer apparent, with percent 

Indigenous status no longer having a significant relationship with frequency of serious police 

use of force, and percent born overseas becoming a significant, negative predictor of the 

frequency of serious police use of force. This finding suggests that the positive zero order 

relationship between percent Indigenous status and serious use of force rates in communities 

may be mediated by other socio-economic, social disorganisation and crime factors, which 

are significantly related to both (see correlations in Table 2). Support remained for the 

influence of social disorganisation on the frequency of police use of serious force, with 

percent single-headed families and residential instability continuing to be significant, positive 

predictors of force frequency. Indicators of socio-economic disadvantage had a mixed effect 

on the frequency of police use of serious force, with percent of residents on long-term 

unemployment benefits remaining a significant positive predictor, while percent of residents 

in the lowest quartile for income becoming a significant negative predictor of the frequency 

of serious force events. Ecological contamination was also supported by the full model, with 

violent crime rates and safe night precincts being positively predictive of the frequency of 

police use of serious force.   

With the exception of safenight precincts, all the community characteristics variables 

are estimated as a rate per 100 persons, which means that the incident rate ratios should be 

comparable as effect sizes. Outside of safe night precincts, the coefficients suggest that 

violent crime is the largest positive predictor of the frequency of police use of force, followed 

by the percent of residents on long-term unemployment benefits. The model diagnostics 

(AIC, BIC, Log Likelihood) indicated that the best fitting model is the full model (model 4).  
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Table 3: Results of negative binomial regression predicting influence of community 

characteristics on frequency of police use of force in areas 

Variables Model 1 – Racial 

heterogeneity 

 

IRR (S.E) 

Model 2 – Social 

disorganisation and 

disadvantage 

IRR (S.E) 

Model 3 – 

Violent crime 

 

IRR (S.E) 

Model 4 – Full 

model 

 

IRR (S.E) 

Indigenous 

population (%) 

1.044*** (0.010)   0.984 (0.009) 

OS migrants (%) 1.019* (0.008)   0.990*(0.008) 

Lowest quartile for 

income (%) 

 1.003 (0.010)  0.983* (0.008) 

On unemployment 

benefits long-term 

(%) 

 1.136*** (0.032)  1.132*** 

(0.027) 

Single headed 

families (%) 

 1.074*** (0.017)  1.030* (0.012) 

Residential instability 

(moved in last year 

%) 

 1.066*** (0.010)  1.038*** 

(0.008) 

Violent crime rate 

(per 100 persons) 

  2.064** 

(0.514) 

1.606** (0.266) 

Safe night precinct   1.851* 

(0.577) 

1.670* (0.434) 

Alpha .774 (.071) .553 (.044) .531 (.044) .405 (.035) 

N 510 510 510 510 

AIC 4514.23 4339.25 4313.043 4196.16 

BIC 4531.62 4364.66 4329.98 4238.51 

Log-likelihood -2253.11 -2163.63 -2152.52 -2088.08 

Note: IRR = Incident rate ratio, with log of population as offset; S.E. = Standard error; AIC = 

Akaike information criterion; BIC = Bayesian information criterion. 

*<.05;**<.01;***<.001 
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4.3.2 Severity of serious police use of force events 

A summary of the serious use of force events in terms of the distribution of key 

independent variables can be seen in Table 4. As noted previously, use of force reporting is 

mandatory for levels 4 through 6, hence our study only includes these levels in the analysis. 

Within events which involve serious force, level 4 comprises the most common highest level 

of force used (69.4%; baton, police dog, OC spray presented or used, Taser presented only), 

followed by level 5 (30.4%; Taser discharged, firearm presented or unholstered), while only 

0.2% of events involved the discharging of a firearm. The mean age of citizens and officers 

involved in serious police use of force events were similar (30.7 years and 35.1 years, 

respectively) and both citizens and officers were overwhelmingly male (91.3% and 83.7%, 

respectively). Most citizens involved in serious police use of force events were of Caucasian 

ethnic origin (64.8%), followed by Indigenous citizens (21.7%), and Pacific Islander citizens 

(8.5%), with the smallest group classified as other non-Caucasian (4.5%).  

Table 4: Description of use of force events 

Variables N % M SD Min Max 

Dependent variable       

Highest level of force 18322  4.31 0.467 4.00 6.00 

Level 4 – Baton, police dog, OC 

spray presented or used; Taser 

presented only 

12713 69.4     

Level 5 – Taser used, firearm 

presented or unholstered 

5569 30.4     

 Level 6 – Firearm discharged   40   0.2     

Control variables       

Individual factors       

Officer age 18105  35.05 8.10 19.00 61.00 

Officer gender (male) 18105 83.7 - - - - 
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Citizen age 18304  30.70 10.38 7.00 88.00 

Citizen gender (male) 18318 91.3 - - - - 

Citizen ethnicity 16019      

Caucasian 10279 64.8 - - - - 

Indigenous 3549 21.7 - - - - 

Pacific Islander 1385 8.5 - - - - 

Other non-Caucasian 725 4.5 - - - - 

Unknown 81 0.6 - - - - 

Situational factors       

Resistance 18322      

Low 5209 28.4 - - - - 

Moderate to high 13113 71.6 - - - - 

Number officers present 18319      

1 1893 10.3 - - - - 

2 8109 44.3 - - - - 

3-4 4484 24.5 - - - - 

5 or above 3814 20.8 - - - - 

Number citizens present 18206      

1 13024 71.1 - - - - 

2 2037 11.1 - - - - 

3-4 1439 7.9 - - - - 

5 or above 1706 9.3 - - - - 

Independent variables: Community 

factors 

      

Indigenous population (%) 18085  6.56 13.11 .00 97.18 

OS migrants (%) 18085  20.86 10.53 .00 56.50 

Lowest quartile for income (%) 18019  25.99 5.67 11.40 44.00 

On unemployment benefits long-

term (%) 

18085  5.47 2.59 .87 12.52 

Single headed families (%) 18082  10.66 4.56 .00 33.80 

Residential instability (moved in 

last year %) 

18083  21.41 7.33 3.80 50.00 
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Violent crime rate (per 100 persons) 18083  1.11 1.81 .02 65.12 

Safe night precinct 18322 16.0 - - - - 

 

The results of the ordered logistic multilevel model predicting severity of use of force 

by police can be seen in Table 5. Model 1 included individual and situational characteristics 

only, while model 2 included individual, situational and community characteristics. In model 

1, older and male citizens had greater odds of being subject to higher levels of force than 

younger or female citizens. Citizens of other non-Caucasian backgrounds (comprising 4.4% 

of the sample) had higher odds of experiencing higher levels of force than those of Caucasian 

ethnicity, while citizens of Indigenous and Pacific Islander ethnicity were less likely to 

experience more severe forms of force.  

Officer gender influenced the severity of force used, with male officers more likely 

than female officers to use more severe force. The number of officers present and the number 

of citizens present in an encounter were significantly predictive of higher levels of force 

being used. The odds of using higher levels of force significantly increased when two or more 

officers were present in an encounter, compared to one officer. Compared to situations where 

one citizen was present, when three to four citizens were present in an encounter more severe 

forms of force were likely to be used, while in contrast when five or more citizens were 

present, severe force was less likely. 

When community characteristics were included in the model (model 2), the effects of 

the individual and situational variables remained largely the same, and only two community 

level variables significantly predicted the level of force used in an encounter. The percent of 

OS migrants in an area positively predicted higher levels of force, while higher levels of 

residential instability were associated with significantly lower odds of more severe force 

being used. 
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The model diagnostics (AIC, BIC and Log Likelihood) indicated that the full model 

(model 2) was a better fit for the data than model 1. However, the model coefficients did not 

change markedly from model 1 to model 2, and the model coefficients for the individual and 

situational variables indicate larger effect sizes than for the community characteristics, 

suggesting that community characteristics are not as influential as individual and situational 

variables in explaining the severity of force.  

Table 5: Results of multilevel ordered logistic regression predicting severity of use of 

force by police 

Variables Null 

model 

Model 1 – Individual and 

Situational Characteristics 

Model 2 – Full model 

 

  OR CI OR CI 

Resistance 

(moderate to high) 

 1.020 0.932-1.116 1.029 0.941-1.126 

Subject age  1.012*** 1.009-1.016 1.013*** 1.009-1.017 

Subject gender 

(male) 

 1.252** 1.083-1.447 1.243** 1.075-1.438 

Subject ethnicity 

(reference = 

Caucasian) 

     

Indigenous  0.776*** 0.697 -0.864 0.780*** 0.699-0.870 

Pacific 

Islander 

 0.810** 0.699-0.939 0.819** 0.706-0.949 

Other non-

Caucasian 

 1.218* 1.012-1.467 1.198 0.995-1.444 

Officer age  0.999  0.995-1.004 0.999 0.995-1.005 

Officer gender 

(male) 

 1.424*** 1.273-1.592 1.433*** 1.281-1.603 

Number of police 

present (reference = 

1) 
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2  1.280** 1.113-1.4737 1.284*** 1.116-1.478 

3-4  1.625*** 1.400-1.886 1.633*** 1.407-1.897 

5 or above  3.461*** 2.966-4.039 3.490*** 2.988-4.076 

Number of subjects 

present (reference = 

1) 

     

2  1.056 0.929-1.210 1.057 0.929-1.201 

3-4  1.325** 1.142-1.538 1.325*** 1.142-1.538 

5 or above  0.549*** 0.457-0.661 0.555*** 0.462-.667 

Indigenous 

population (%) 

   0.988 0.974-1.004 

OS migrants (%)    1.013* 1.003-1.023 

Lowest quartile for 

income (%) 

   0.993 0.976-1.010 

On unemployment 

benefits long-term 

(%) 

   0.958 0.908-1.010 

Single headed 

families (%) 

   1.025 0.991-1.059 

Residential 

instability (moved in 

last year %) 

   0.956*** 0.939-0.972 

Violent crime rate 

(per 100 persons) 

   1.026 0.907-1.161 

Safe night precinct    0.639 0.406-1.006 

SA2 variance (S.E.) .744 (.05) .675 (.07)  .534 (.06)  

Log likelihood -10657.85 -8856.12  -8749.73  

AIC  17746.24  17549.46  

BIC  17876.24  17740.60  

N 18247 15593  15449  

Note: OR = Odds Ratio; CI = Confidence Intervals; S.E. = Standard error; AIC = Akaike 

information criterion; BIC = Bayesian information criterion. 

*<.05;**<.01;***<.001 
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4.4 Discussion 

This study examined the influence of a range of community characteristics found to 

be predictive of police use of force in the U.S. on the frequency and severity of serious police 

use of force in an Australian policing jurisdiction. We found support for ecological 

contamination theory and the impact of social disorganisation, partial support for the 

relevance of socio-economic disadvantage, but very limited support for minority threat 

theory. The findings provide some important initial insights into the transferability of U.S. 

research on police use of force to Australian policing jurisdictions.  

We did not find strong support for minority threat theory, with communities that had 

higher proportions of Indigenous people not experiencing significantly greater frequency or 

severity of serious police use of force events, once other community characteristics had been 

considered. Areas with higher proportions of persons who were born overseas actually 

experienced significantly lower frequency of police use of serious force, although they did 

experience slightly greater odds of more severe levels of force being used within a use of 

force event. The findings of this study align well to those of a recent Canadian study (Boivin 

& Obartel, 2017), which also found limited support for minority threat theory, indicating this 

theory may not be as pertinent for explaining patterns in police use of force outside of the 

U.S..  

Our study also demonstrates the benefit of testing a range of competing theories 

simultaneously, with some of the results from the tests of individual theories being 

challenged in the full model. For example, it seems that the positive zero-order relationship 

between percent Indigenous status and the frequency of serious use of force events at the 

community level is likely to be mediated by other socio-economic, social disorganisation and 

violent crime factors. However, it should also be noted that the present study was limited to 

examining more serious types of force used by police, and hence the relevance of this theory 
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for explaining lower levels of use of force by police (for example the use of restraint 

accoutrements, and open or close hand tactics) remains untested.  

The relationship between violent crime and the frequency of serious police use of 

force found in this study does appear to provide support for ecological contamination theory 

(Lee et al., 2010; Terrill & Reisig, 2003), and supports measurement of this at the small area 

level (Lee et al., 2014). Officers appear to be using serious force more frequently in 

communities where there is a higher prevalence of violent crime. This more frequent use of 

force may be either a pre-emptive technique to avoid escalation of violence by offenders 

(because residents in areas known to be ‘dangerous’ may be perceived as exhibiting greater 

levels of threat), or because offenders in these areas may present an objectively greater 

physical threat to police or other parties at the time of the encounter.  This second explanation 

could not be tested in a more direct fashion due to the inability to construct a detailed and 

accurate measure of citizen resistance from the available data.  However, violent crime rates 

did not predict severity of use of force by police. At least at face value, this suggests that the 

influence of ecological contamination does not extend to predicting the level of force used in 

an encounter, and also seems to undermine the argument that force severity may be predicted 

by the presence of objectively greater levels of physical threat (i.e. violent offenders) in an 

area. Notwithstanding this, the positive association between violent crime rates and safe night 

precincts with the frequency of serious use of force events suggests that areas high in violent 

crime, in particular alcohol-related violence, may benefit from further targeted preventative 

policing or community-based strategies that act to reduce the frequency of police-citizen 

conflict in these areas. Moreover, officers working in high violent crime areas may benefit 

from additional supervision, training, or shorter rotations in high violent crime areas to assist 

them to effectively de-escalate situations and minimise use of force.   
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The relationship between social disorganisation and police use of force was supported 

but varied across the force frequency and severity measures. Residential instability and 

percent single-headed families were positively related to force frequency, but residential 

instability was negatively related to force severity, suggesting that areas of high residential 

instability may experience a higher volume of police use of force events but mostly at lower 

levels of severity. An examination of the SA2 areas that were highest in levels of residential 

instability indicate that these areas are mostly inner urban areas, located adjacent to night-

time entertainment precincts, with mixed populations of older, more affluent residents and 

younger people and students; the latter populations known to be highly mobile.  These areas 

would not necessarily be recognised as being high in social disorganisation, i.e. areas with 

insufficient levels of informal social control leading to general social disorder.  This raises 

questions about the utility of residential instability as an indicator of social disorganisation, at 

least when used in isolation in relation to urban settings in modern Australia. The high cost of 

transactions in private rental markets and low levels of supply of supported housing may 

actually make relocations economically prohibitive for those who wish to leave undesirable 

or unsafe areas, suggesting that residential turnover may be lower in areas with other markers 

of socio-economic distress. More direct measures of factors linked to social order at the 

community level, such as collective efficacy, may provide more insight into the effect of 

social disorganisation rather than structural constraints on social order (Kubrin & Weitzer, 

2003), however, this generally requires well-sampled survey data to provide estimates at the 

small area level. Additionally, structural measures of social disorganisation might most 

effectively be measured and understood in terms of their collective or cumulative impacts 

(such as when a number of indicators are combined), rather than as isolated indicators.  

Some aspects of socio-economic disadvantage appear to be predictive of the 

frequency of serious police use of force, such as areas comprising higher proportions of 
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residents on long-term unemployment benefits. However, the proportion of residents on 

incomes in the lowest quartile was a significant negative predictor of force frequency and was 

not significantly related to force severity. Areas with higher proportions of residents on long-

term unemployment benefits also had significantly higher rates of violent crime; these areas 

may have also had higher rates of other types of offences (e.g. property crime), which may in 

part explain the more frequent use of force by police in these areas, however other offence 

types were not measured in the current study. A previous observational study found that 

police disrespect was evident more frequently in encounters in neighbourhoods with higher 

levels of socio-economic disadvantage (Mastrofski, Reisig, & McCluskey, 2002), which may 

also explain police-citizen encounters in these areas may escalate to the use of more serious 

police force.   

 A noteworthy finding is that the communities experiencing more frequent force are 

not the same as those experiencing most severe use of force. Areas with higher force 

frequency tend to have higher crime rates, high densities of alcohol-serving venues (safe 

night precincts), higher levels of residential instability, a higher proportion of residents on 

long-term unemployment benefits, and lower levels of overseas migrants. These same 

community factors do not predict significantly greater odds of more severe police force being 

used within serious use of force incidents. In general, the severity of force used by police was 

better predicted by individual and situational variables than by community characteristics. 

This is an important reminder that measures of frequency and severity in studies of police use 

of force are not interchangeable (Fridell, 2016), and provides some initial insights into how 

types of police use of force events may be differentially distributed across communities.  

There are a number of limitations associated with this study. First, the measure of 

resistance is relatively blunt, and is likely to be associated with a non-trivial degree of error. 

The lack of significant effect of citizen resistance on force severity is surprising and contrary 
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to much of the literature, but is likely to be at least in part due to the restricted range for the 

measure of resistance (dichotomous) and the measure of force severity (a three level 

measure).  The inability to develop a more detailed measure of resistance also meant that no 

assessment of the influence of community characteristics on the level of disproportionate 

force could be made. Additionally, due to the nature of use of force reporting over the period 

examined, this study has only examined the more serious end of a use of force spectrum (e.g. 

when weapons/ accoutrements are unholstered, presented or discharged).  This study 

therefore cannot provide insight into the community-level drivers of police force at the lower 

end of the spectrum, such as the use of restraints, open hand tactics and closed hand tactics. 

The narrow scope for current use of force reporting in QLD was identified as an area for 

improvement recently by QPS (Task Force Bletchley, 2016) and the service is currently in 

the process of widening the parameters for reporting on police use of force.  

In conclusion, a number of community characteristics are important for understanding 

the distribution of police use of serious force in an Australian policing jurisdiction, and, in 

particular, the impact of racial and cultural heterogeneity is not consistent with findings from 

U.S. studies. Communities are likely to experience police use of force more frequently if they 

have higher rates of violent crime, higher densities of alcohol-serving venues, higher levels of 

residential instability, higher prevalence of persons on long-term unemployment benefits, and 

a lower proportion of overseas migrants residing in the area. However, the severity of serious 

force used by police is better explained by individual and situational variables than by 

community characteristics. This study highlights the need to test policing theories outside of 

U.S. policing jurisdictions, to broaden the evidence base informing policing scholarship, 

policy and practice internationally.  While the issue may not be of a similar magnitude as in 

the U.S., the inappropriate or excessive use of force still poses significant threats to police 
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agency legitimacy, effective policing and community safety across western democracies in 

general, and hence improving our understanding of the drivers of these events is crucial. 
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Chapter 5: Study 2 - A typology of citizen presentations in police use of 

force events 

While Study 1 (Chapter 4) found that community characteristics were predictive of 

the frequency of police use of force across areas, Study 2 builds on these findings and 

examines the extent to which community characteristics (a meso level factor) might also 

influence the distribution of citizen behaviours and risks (a micro level factor) across 

communities. Variation in these citizen behaviours and risk factors across communities 

would suggest that community characteristics may at least in part influence police use of 

force due to their impact on the concentration of particular types of citizen social problems, 

offending and resistance behaviours.  This study adds to only two other identified studies, 

conducted in the U.S., which have examined variations in citizen behaviours in police use of 

force events at the community-level.  

This study also uses a novel approach to conceptualising citizen behaviours in police 

use of force events, which have traditionally been measured using a linear scale of resistance, 

applying latent class analysis to identify a typology of citizen behaviours in police use of 

force events. While there is a considerable body of literature which has examined how citizen 

behaviours or risks are independently associated with police use of force, no identified 

studies have examined how these citizen behavioural features or risks may cluster or coalesce 

within police use of force events.  

Drawing on data from 19,900 police use of force events, recorded crime data and 

census data, this study finds a five-class typology demonstrated best fit, comprising the 

following classes: violent, unstable and drug or alcohol affected; apparent mental disorder 

and possessing a weapon; alcohol-related violence; suspicious and fleeing; and violent 

behaviour and threatening a weapon. Additionally, these citizen presentation classes were 
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associated with distinct offence types, context for use of force, and citizen individual 

characteristics. Importantly, the five citizen presentation classes were differentially 

distributed across communities, with three of the most prevalent classes showing the most 

significant associations with community characteristics.  
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5.1 A typology of citizen presentations in police use of force events: Are there 

ecological drivers? 

The recent series of highly publicised officer-involved deaths of primarily African 

American citizens across a number of cities in the United States (U.S.) has brought renewed 

attention to the contexts in which police use force, and the characteristics of police-citizen 

encounters that may influence the escalation of police use of force. This has led to an 

expanded body of research focussing on the attributes of individuals and situations that may 

impact how police perceive and respond to risk, with a particular focus on the influence of 

citizen race or ethnicity (Fryer, 2016; Goff et al., 2016; Nix et al., 2017a).  

Within the literature examining the influence of individual and situational factors in 

police use of force encounters, a number of citizen behavioural characteristics have been 

found to be related to the frequency or severity of police use of force, such as citizen 

resistance, demeanour, and intoxication or cognitive impairment (Bolger, 2015; Klahm & 

Tillyer, 2010; Lersch & Mieczkowski, 2005). However, to date researchers have assessed the 

influence of citizen behavioural characteristics in police use of force events independently, 

i.e. focussing on the unique relationship between each characteristic and police use of force. 

While there is evidence regarding the unique influence of a number of behavioural 

characteristics on police use of force, it remains unclear how these characteristics may cluster 

or coalesce within events potentially producing particular contexts.  Additionally, while a 

long-standing and growing body of research has considered the influence of ecological or 

community-level factors (such as racial heterogeneity and violent crime rates) on police use 

of force behaviour (Lee et al., 2010; Lee et al., 2014; Smith & Holmes, 2014; Smith, 1986; 

Terrill & Reisig, 2003), there is a dearth of research considering the influence of ecological 

factors on citizen behaviours in these events. The current study seeks to address these two 
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research gaps, firstly by examining how citizen behavioural characteristics may be distributed 

or cluster within police use of force events, and then by examining whether ecological factors 

may influence these citizen behavioural characteristics.   

5.2 The influence of citizen behavioural characteristics on use of force by police 

Police behavioural responses are clearly a critical factor in whether force is used in an 

interaction between police and citizens. However, citizen behaviour is arguably another 

critical element of such incidents, constituting both a practical and legal trigger for the use 

and escalation of police force. The following sections will review the evidence in support of 

the influence of a range of citizen behavioural characteristics on police use of force. 

5.2.1 Resistance 

Citizen resistance constitutes both a practical and legal factor in police decision-

making about appropriate levels of force.  It is, therefore, not surprising that resistance 

(including passive and active resistance, and fleeing) is one of the most consistent 

determinants of the level of force used by police (Bolger, 2015; Garner et al., 2002; Lee et al., 

2014; Lee, 2016; Lersch et al., 2008; Lim & Lee, 2015; Terrill, 2005; Terrill & Mastrofski, 

2002). It is possible that at least some of the apparent relationship between suspect resistance 

and police use of force may be influenced by the data sources often drawn upon  – ‘use of 

force’ reports.  For most agencies, use of force reports constitute both an internal record of 

high-risk police encounters and a potential source of evidence where there have been 

allegations of excessive force. Accordingly, there may be an unconscious or conscious bias 

on the part of officers and/or supervisors to describe events in such a way as to emphasise 

suspect resistance, with a study finding notable variations in officer and citizen accounts of 

the level of resistance exhibited by citizens within the same encounter (Rojek, Alpert, & 

Smith, 2012) .  It should be noted, however, that the influence of resistance on police use of 
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force has also been established in research using systematic observations of police and citizen 

encounters (Terrill, 2005; Terrill & Mastrofski, 2002).  

5.2.2 Weapons 

The possession or use of weapons by citizens has been conceptualized either as a part 

of the construct of resistance or separately as an additional risk factor in citizen-police 

encounters. Weapons can also be conceptualised under the broader category of ‘threat’, that 

is factors that represent potential harm to police, other citizens or to the suspect themselves. 

Hence, it is unsurprising that weapons have consistently been found to be positively related to 

the use of force by police (Crawford & Burns, 2008; Kaminski, Digiovanni, & Downs, 2004; 

Klahm et al., 2011; Terrill & Mastrofski, 2002).  

5.2.3 Demeanour 

Early literature on police use of force has been criticized for failing to distinguish 

demeanour (an extra-legal factor in so far as it does not result in non-compliance with 

orders), from active or passive resistance (a legal factor in use of force decisions) (Engel, 

Sobol, & Worden, 2000; Klahm et al., 2011; Klinger, 1994).  Therefore, the early findings on 

the influence of demeanour may be contaminated by a lack of clarity in construct 

measurement.  While more recent studies have attempted to distinguish more clearly 

demeanour from resistance, threat or conflict with other citizens, the body of evidence in 

general suggests that citizens who have a hostile, angry, fearful or agitated demeanour at 

some point in a police encounter are more likely to be subject to police use of force, or more 

severe force (Bolger, 2015; Engel et al., 2000; Garner et al., 2002; Klahm et al., 2011; Terrill, 

2005).  
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5.2.4 Cognitive impairment and intoxication 

While not a legal factor in terms of justifying increased use of force, cognitive 

impairment and/or intoxication in citizens could be associated with higher levels of risk in 

police-citizen encounters. There is reasonable evidence to suggest that citizens who are 

intoxicated due to drugs or alcohol, or who are displaying symptoms of a mental illness 

(these factors have often been measured together) are more likely to be subject to police use 

of force or more serious force (Bolger, 2015; Kaminski et al., 2004; Kesic et al., 2013; Lee, 

2016; Lersch & Mieczkowski, 2005). However, at least two studies have found no impact of 

citizen mental impairment when it was measured separately from drug and alcohol 

intoxication (Klahm et al., 2011; Terrill, 2005). The relationship between mental impairment 

or intoxication and police use of force may, to some degree, be driven by the higher co-

occurrence of other risk factors, such as being passively or actively resistant (Johnson, 2011; 

Kesic et al., 2013), having an abusive demeanour (Johnson, 2011), displaying threatening 

behaviour (Kaminski et al., 2004), possessing weapons (Johnson, 2011; Kesic et al., 2013), or 

having a history of offending (Kesic et al., 2013).  A study by Johnson (2011) found that 

individuals with mental impairment were less likely to experience force (or more severe 

force) by police when alcohol and drug intoxication, demeanour, possessing weapons and 

serious resistance were accounted for.   

5.3 Ecological variations in citizen behaviours in police use of force events  

Despite citizen resistance, threats and other behaviours being critical explanatory 

factors in police use of force events, very few studies have considered how citizen behaviours 

in use of force events may vary across communities.  As noted, there is considerable evidence 

that police use of force varies systematically across communities and neighbourhoods (Lee et 

al., 2010; Lee et al., 2014; Lee, 2016; Smith & Holmes, 2014; Smith, 1986; Terrill & Reisig, 
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2003). Evidence has been found for the influence of ecological factors such as violent crime 

rates (Jacobs & O'Brien, 1998; Lee et al., 2010; Lee et al., 2014; Terrill & Reisig, 2003), 

racial heterogeneity (Jacobs & O'Brien, 1998; Lersch et al., 2008; Smith & Holmes, 2003, 

2014; Smith, 1986), social disorganization (Jacobs & O'Brien, 1998; Parker et al., 2005) and 

socio-economic disadvantage (Lee et al., 2010; Terrill & Reisig, 2003). However, the nature 

of the citizen encounters and presenting risks that police confront may also be distributed 

unevenly across communities, which may contribute to community/spatial differences in the 

frequency and severity of police use of force.     

Two studies were identified that have examined ecological variations in citizen 

behaviours in police use of force incidents. Reisig et al. (2004) examined ecological drivers 

of demeanour and disrespect towards officers across areas using a mix of observational and 

census data. They found that suspects in disadvantaged neighbourhoods were less likely to 

show deference to police.  

Shjarback and Katz (2017) recently examined ecological drivers of resistance 

amongst arrestees in Arizona, as well as perceptions of procedural justice and cooperation 

with police. They found that physical resistance was influenced by the locations in which 

suspects were arrested. Suspects arrested in areas of high residential mobility were more 

likely to exhibit aggressive physical resistance. Suspects arrested in areas with higher levels 

of concentrated disadvantage were also more likely to exhibit physical resistance, less likely 

to intend to cooperate with police and less likely to perceive police as operating in a 

procedurally just manner.  

5.4 The current study 

Citizen behavioural characteristics, such as citizen resistance or intoxication, have 

been considered extensively at the variable-level. However, there are no identified studies 
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that have examined how citizen behaviours might cluster at the event or incident level, 

including whether there might be sub-types of citizen behavioural characteristics discernible 

in the broader population of police use of force events. While it has not been assumed that 

police use of force events represent a homogenous type of event in terms of either citizen or 

police behaviours, little empirical work exists that can inform how any heterogeneity may be 

distributed across events.  

The aim of the current study is twofold: we aim to determine 1) whether distinct types 

of citizen behavioural characteristics exist in use of force incidents, and 2) whether ecological 

factors predict the frequency of these different incident types. Specifically, we will examine 

whether classes of citizen behavioural characteristics are influenced by area-level racial 

heterogeneity, social disorganization, socio-economic disadvantage and violent crime rates. 

These are the most commonly considered ecological factors in the police use of force 

literature, and have previously been found to influence the frequency or severity of police use 

of force in Australia where the current study is set (see Study in Chapter Chapter 4).  This 

study, therefore, has the potential to illuminate whether police may be more likely to confront 

different types of citizen behaviours or risks in different communities, a finding that could 

inform policing approaches across communities, and other broader preventative measures in 

order to minimize the use of force by police.  

5.5 Method 

5.5.1 Setting 

This study examined use of force data related to the Queensland Police Service 

(QPS), a state-based police agency in Australia. QPS operations across the state are organised 

into Regions, Districts and Divisions, with Divisions representing the smallest unit of 

geographic organisation. Police staffing, infrastructure and resources vary substantially 
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across Divisions due to the diverse geographic and demographic terrain. QPS employed a 

total of 11,969 police personnel in 2017 (Queensland Police Service, 2017), across a 

geographic expanse of 1.73 million km2, and a population of approximately 4.78 million 

(Queensland Government Statistician's Office, 2016). The state’s population is mostly 

clustered in the south-east of the state in and around the capital city of Brisbane. However, 

there are also large remote regions in the western part of the state that have high 

concentrations of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander residents, the Indigenous people of 

Australia, who overall comprise 4% of QLD’s population.   

5.5.2 Data 

Three data sources have been used for the current study. First, a range of pre-coded 

data was extracted from QPS use of force reports. Officers must complete use of force reports 

when a weapon (specifically OC spray, Taser or firearm) is unholstered, presented or 

discharged, or if an injury occurs to a citizen as a result of any use of force by officers. 

Hence, the use of force events captured in this sample represent the more serious end of the 

use of force spectrum. Data were extracted on all use of force reports completed between July 

2013 and December 2016 (n=8357). The unit of analysis in this study is a use of force event 

that involved the use of force by an individual officer against an individual citizen. Multiple 

use of force events can be included in a single use of force report if, for example, multiple 

officers used force against a citizen, if an officer used force against multiple citizens, or if 

multiple officers use force against multiple citizens in the same encounter. There were 19,900 

use of force events in the sample (M = 2.38 events per report). Each use of force event is 

linked to the address at which the incident occurred, and on the basis of this address, a QPS 

analyst assigned each event to a Statistical Area Level 2 (SA2), which is explained below.   



105 

 

The use of force reports provide data on citizen behavioural characteristics in use of 

force events. The form requires officers to select which citizen behavioural risk 

characteristics were present and known at the time of the use of force event (multiple 

behavioural risk factors can be selected), and to provide information on other contextual 

information associated with the incident.  

The second source of data was the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) Census 

(2011). A range of indicators were measured at the SA2 level to capture the ecological 

characteristics of these areas. SA2 geographic units are designed to represent communities 

that interact socially and economically, and are approximately the size of a suburb in 

metropolitan areas, but represent larger functional areas in regional or remote areas, such as 

towns (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2011).  

Lastly, the number of violent offences across SA2s in QLD was extracted from the 

QPS QPRIME administrative database. The geocoded violent offences were mapped to QLD 

SA2s using MapInfo. Additionally, QPRIME was used to identify offence types that were 

linked to each of the use of force events included in the sample.  

5.5.3 Variables  

5.5.3.1 Citizen behavioural characteristics (citizen presentations) 

The following citizen behavioural characteristics were explored in this study, as coded 

from the use of force report data: alcohol affected; drug affected; abusive/violent language; in 

possession of a weapon; making threats; making threats with a weapon; violent behaviour; 

(physical) disparity; apparent mental disorder; self-harm; irrational or unstable; suspicious 

behaviour; known mental health history; and prior history of violence. An additional element 

from the use of force reports data was included in this analysis – whether a citizen fled the 

scene either prior to, or prior to and following, the use of force by police, requiring foot 
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pursuit by officers. Citizens or suspects fleeing is often considered as part of the construct of 

resistance (i.e. non-compliance with orders), hence it is included as another citizen behaviour 

that is relevant to officers’ decision-making about the use of force. Each of these citizen 

behavioural characteristics were coded dichotomously, with the presence of a factor in a use 

of force event indicated by 1 and the absence indicated by 2.6    

While some of the citizen behavioural characteristics examined in this study comprise 

elements of resistance and threat, they also capture a broader range of characteristics that may 

influence the way individuals behave, or are perceived to behave, in confrontations with 

police. For example, a history of violent behaviour or a history of having a mental disorder is 

not necessarily a characteristic of a citizen’s current behaviour but is still potentially relevant 

to understanding their potential risk in an encounter. Only historical factors known at the time 

of the incident are included on the use of force report forms, i.e. those with the potential to 

inform decision-making at the time that force was used. Given that the citizen characteristics 

considered in this study include both observed behaviours during the use of force incident 

and historical behavioural characteristics known to officers at the time of the incident, these 

characteristics are collectively referred to hereafter as ‘citizen presentations’. The term 

‘citizen presentations’ is derived from the concept of ‘clinical presentations’ which is used in 

clinical psychiatry and psychology to describe a constellation of physical signs, symptoms 

and social and historical factors that may be relevant to understanding an individual’s current 

psychological or physical state. In the current study it is used to indicate a constellation of 

current behaviours and historical factors that collectively describe the nature of a citizen’s 

known risks to police, to others, or to the citizen themselves, or the nature of any non-

compliance or resistance. The term does not imply the presence of any particular pathology.  

                                                 

6 This coding is required for the Latent Class Analysis (Lanza, Collins, Lemmon, & Schafer, 2007). 
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5.5.3.2 Offence types.  

Offence types represent the criminal charges that are linked to the incident in which 

force was used. It is not possible to discern from the available data whether these were 

subsequently dropped, or pursued through the court process, and ultimately upheld or 

dismissed. Each event can be linked to multiple offence types, and up to 20 offences for each 

use of force event were coded for inclusion in the data set (note: approximately 85% of 

events were associated with 2 or more offence charges, while only 7% of events had 10 or 

more offence charges). The offence codes used for this study included the following: 

homicide; assaults7; dangerous or negligent acts (includes drink driving, traffic crashes, 

armed so as to cause fear, and armed with intent); property offences (includes robbery, 

burglary, theft and property damage); illicit drug offences (includes trafficking, dealing and 

possession offences); weapons or explosive offences; public order offences (includes public 

nuisance and public intoxication offences); traffic offences; domestic violence order 

application or breach; Mental Health Act 2000 (QLD) related (includes transportation to 

hospital for involuntary assessment under the Mental Health Act 2000); justice procedure 

offences (includes breach of bail, resist or obstruct arrest, and escape lawful custody 

offences). The subset of resist or obstruct arrest offences was coded as a separate category as 

these charges are often applied in police use of force events and reflect that the aggressive or 

non-compliant behaviour of the individual was primarily related to the process of arresting 

either that individual or a related individual in the same incident. Thus, these charges are 

captured in both offence categories. Each offence type was coded as a dichotomous variable, 

with the presence of an offence charge coded as 1, and the absence coded as 0. 

                                                 

7 Assaults against police are captured both in the assault category and in the resist or obstruct arrest 

category. 
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5.5.3.3 Contexts for use of force 

The following factors relating to contexts in which force was used were included in 

the study: (citizen) armed; apprehension; arrest; defence of another; search; risk of injury to 

police; risk of injury to subject; risk of injury to other; self-defence; maintain custody; 

enforcement (of a legal) act. Officers can include multiple context factors for each use of 

force event. Each context type was coded as a separate variable, with presence coded as 1, 

and absence coded as 0.    

5.5.3.4 Ecological variables.  

A number of variables relating to the ecological characteristics of areas were captured 

in this study. The level of racial heterogeneity in an area was measured using two indicators, 

the percent of persons identifying as Indigenous and the percent of persons born overseas in 

each SA2. These were measured separately as they have very distinct distributions and are 

likely to be differentially related to citizen presentations. For example, as noted previously, in 

Queensland the overall proportion of the population identifying as Indigenous is 4%, but the 

Indigenous population can be as high as 97% in remote areas of western and far north 

Queensland. Ethnicity in Australia is much more heterogeneously distributed than in the U.S. 

(Murphy & Cherney, 2011). Approximately 20% of residents on average across communities 

in QLD are born overseas, with the community with highest proportion of overseas migrants 

having 57% of residents born overseas. It is worth nothing that in Australia there has been 

historic mistreatment of Indigenous people by government authorities (including police) and 

long-standing concern about the number of unexplained deaths of Indigenous people in 

custody (Beacroft et al., 2011; Cunneen, 2006). Less is known about experiences with police 

for overseas migrants, however low levels of trust in police have been observed in ethnic 

minority groups such as Indian and Vietnamese Australians  (Meredyth, McKernan, & Evans, 
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2010; Sargeant, Murphy, & Cherney, 2014), which may relate to policing experiences within 

Australia or within their country of origin.   

Social disorganization was measured through two variables that constitute broad 

structural indicators: the percent of single-parent families, and the percent of persons who had 

lived in another area in the previous year as a measure of residential mobility or turnover in 

an SA2.  Socio-economic disadvantage was measured by the percent of persons on long-term 

unemployment benefits, and the percent of persons in the lowest quintile for income in each 

SA2. Violent crime rates were measured as the number of recorded violent offences 

(including homicide, attempted murder, assaults, and robbery) per 100 persons within each 

SA2.  

Finally, safe night precincts were also coded - these are designated areas comprising 

entertainment precincts with high densities of alcohol serving venues and inflows of visitors 

during night times and weekends. This measure was included as a control variable, as a 

recent Canadian study found that areas that experience large visitor inflows at particular 

times or days, such as entertainment precincts, have higher rates of police use of force 

relative to areas that do not experience these inflows, even after accounting for social 

disorganisation and crime rates  (Boivin & Obartel, 2017). Additionally, police use of force 

in an entertainment precinct in QLD was recently reviewed due to relatively high levels of 

citizen complaints of excessive use force by police, with force being found to be used most 

often in the context of citizen intoxication and failure to comply with orders (Task Force 

Bletchley, 2016). Safe night precincts in QLD use targeted public safety strategies that are 

delivered via partnerships between police, community agencies, business groups, and 

vendors, to respond to the relatively high incidence of alcohol-related violence and disorder 

that tends to characterise these areas. There are 15 safe night precincts in QLD; a binary code 

was applied to indicate whether an event occurred in a safe night precinct or not.  
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5.5.3.5 Individual variables. 

A number of demographic characteristics of the citizens who were subject to force in 

the use of force events were included, namely age, gender and ethnicity. Ethnicity was 

categorised as Caucasian, Indigenous, Pacific Islander and Other non-Caucasian, the latter 

category including citizens of Asian, African, European and Middle Eastern ethnic origin.   

5.5.4 Analytic strategy 

The analysis comprised three key stages. First we used latent class analysis (LCA) to 

identify underlying classes of citizen presentations. LCA is designed to detect underlying or 

unobservable classes among categorical data (Lubke & Muthen, 2005). It uses theoretically 

important indicator variables to create a set of mutually exclusive and exhaustive classes 

representing homogenous groupings of individuals or other units of analysis (Lubke & 

Muthen, 2005).  In this analysis, LCA was undertaken using citizen behavioural 

characteristics as indicator variables to determine classes of citizen presentations within the 

sample of use of force events. It should be noted that this study is limited to examining what 

distinguishes or describes the types of events in which police use force, rather than what 

distinguishes events in which police use force from those in which police do not use force. 

The latter is an important question. However, in general, detailed and consistent data on 

citizen risk factors and behaviours are not available in events where police do not use force. 

This means that the findings of this study can provide insight as to how different types of use 

of force events are distributed in relation to each other, rather than how they are distributed in 

relation to police encounters that do not involve force.  

Each event was coded into a single class according to its highest probability 

classification. Each class was coded dichotomously, with 1 representing events in that class, 

and 0 representing events classified into other classes. The second stage of analysis used chi-
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square to explore differences across these citizen presentation classes in terms of the nature of 

offences types involved and the context for the use of force.  

Finally, we conducted a series of multilevel logistic regression analyses to determine 

how ecological factors may differentiate the citizen presentations classes.  Each analysis 

reflects factors that differentiate or distinguish one class of citizen presentation from all the 

other classes; the dependent variable is dichotomised into a series of ‘dummy variables’. In 

many cases where a dependent variable has multiple levels, researchers use multinomial 

models and select a particular category or level of outcome (a reference category) against 

which to compare other categories or levels. However, due to the nature of the data used in 

this analysis, there was no class or type of citizen behaviour that was considered normative or 

an appropriate benchmark for comparison with all other classes. Thus, it was deemed that 

comparison against all other use of force events collectively would enable a better 

understanding of the unique individual and ecological contributors to each class of event. 

Multilevel modelling was used due to the hierarchical nature of the data, which comprised 

events clustered in communities (SA2s) that share common ecological and policing factors.  

In the current analysis, the logistic regression multilevel model specified individual and 

ecological factors as fixed effects, and included SA2 as a random effect to account for the 

clustering of events within areas (a random intercept model; Gelman & Hill, 2007). The LCA 

was undertaken using PROC LCA, an SPSS 24 macro, and chi-square and other descriptive 

and inferential analyses were also undertaken in SPSS 24. The multilevel logistic regression 

analysis was undertaken in Stata 15. 
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5.6 Results 

5.6.1 Descriptives 

Table 6 displays the descriptive statistics for the sample of use of force events. 

Citizens were on average approximately 31 years of age (SD=10.5) and overwhelmingly 

male (91.0%). The majority were of Caucasian ethnicity (56.8%), followed by Indigenous 

(19.7%) and Pacific Islander (7.6%). The remaining citizens were classified as having other 

non-Caucasian ethnicity (4.0%) (includes Asian, European, African and Middle Eastern).   

Table 7 displays frequencies for the citizen presentation factors. The most common 

factors include displaying violent behaviour (54.2%), using abusive language (47.8%), and 

being alcohol affected (38.0%). In just over one-fifth of events, citizens were in possession of 

a weapon (21.8%), made threats (22.3%), or appeared irrational/unstable (23.2%). 

Table 6: Distribution of individual factors and community factors in police use of force 

events 

Variables N % M SD Min Max 

Individual factors      

Citizen age 18219  30.79 10.52 7 88 

Citizen gender (male) 18234 91.0 - - - - 

Citizen ethnicity 18234      

Caucasian 10356 56.8 - - - - 

Indigenous 3586 19.7 - - - - 

Pacific Islander 1391 7.6 - - - - 

Other non-

Caucasian 

728 4.0 - - - - 

Unknown or not 

recorded 

2173 11.9 - - - - 

Ecological factors      
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Indigenous population 

(%) 

17791  6.56 13.21 0.00 97.18 

OS migrants (%) 17988  20.90 10.66 0.00 56.50 

Lowest quartile for 

income (%) 

17924  26.08 5.72 11.40 44.00 

On unemployment 

benefits long-term (%) 

17791  5.49 2.59 .87 12.52 

Single parent families (%) 17988  10.64 4.57 .00 33.78 

Residential instability 

(moved in last year %) 

17989  21.57 7.40 3.78 50.00 

Violent crime rate (per 

100 persons) 

17989  1.14 1.84 .02 65.12 

Safe night precinct 18234 16.7     
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Table 7: Prevalence of citizen behaviours displayed in use of force events (% and N) 

Behaviours displayed % N 

Violent behaviour 54.2 9882 

Abusive/violent language 47.8 8723 

Alcohol affected 38.0 6930 

Irrational or unstable 23.2 4232 

Making threats 22.3 4069 

In possession of a weapon 21.8 3968 

Drug affected 17.3 3160 

Foot pursuit of citizen 13.6 2957 

Prior history of violence 14.3 2599 

Making threats with weapon 12.7 2315 

Apparent mental disorder 7.2 1310 

Known mental health history 6.9 1259 

Parity/disparity 6.7 1229 

Suspicious behaviour 6.1 1120 

Self harm 5.1 928 

 

5.6.2 Latent Class Analysis and associations with offence types and contexts for use of 

force 

A series of LCAs were run specifying between two and seven class solutions. 

Goodness of fit parameters were examined for each of the solutions (see Table 8).  It is 

recommended that decisions about the enumeration of classes should consider goodness of fit 

indices alongside parsimony, interpretability and utility (Masyn, 2013; Nylund-Gibson & 



115 

 

Choi, 2018). There is no widely accepted single method or index for determining the number 

of latent classes in LCA, and it has been noted that the BIC and AIC indices may have their 

lowest value at the maximum number of classes tested (Masyn, 2013; Nylund-Gibson & 

Choi, 2018). As can be seen in Table 8, the Maximum Log-Likelihood, Akaike information 

criterion (AIC), Bayesian information criterion (BIC), Deviance and Chi-square goodness of 

fit all indicated that the seven-class solution was relatively the best fit for the data. However, 

this solution demonstrated some evidence of class collapsing where class proportions near 

zero (Masyn, 2013), and there were some issues with interpretability of the classes. Elbow 

plots for the goodness of fit indices were examined to determine the point of marginal gain in 

fit (Masyn, 2013). Across nearly all of the indices there was a levelling off in the additional 

gains in fit after four or five classes. When also considering interpretability, five classes was 

determined to be the point at which the best gain in marginal fit was obtained.  

Table 8: Goodness of fit statistics for 2 to 7 classes 

Statistic 2 classes 3 classes 4 classes 5 classes 6 classes 7 classes 

Maximum 

Log-

Likelihood 

-

115,316.0 

-113,493.4 -112,634.8 -112,203.1 -111,916.0 -111,602.9 

AIC 230,693.9 227,080.8 225,395.6 224,564.2 224,021.9 223,427.7 

BIC 230,936.1 227,447.9 225,887.7 225,181.3 224,764.0 224,294.7 

Likelihood 

ratio/ 

Deviance 

statistic 

21,111.6 17,479.0 15,761.2 14,898.3 14,323.5 13,696.7 

Chi-squared 

goodness of fit 

59,386.5 58,283.8 43,810.8 38,980.4 36,767.4 34,727.3 
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The conditional probabilities for the five-class solution can be seen in Table 9. For 

ease of reference, thresholds for high (=>.5) and moderate (=>.3), representing natural breaks 

in the distribution of probabilities, have been used to identify the highest probabilities in each 

class. Classes have been labelled to represent risk factors that most clearly distinguish one 

class from another, usually embodying those risk factors with the highest probability or that 

most clearly separate one class from another. However, there may be a substantial proportion 

of events within each class where citizens do not exhibit those risk factors. 

Table 9: Class distribution and conditional probabilities for citizen presentations for 5-

class LCA solution 

 Class 1 Class 2 Class 3 Class 4 Class 5 

Distribution of events 

across classes 

11.5% 10.8% 42.3% 21.0% 14.4% 

Alcohol affected 0.327* 0.389* 0.540** 0.112 0.337* 

Drug affected 0.344* 0.253 0.088 0.240 0.133 

Abusive/violent language 0.666** 0.409* 0.663** 0.077 0.425** 

In possession of weapon 0.000 0.649** 0.017 0.228 0.643** 

Making threats with 

weapon 

0.003 0.287 0.004 0.019 0.625** 

Apparent mental disorder 0.188 0.401* 0.008 0.008 0.012 

Known mental health 

history 

0.179 0.286 0.011 0.028 0.050 

Violent behaviour 0.568** 0.125 0.750** 0.330* 0.533** 

Making threats 0.302* 0.071 0.302* 0.029 0.325* 

Self harm 0.077 0.247 0.006 0.015 0.068 
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Prior history of violence 0.311* 0.096 0.072 0.236 0.114 

Parity/disparity 0.205 0.027 0.054 0.066 0.028 

Irrational or unstable 0.679** 0.504** 0.131 0.109 0.150 

Suspicious behaviour 0.052 0.006 0.006 0.235 0.019 

Foot pursuit of citizen 0.156 0.024 0.086 0.327* 0.071 

**High probability = >.5; *Moderate probability = >.3 

Relationships between the citizen presentation classes and offence types and contexts 

for use of force were examined using chi-square analyses; results can be seen in Tables 10 

and 11 respectively. Chi-square analyses demonstrated significant differences across the 

classes in the distribution of all of the offence types and for all of the context types. The 

following sections summarize the characteristics of each of the classes.  

Table 10: Distribution of offence types within classes and total sample 

 Class 1 

(%) 

Class 2 

(%) 

Class 3 

(%) 

Class 4 

(%) 

Class 5 

(%) 

Total 

sample 

(%) 

χ2 

Homicide 0.0a 0.2a 0.1 a 3.1b 1.3c 0.9 306.3*** 

Assaults 29.4a 25.6a 27.9a 15.0b 36.2c 26.2 395.9*** 

Dangerous or 

negligent acts 

5.3a 7.5a 3.4a 12.1b 16.0d 7.5 598.5*** 

Property offences 12.1a 9.5b 8.0b 19.6c 15.4d 12.0 379.5*** 

Illicit drugs 7.9a 3.0 b 4.7c 17.6d 7.6a 7.9 675.4*** 

Weapons or 

explosives 

1.8a 8.2b 1.7a 9.5b 14.6c 5.7 789.5*** 

Public order 25.7a 11.3b 45.4c 12.9b 20.8d 30.4 1874.9*** 
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Traffic offences 4.5a 1.5b 4.6a 10.0c 4.7a 5.5 221.8*** 

Justice 

procedures 

56.6a 25.0b 56.6a 31.2c 30.8c 44.9 1317.1*** 

Domestic Violence 

order or breach 

11.1ab 15.3c 9.7b 5.8d 13.3ac 10.0 158.9*** 

Mental Health 

Act related 

6.5a 20.2b 0.8c 1.5d 3.1e 3.5 1613.6*** 

Resist or obstruct 

arrest 

58.7a 26.8b 59.5a 31.4c 33.0c 47.0 1470.1*** 

*<.05;**<.01;***<.001. Note: Each subscript letter denotes a subset of classes whose cell 

proportions do not differ significantly from each other at the p<.05 level. Class 1 is labelled 

‘violent, unstable and drug or alcohol affected’; class 2 is labelled ‘apparent mental disorder 

and possessing a weapon’; class 3 is labelled ‘alcohol-related violence’; class 4 is labelled 

‘suspicious or fleeing’; and class 5 is labelled ‘violent behaviour and threatening a weapon’.  

 

Table 11: Distribution of use of force contexts within class and total sample 

 Class 1 

(%) 

Class 2 

(%) 

Class 3 

(%) 

Class 4 

(%) 

Class 5 

(%) 

Total 

sample (%) 

χ2 

Armed 22.6a 58.1b 8.2c 29.7d 63.4e 26.0 4124.6*** 

Apprehension 43.6a 34.2b 30.9b 44.3a 30.5b 35.1 280.9*** 

Arrest 44.6a 26.0b 32.4c 34.9c 27.0b 32.7 184.2*** 

Defence of 

another 

11.4a 9.5ab 7.3c 2.8d 7.8bc 7.0 175.5*** 

Search 2.1a 2.4ab 0.8c 3.6b 1.9a 1.8 123.4*** 

Risk of injury to 

police 

82.0a 71.9b 62.7c 52.2d 72.6b 64.4 564.6*** 
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Risk of injury to 

subject 

17.9a 43.8b 4.5c 6.7d 15.0a 11.1 2323.8*** 

Risk of injury to 

other 

28.4a 30.7a 21.2b 13.2c 31.2a 22.4 404.14*** 

Self-defence 19.8a 11.6b 13.3b 7.8c 12.7b 12.5 165.1*** 

Maintain 

custody 

16.1a 6.3bc 7.4c 5.9b 1.9d 7.1 317.5*** 

Enforcement act 13.1a 10.1a 4.4b 4.6b 3.6b 5.6b 285.1*** 

*<.05;**<.01;***<.001. Note: Each subscript letter denotes a subset of classes whose cell 

proportions do not differ significantly from each other at the p<.05 level. Class 1 is labelled 

‘violent, unstable and drug or alcohol affected’; class 2 is labelled ‘apparent mental disorder 

and possessing a weapon’; class 3 is labelled ‘alcohol-related violence’; class 4 is labelled 

‘suspicious or fleeing’; and class 5 is labelled ‘violent behaviour and threatening a weapon’. 

 

5.6.2.1 Class 1 

Class 1 was labelled ‘violent, unstable and drug or alcohol affected’ and comprised 

11.5% of the sample (see Table 9).  Class 1 is characterised primarily by high probabilities of 

abusive language (.67), violent behaviour (.57), and irrational or unstable behaviour (.68). 

This group also has a moderate probability of alcohol and drug affected behaviour (.33 and 

.34 respectively), and of having a violent history (.31), suggesting that a reasonable 

proportion may already be known to police.   

Class 1 presentations (‘violent history, unstable and drug and alcohol affected’) are 

most notably associated with offence types such as assaults (29.4%), resist or obstruct arrest 

(58.7%) and other justice procedure offences (including breach of bail) (56.6%), with 

approximately a quarter involved in public order offences (25.7%) (see Table 10).  Police use 

of force in these citizen presentation classes most commonly occurred in the context of risk 

of injury to police (82.0%), arrest (44.6%), apprehension (43.6%), and a relatively high 
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number of incidents occurred in the context of self-defence (19.8%) and maintenance of 

custody (16.1%) compared to other citizen presentation classes (see Table 11).   

5.6.2.2 Class 2 

Class 2 is labelled ‘apparent mental disorder and possessing a weapon’, comprising 

10.8% of the sample (see Table 9). Class 2 are characterised by a moderate probability of 

appearing to have a mental disorder (.40) along with a relatively lower probability of having a 

history of mental disorder (.29); though this probability is high relative to other classes.  This 

class is also distinguished by a high probability of possessing a weapon (.65) and of 

displaying irrational or unstable behaviour (.50), along with a moderate probability of being 

alcohol affected (.39). Class 2 also have a low probability of exhibiting self-harm behaviour 

(.25), however the probability of self-harm is highest in this class relative to other classes.  

Class 2 presentations (apparent mental disorder and possessing a weapon) are more 

likely to occur in the context of actions taken under the Mental Health Act (such as 

involuntary transportation to a hospital for a mental health assessment) compared to other 

classes of citizen presentations (20.2%), and also involve a relatively high proportion of 

offences related to domestic violence order applications or breaches (15.3%) (see Table 10). 

This class most commonly occurs in the context of risk of injury to police (72.9%), risk of 

injury to the subject (43.8%), risk of injury to another (30.7%), and in the context of the 

citizen being armed (58.1%) (see Table 11). A relatively high proportion of this citizen 

presentation type also occurred in the context of enforcement of an act (10.1%), most likely 

to be enforcement of the Mental Health Act.  

5.6.2.3 Class 3 

Class 3 is labelled ‘alcohol-related violence’ and comprised 42.3% of the sample (see 

Table 9). Class 3 citizen presentations are distinguished by a high probability of being 
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alcohol affected (.54; the highest across all classes), using abusive language (.66), and 

displaying violent behaviour (.75), and a moderate probability of making threats (.30). Class 

3 presentations (alcohol-related violence) most commonly occurred in the context of public 

order (45.4%) and justice procedure offences (56.6%), and a high proportion of the events in 

this class include resist or obstruct arrest or assault police offences (which includes assaults 

against police) (59.5%) (see Table 10). Use of force against citizens presenting with alcohol-

related violence occurred most commonly in the context of risk of injury to police (62.7%), 

and just under a third of incidents involved police use of force in the context of apprehending 

(30.9%) or arresting (32.4%) the citizen (see Table 11). 

5.6.2.4 Class 4 

Class 4 is labelled ‘suspicious or fleeing’ and comprised 21.0% of the sample (see 

Table 9). Class 4 citizen presentations did not display high probabilities across any of the 

behavioural characteristics, however they were distinguished by a moderate probability of 

fleeing police either before, or before and after, police used force (.33) and a low probability 

of exhibiting suspicious behaviour (.24).  Both of these probabilities were highest in class 4 

relative to other classes. This class of citizen presentations also exhibited a moderate 

probability of displaying violent behaviour (.33).  

Class 4 presentations (suspicious or fleeing) had a broader distribution across offence 

types compared to other presentation classes (see Table 10). While approximately one-third 

of these incidents occurred in the context of justice procedure (31.2%) or resist or obstruct 

arrest (31.4%) offences, the frequency of these offence types was relatively lower compared 

to other classes. A relatively higher proportion of class 4 incidents were associated with 

property offences (19.6%), illicit drug offences (17.6%), dangerous and negligent acts 

(12.1%), or homicide (3.1%). Police use of force against citizens who appeared suspicious or 
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who attempted to flee the scene most commonly occurred in the context of risk of injury to 

police (52.2%), apprehension (44.3%) and arrest (34.9%) (see Table 11). 

5.6.2.5 Class 5 

Class 5 is labelled ‘violent behaviour and threatening a weapon’ and comprised 

14.4% of the sample (see Table 9). Class 5 were characterised by a high probability of 

exhibiting violent behaviour (.53) and both possessing and threatening a weapon (.64 and .63 

respectively). The probability of threatening a weapon was notably higher in this class.  

Class 5 presentations (violent behaviour and threatening a weapon) were relatively 

more frequently associated with assaults (36.2%), dangerous and negligent acts (16.0%), 

weapons or explosive offences (14.6%), and domestic violence order applications or breaches 

(13.3%) compared to other citizen presentation classes (see Table 10). Approximately a third 

involved offences related to justice procedures (30.8%) or resist or obstruct arrest offences 

(33.1%) though the frequency of these offences was relatively lower compared to other 

classes. Police use of force against citizens who are displaying violent behaviour and 

threatening a weapon most commonly occurred in the context of risk of injury to police 

(72.6%), the citizen being armed (63.4%), and risk of injury to another (31.2%) (see Table 

11). A summary of the characteristics of each of the citizen presentation types is displayed in 

Table 12.
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Table 12: Summary of characteristics of each citizen presentation type 

 Class 1: violent, 

unstable and drug or 

alcohol affected 

Class 2: apparent 

mental disorder and 

possessing a weapon 

Class 3: alcohol-

related violence 

Class 4: suspicious or 

fleeing 

Class 5: violent 

behaviour and 

threatening a weapon 

Most common citizen 

presentation factors 

(conditional 

probability) 

Abuse/ violent 

language (.67) 

In possession of a 

weapon (.65) 

Violent behaviour (.75) Violent behaviour (.33) In possession of 

weapon (.64) 

Irrational/ unstable 

(.68) 

Irrational/ unstable 

(.50) 

Abusive/ violent 

language (.66) 

Foot pursuit of citizen 

(.33) 

Making threats with 

weapon (.63) 

Violent behaviour (.57) Abusive/ violent 

language (.41) 

Alcohol affected (.54) Prior history of 

violence (.24) 

Violent behaviour (.53) 

Drug affected (.34) Apparent mental 

disorder (.40) 

Making threats (.30) Suspicious behaviour 

(.24) 

Abusive/ violent 

language (.43) 

Most common offence 

types (percent) 

Resist or obstruct arrest 

(58.7%) 

Resist or obstruct arrest 

(26.8%) 

Justice procedures 

(56.6%) 

Resist or obstruct arrest 

(31.4%) 

Assaults (36.2%) 

Justice procedures 

(56.6%) 

Assaults (25.6%) Resist or obstruct arrest 

(59.5%) 

Justice procedures 

(31.2%) 

Resist or obstruct arrest 

(33.0%) 

Assaults (29.4%) Justice procedures 

(25.0%) 

Public order (45.4%) Property offences 

(19.6%) 

Justice procedures 

(30.8%) 

Public order (25.7%) Mental Health Act 

related (20.2%) 

Assaults (27.9%) Illicit drugs (17.6%) Public order (20.8%) 

Most common 

contexts in which 

force was used 

(percent) 

Risk of injury to police 

(82.0%) 

Risk of injury to police 

(71.9%) 

Risk of injury to police 

(62.7%) 

Risk of injury to police 

(52.2%) 

Risk of injury to police 

(72.6%) 

Arrest (44.6%) Armed (58.1%) Arrest (32.4%) Apprehension (44.3%) Armed (63.4%) 

Apprehension (43.6%) Apprehension (34.2%) Apprehension (30.9%) Arrest (34.9%) Risk of injury to other 

(31.2%) 

Risk of injury to others 

(17.9%) 

Risk of injury to other 

(30.7%) 

Risk of injury to other 

(21.2%) 

Armed (29.7%) Apprehension (30.5%) 
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5.6.3 Individual and ecological factors associated with citizen presentation classes 

The results of a series of multilevel logistic regression analyses examining 

relationships between individual and ecological factors and the citizen presentation classes 

can be seen in Table 13. Of all the individual and ecological factors considered, Class 1 

presentations (violent history, unstable and alcohol or drug affected) were only distinguished 

from other classes by being less likely to involve Indigenous citizens (compared to Caucasian 

citizens) than other citizen presentation classes.  Class 2 presentations (apparent mental 

disorder and possessing a weapon) were more likely to include citizens who were older and 

less likely to include males or Indigenous and Pacific Islander citizens, compared to other 

classes. Two ecological factors distinguished class 2. This class of events was more likely to 

occur in areas with higher levels of residential instability and were less likely to occur in 

areas with higher levels of overseas migrants, compared to other citizen presentation classes.  

Class 3 presentations (alcohol-related violence) were more likely to involve younger 

and male citizens than other use of force events. This class was also more likely to involve a 

diverse range of citizen ethnicities than other use of force events, with a higher likelihood that 

citizens would be Indigenous, Pacific Islander or of another non-Caucasian ethnicity relative 

to other citizen presentation classes.  This class also appeared to be more strongly 

ecologically driven, with class 3 events more likely to occur in communities characterised by 

higher Indigenous populations, lower levels of overseas migrants, higher proportions of 

residents in the lowest quartile for income, higher residential instability, lower levels of 

violent crime, and in areas more likely to be classified as a safe night precinct (i.e. 

entertainment precincts with high densities of alcohol-serving venues).   
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Class 4 presentations (suspicious or fleeing) were more likely to involve younger and 

male citizens, and less likely to involve citizens of Pacific Islander or other non-Caucasian 

ethnicity relative to other classes.  In terms of ecological factors, class 4 were more likely to 

occur in communities characterised by higher levels of overseas migrants, areas with lower 

Indigenous populations, lower proportions of residents falling within the lowest quartile for 

income, and lower levels of residential instability, than the other citizen presentation classes. 

Class 5 presentations (violent behaviour and threatening a weapon) were more likely 

to involve older citizens and were less likely to involve Pacific Islander and non-Caucasian 

citizens relative to other classes. Class 5 were more likely to occur in communities 

characterised by higher proportions of single parent families, higher levels of violent crime, 

and lower levels of residential instability than other classes.   

Overall, it appears that class 3 (alcohol-related violence), class 4 (suspicious or 

fleeing) and class 5 (violent behaviour and threatening a weapon) reflect the strongest 

ecological influences, with the proportional change in variance (PCV) indicating that the 

ecological factors measured in this study explained 16%, 24%, and 13% respectively of the 

variance between areas in the incidence of these types of use of force events. These classes 

also constituted the most prevalent citizen presentation types, reflecting collectively 77.7% of 

the police use of force events.  
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Table 13: Results of multilevel logistic regression, individual and ecological predictors of citizen presentations 

 Class 1 Class 2 Class 3 Class 4 Class 5 

 Model 1 

OR (CI) 

Model 2  

OR (CI) 

Model 1  

OR (CI) 

Model 2  

OR (CI) 

Model 1 

OR (CI) 

Model 2 

OR (CI) 

Model 1 

OR (CI) 

Model 2 

OR (CI) 

Model 1 

OR (CI) 

Model 2 

OR (CI) 

Subject age 1.002 

(.996-

1.007) 

1.002 

(.996-

1.007) 

1.035*** 

(1.030-

1.041) 

1.035*** 

(1.030-

1.041) 

.994** 

(.991-.998) 

.994** 

(.991-.998) 

.975*** 

(.971-.980) 

.975*** 

(.971-.980) 

1.016*** 

(1.011-

1.020) 

1.016*** 

(1.011-

1.020) 

Subject gender 

(reference = female) 

1.017 

(.833-

1.242) 

1.038 

(.847-

1.271) 

.372*** 

(.314-

.441) 

.364*** 

(.306-.431) 

1.136*(1.0

06-1.254) 

1.136* 

(1.004-

1.284) 

1.619*** 

(1.370-

1.912) 

1.654*** 

(1.397-

1.959) 

1.001 

(.842-

1.190) 

.994 

(.835-

1.183) 

Subject ethnicity 

(reference = 

Caucasian) 

          

Indigenous .721*** 

(.615-

.845) 

.742*** 

(.632-.872) 

.695** 

(.582-

.829) 

.711*** 

(.594-.851) 

1.294*** 

(1.177-

1.421) 

1.270*** 

(1.155-

1.398) 

.909 (.808-

1.022) 

.953 

(.846-

1.073) 

1.056 

(.926-

1.204) 

1.009 

(.882-

1.153) 

Pacific 

Islander 

.941 (.763-

1.161) 

.956 (.774-

1.180) 

.575** 

(.436-

.758) 

.584*** 

(.443-.771) 

1.837*** 

(1.611-

2.095) 

1.860*** 

(1.629-

2.123) 

.728*** 

(.621-.854) 

.701*** 

(.597-.823) 

.533*** 

(.421-.675) 

.535*** 

(.422-.677) 

Other non-

Caucasian 

.806 (.600-

1.083) 

.810 (.603-

1.089) 

1.171 

(.874-

1.568) 

1.203 

(.897-

1.613) 

1.328**(1.

115-1.581) 

1.341** 

(1.126-

1.599) 

.820 (.665-

1.012) 

.802 

(.651-

.990)* 

.739* 

(.555-.977) 

.743* 

(.562-.982) 

Indigenous 

population (%) 

 .981 (.960-

1.004) 

 .996 

(.974-

1.019) 

 1.018* 

(1.003-

1.034) 

 .979* 

(.960-.999) 

 .987 

(.967-

1.008) 

OS migrants (%)  1.001 

(.987-

1.014) 

 .985 

(.971-

.999)* 

 .979*** 

(.969-.989) 

 1.035*** 

(1.023-

1.047) 

 .997 

(.983-

1.011) 

Lowest quartile for 

income (%) 

 .986 (.964-

1.009) 

 .999 

(.975-

1.023) 

 1.022* 

(1.005-

1.040) 

 .969** 

(.948-.989) 

 .999 

(.975-

1.024) 
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On unemployment 

benefits long-term 

(%) 

 1.059 

(.986-

1.138) 

 .984 

(.913-

1.060) 

 1.028 

(.974-

1.085) 

 1.019 

(.955-

1.087) 

 .940 

(.871-

1.015) 

Single headed 

families (%) 

 .988 

(.945-

1.033) 

 1.010 

(.963-

1.058) 

 .973 

(.941-

1.007) 

 1.009 

(.969-

1.050) 

 1.091*** 

(1.039-

1.145) 

Residential 

instability (moved in 

last year %) 

 .982 

(.960-

1.004) 

 1.031* 

(1.007-

1.056) 

 1.037*** 

(1.019-

1.055) 

 .971** 

(.951-.991) 

 .972* 

(.949-.996) 

Violent crime rate 

(per 100 persons) 

 1.054 

(.887-

1.254) 

 .952 

(.790-

1.147) 

 .879* 

(.776-994) 

 1.014 

(.865-

1.183) 

 1.187* 

(1.006-

1.400) 

Safe night precinct 

(entertainment 

precinct) 

 1.034 

(.581-

1.839) 

 .795 

(.440-

1.041) 

 1.981** 

(1.276-

3.076) 

 .683 

(.395-

1.183) 

 .717 

(.379-

1.356) 

SA2 variance (S.E.) .861 (.119) .834 (.118) .897 

(.118) 

.867 (.116) .714 (.073) .597 (.064) 1.113 

(.117) 

.850 (.096) 1.262 

(.147) 

1.103 

(.135) 

PCV  .03  .03  .16  .24  .13 

ICC (S.E.) .21 (.02) .20 (.02) .21 (.02) .21 (.02) .18 (.01) .15 (.01) .25 (.02) .19 (.02) .28 (.02) .25 (.02) 

AIC 9760.37 9673.02 8488.24 8409.70 20453.98 21225.36 15184.46 14926.31 11738.14 11607.04 

BIC 9814.13 9788.09 8542.01 8524.76 20507.74 20340.43 15238.22 15041.37 11791.9 11722.10 

Log likelihood -4873.18 -4821.51 -4237.12 -4189.85 -10219.99 -10097.68 -7585.23 -7488.16 -5862.07 -5788.52 

*<.05;**<.01;***<.001. Note: OR = Odds Ratio; CI = 95% Confidence Intervals; PCV = Proportional change in variance; ICC = Intraclass correlation; S.E. = 

Standard error. Class 1 is labelled ‘violent, unstable and drug or alcohol affected’; class 2 is labelled ‘apparent mental disorder and possessing a weapon’; class 

3 is labelled ‘alcohol-related violence’; class 4 is labelled ‘suspicious or fleeing’; and class 5 is labelled ‘violent behaviour and threatening a weapon’. 
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5.7 Discussion 

This study demonstrates that different classes of citizen presentations can be 

distinguished within the broader population of police use of force events, and can be 

meaningfully differentiated in terms of associated offence types, contexts, and individual and 

ecological predictors. These findings also suggest that some types of citizen presentations 

may be concentrated in particular types of communities, and that drivers of citizen behaviours 

should be considered when examining differences in police use of force across areas, and 

when considering how to reduce police use of force in particular communities.  

The most common type of citizen presentation in the present sample was alcohol-

related violence (class 3) with 42% of presentations falling into this class. This type of citizen 

presentation is highly ecologically driven with the strongest predictor being the presence of 

an entertainment precinct that has been designated as a safe night precinct. These events most 

commonly involved public order offences and resist and obstruct arrest or assault police 

officer offences, with force being used mostly in the context of risk of injury to police.  

Interestingly, safe night precincts have been designated as such in order to reduce identified 

high levels of alcohol-related violence by implementing a range of public safety measures. 

However, many of these measures, including restrictions on alcohol consumption, only came 

into effect in the final six months of the three-and-a-half year period covered by the data in 

this study, so it is unlikely that their impact would be evident in the current study.  These are 

also areas with higher concentrations of police patrols, and thus the concentration of police 

use of force in the context of alcohol-related violence may in part reflect the frequency of 

contacts between police and intoxicated citizens in these precincts, though this would also 

depend on the enforcement approach applied.  It is worth noting that at least one police 

District operating in these safenight precincts has come under scrutiny for a high number of 

citizen complaints of excessive force by police (Task Force Bletchley, 2016).   
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Citizen presentations characterised by an ‘apparent mental disorder and possessing a 

weapon’ were the least frequent type of citizen presentation (nearly 11% of use of force 

events). However, they align to some of the more highly publicised incidents involving police 

use of force in Australia, where police have discharged firearms at citizens presenting in an 

agitated or erratic manner while possessing some form of weapon. Police agencies in 

Australia have often been criticized for their handling of these events, with some suggestions 

that police training does not adequately allow for containment or de-escalation of events 

involving mentally disordered citizens. A recent study by Kesic et al. (2013) found that 

citizens with mental disorders were over-represented in Australian police use of force 

incidents, with just over a third of the sample of individuals involved in use of force events 

having previously been clients of the public mental health system (diagnoses included 

substance use disorders, mood disorders, personality disorders, and psychotic disorders). 

However, the findings of our study suggest that a substantially lower proportion of citizens 

involved in police use of force events appear to be characterised as having an acute mental 

disorder identified by police as a significant risk factor at the time of their encounter with 

police. Kesic et al. (2013) also found that, within the police use of force incidents, citizens 

with diagnosed mental disorders were more likely to use or threaten a weapon, but no more 

likely to injure, than citizens without a diagnosed mental disorder. This also aligns in some 

ways to the findings of the current study, with only a small probability that citizens in the 

‘apparent mental disorder and possessing a weapon’ class made threats with a weapon or  

exhibited violent behaviour. Collectively the findings of these studies suggest that, while 

citizens with acute and serious mental disorders may behave erratically, be non-compliant 

with police orders, and may possess something that could be used as a weapon, these types of 

use of force scenarios are not the most likely to result in the use of violence by the citizen. 

However, this finding may also reflect early resolution of the incident through the use of 
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force by police. Kesic et al. (2012) note that police training must focus on how to effectively 

engage, manage and communicate with people in acute emotional and mental crisis, and that 

enhanced partnerships between mental health services and police could provide improved 

training, referral pathways and information sharing, which may reduce the likelihood of fatal 

outcomes in these scenarios.  

Alongside the identification of a class characterised by persons with an apparent 

mental disorder and possessing a weapon, this study has also found that this type of 

presentation is more likely to occur in areas with higher levels of residential instability and 

lower proportions of overseas migrants. In Queensland, residential instability tends to be 

higher in the inner urban areas of metropolitan and regional cities. The drift hypothesis 

proposes that individuals with serious mental illness often move to inner urban areas with 

affordable, short-term or supported housing and higher concentrations of public health and 

welfare service providers; these areas have previously been referred to as zones of 

dependence or zones of transience (Gleeson, Hay, & Law; Philo, 2005). It is unclear whether 

similar geographic concentrations of mentally ill populations exist in Australia. It is likely, 

however, that economies of scale serve to encourage higher levels of investment in mental 

health-related service provision in urban areas with larger surrounding populations, lending 

support for the drift hypothesis as a potential explanatory factor for the distribution of these 

events.  

Class 4 was characterised by ‘suspicious or fleeing’ citizen presentations (21% of the 

sample). The act of fleeing has been noted to increase the likelihood and severity of force 

being used by the pursuing officers, due to high levels of adrenaline affecting decision-

making (Alpert, Kenney, & Dunham, 1997; Kaminski, Rojek, Smith, & Alpert, 2012), even 

though pursuits may be triggered by non-serious offences such as traffic or driving violations 

(Hoffmann & Mazerolle, 2005).  Indeed, this class was most commonly associated with 
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property and illicit drug offences. It is likely that at least in some incidents in this class police 

suspicion was aroused by citizens behaving in a furtive or avoidant manner due to criminal 

involvement which they were seeking to conceal, with force used in the process of 

apprehending or arresting these individuals. However, this class occurred more frequently in 

areas with greater numbers of overseas migrants, lower levels of residents on incomes in the 

lowest quartile and greater residential stability. Furtive or avoidant behaviour may stem in 

part from lower levels of trust in police, evident in some ethnic minority groups in Australia 

(Meredyth et al., 2010; Sargeant et al., 2014); however the citizens involved in these types of 

events were less likely to be of non-Caucasian ethnicity than for other use of force events, 

undermining this proposition. In fact, little is known about the motivations of those who flee 

from police, and whether low trust in police might be a driving factor rather than guilt; this is 

a worthy area for further research.  While this class might appear to have low levels of 

homogeneity in terms of presenting risks, it could be argued that it has relatively high levels 

of homogeneity in the absence of risk factors (Masyn, 2013). This suggests that other 

unmeasured factors might best explain police use of force against citizens in this group. 

Presentations of ‘violent behaviour and threatening a weapon’ (class 5; 14% of the 

sample) most commonly occur in association with assaults and had the second highest 

frequency of domestic violence order applications or breaches offences. It is plausible that at 

least some of these events may be associated with domestic violence situations, when also 

considering the common context of another person being at risk of harm. In addition, these 

events were more likely to occur in communities with relatively high proportions of ‘broken’ 

families, high levels of violent crime (which would include domestic violence related 

assaults) and lower levels of residential instability (suggesting that these events are more 

common in outer-suburban or non-metropolitan areas). Domestic violence-related incidents 

comprise both a significantly growing part of Australian policing workloads and an incident 
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type involving often very dangerous offenders; it is imperative to better understand how these 

incidents can be safely resolved for victims, offenders and police.   

This study not only identifies the presence of subtypes or classes of citizen 

presentations within use of force events, but also highlights the contribution that ecological 

variations in citizen behaviours may make to differences in area-level rates of police use of 

force, with the three most prevalent citizen presentation classes also demonstrating the 

strongest ecological influences (class 3, 4 and 5). When particular communities experience 

greater incidence of police use of force, the focus tends to centre on police behaviour in these 

communities. However, this study suggests that at least some of these geographic 

concentrations of police use of force may be generated by the distribution of citizen 

behavioural characteristics and associated offence types across areas, and other ecological 

drivers such as concentrations of alcohol-serving venues. Further, police perceptions and 

behaviours in particular types of communities are likely to interact with citizen perceptions 

and behaviours in those same communities, with particular combinations of policing 

approaches and community contexts likely to produce a greater propensity for police-citizen 

conflicts (Gau & Brunson, 2010; Shjarback, Nix, & Wolfe, 2018). These findings in general 

support the potential benefits of preventative actions to minimise police use of force in a 

number of ways. At a whole of agency level, the typology of citizen presentations could be 

used to inform scenario training with officers, in particular to demonstrate how these types of 

events might be de-escalated at an earlier stage in the encounter. At the community level, 

these findings suggest that more enhanced engagement by agencies with their communities to 

better understand high priority social problems and to co-design effective solutions to these 

(McCarthy, Porter, Townsley, & Alpert, 2019), along with proactive engagement in 

partnerships with relevant local or state-based agencies to address factors that may be 
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contributing to concentrations of violent or disorderly behaviour, may reduce the frequency 

of encounters in which police use force.  

While this study has added to our understanding of the distribution of citizen 

behavioural characteristics in use of force events and how these might be influenced by 

ecological factors, the study’s limitations should be acknowledged. This study explores 

events involving use of force, not disproportionate or excessive force, by police. Therefore, 

no comment can be made on the appropriateness of police actions. Furthermore, the citizen 

behavioural characteristics are as perceived by the officers attending the events. It may be 

that some of these risks were later determined to be misperceived.  However, much of the 

decision-making that informs how an incident will evolve stems from officer perceptions of 

risk at the time, so it is important to understand risk perceptions by officers.  It is also 

possible that the use of force report data may over-emphasise citizen resistance in order to 

justify the level of force that was used in the encounter, as noted earlier. Data extracted from 

the use of force reports was limited to pre-coded data due to volume of incidents being 

examined; use of free text data in future studies could add detail that would enrich the 

understanding of citizen presentation types. Analysing event-level characteristics in the LCA 

means that some citizens may have been represented across a number of events, as a result of 

either being involved in multiple incidents where force was used by police over the time 

period, or being subject to force by multiple officers within the same incident. However, this 

approach means that the classes more accurately represent the volume of interactions in 

which police officers use force against citizens. Lastly, while this study has focussed on how 

citizen behavioural characteristics coalesce within use of force events, we do not argue that 

only these characteristics play a role in how and when police use force.  

In conclusion, this study identifies five distinct classes of citizen presentations in 

police use of force events, which vary significantly according to the offence types and 
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contexts in which police used force, and which have distinct individual and ecological 

predictors. These findings highlight the importance of better understanding how citizen 

presenting behaviours and risks are distributed across police use of force events, and 

underline the relevance of ecological drivers not only to police behaviours but also to citizen 

behaviours. Minimizing the use of force by police should be a goal of any police agency, in 

order to minimize potential harm to citizens and officers and to ensure agencies operate with 

high levels of legitimacy (Kleinig, 2014). An improved understanding of the community 

contexts for police use of force has the potential to expand the types of strategies that can be 

employed to reduce the frequency of police use of force, notwithstanding the importance of 

addressing policing approaches.    
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Chapter 6: Study 3 - The effect of community-oriented policing on police 

use of force 

Study 1 (Chapter 4) demonstrates that police use of force is not distributed evenly 

across communities in Australia, while Study 2 (Chapter 5) suggests that at least some of this 

variation stems from the concentrations of particular offending behaviours and social 

problems encountered in high crime, socially disorganised and socio-economically 

disadvantaged areas. At a broad level, Study 3 aims to assess whether policing approaches 

might be able to impact on police use of force behaviour, and how these policing approaches 

might be best targeted to particular community types in order to reduce police use of force. In 

particular, Study 3 focuses on how COP as a policing approach may affect the frequency with 

which police and citizen encounters result in the use of force by police, focussing in 

particular on communities where the propensity for police use of force may be higher. While 

COP has been promoted as an approach that may improve police-community relations in the 

U.S., and as a bi-product reduce incidents of coercive police behaviour, there is little 

empirical evidence to date to support this contention. In addition, a number of studies have 

suggested that COP may be harder to implement in communities with high violent crime, 

social disorder and low trust, and may inadvertently serve to increase the volume of negative 

interactions that occur between police and citizens (Gill et al., 2014; Smith & Holmes, 2014). 

To examine whether the impact of COP on police use of force may be dependent on the type 

of community it is implemented in, Study 3 also aims to examine whether the impact of COP 

varies according to the level of violent crime in the community, given that violent crime was 

one of the most significant drivers of the frequency of police use of force in Study 1 (Chapter 

4).  
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This study draws on a sample of 64 socially challenged communities in an Australian 

policing jurisdiction, and examines the association between Officer-in-Charge (OIC) reports 

of formal and informal community consultation in a problem-solving context from an online 

survey, and the frequency of police use of force drawn from police use of force reports. This 

is the first identified study to find that higher levels of COP may be associated with lower 

rates of police use of force, though the relationship appears limited to high violent crime 

communities only.  
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6.1 The effect of community-oriented policing on police use of force: does 

community matter? 

The use of force by police has become an increasing focus of public concern, 

following a series of officer-involved deaths of primarily African American citizens in the 

United States (U.S.) in recent years. These events, and the subsequent public outcry and civil 

unrest, exacerbated tensions between police and minority communities in the U.S. In 

particular, they created a crisis of trust for U.S. police agencies in African-American 

communities. In response, there were recommendations from both the President’s Taskforce 

on 21st Century Policing (2015) and the International Association of Chiefs of Police (IACP) 

(2015) that police agencies re-commit to efforts to build meaningful relationships with the 

community through the adoption of community-oriented policing (COP) approaches. While 

ostensibly the emphasis on the adoption of COP was to re-build police legitimacy and 

community trust, there is also an assumption that greater adherence to COP should, as a bi-

product of improved community-police relations, reduce police use of force. However, there 

is an absence of empirical evidence linking COP with reduced use of force. This study aims 

to examine further whether increased police engagement with the community is associated 

with the frequency with which police use force. 

6.1.1 Definitions of COP 

Over the years, COP has had a number of incarnations across police jurisdictions 

internationally. In the U.S., COP was adopted as a response to public dissatisfaction with 

police and policing strategies in the 1970s (Gill et al., 2014; Skogan, 2008; Weisburd & Eck, 

2004). The broad philosophy of COP heralded the return of the citizen to the constitution of 
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policing (Wisler & Onwudiwe, 2009), and carried echoes of  the Peelian principles8 which 

emphasised the importance of public approval and cooperation to the ability of police to 

perform their duties (Fleming, 2010; Peak & Glensor, 1999). It has since become a popular 

policing approach, not only in the U.S., but also in European countries (most notably the 

U.K.), Australia and in some transitional or ‘failed’ states (e.g. post-apartheid South Africa) 

(Brogden & Nijhar, 2005; Gill et al., 2014). However, there has been considerable contention 

about the fundamental components of COP and what types of outcomes its adoption can 

deliver.   

 In its earliest incarnations, COP was explicitly designed to increase satisfaction with 

police, to re-build legitimacy, to reduce fear of crime and to forge better relationships with 

communities (Gill et al., 2014; Maguire & Mastrofski, 2000). As COP is more an operating 

philosophy than an operational strategy or intervention, it is non-prescriptive in terms of the 

nature of the policing operations that are delivered as part of COP (Gill et al., 2014). The 

popularity and social desirability of COP, alongside its loose conceptual and operational 

specifications, has led to a wide variety of policing strategies being employed under the 

umbrella of COP, with it also being co-opted as a vehicle to achieve a broader set of 

outcomes such as reductions in crime (Gill et al., 2014; Skogan, 2006).  

A number of researchers have attempted to distil the core dimensions or components 

of COP to bring some coherence and consensus to the conceptualisation of COP (Cordner, 

1997; Crowl, 2017; Gill et al., 2014; Maguire & Mastrofski, 2000). The two most commonly 

cited fundamental components of COP are that police agencies must consult or collaborate 

with communities and that they must do so within a problem-solving orientation; some 

                                                 

8 It should be noted, however, that the source of the ‘Peelian principals’ embodied in the 1829 

General instructions to Metropolitan Police has been disputed, see  Lentz and Chaires (2007). 
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definitions also propose that decentralisation of authority to the local level in police agencies 

is an additional requirement of COP (Gill et al., 2014; Maguire & Mastrofski, 2000; Skogan, 

2006).  

6.1.2 Impacts of COP 

It is unsurprising that the lack of consensus about the fundamental dimensions or 

components of COP has hampered efforts to evaluate its effectiveness. Additionally, the 

multiple potential effects of COP and its programmatic heterogeneity have made evaluations 

of COP challenging (Cordner, 1997; Gill et al., 2014; Kearns, 2017; Skogan, 2006). A review 

by Weisburd and Eck (2004) of police interventions concluded that COP, without a clear 

problem-solving dimension, was effective in reducing fear of crime but did not appear to 

consistently affect either actual crime or disorder. Gill et al. (2014) assessed the effectiveness 

of COP interventions involving community engagement, problem-solving and/or 

organisational change (e.g. decentralisation) within the police agency to address crime 

problems. They found that COP approaches were effective in increasing citizen satisfaction 

with police, improving perceptions of police legitimacy, and reducing perceptions of 

disorder. However, there were no significant effects on citizens’ perceptions of fear of crime 

or on crime rates.  Another review of COP also found positive effects on police-community 

relations, with COP leading to improvements in citizens’ trust of police and satisfaction with 

police services (Crowl, 2017).  Thus, COP appears to be positively related to increased 

community trust, perceptions of police legitimacy and satisfaction with police services, but 

there is no evidence that it reduces crime or disorder.  

6.1.3 Impact of COP on police use of force 

While COP was not designed specifically to impact outcomes such as police use of 

force, it has been assumed that approaches which improve community-police relations and 
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enhance trust in police agencies should reduce the types of police-citizen encounters that 

result in police use of force. The development of a consultative-partnership relationship 

between officers and communities, a key goal of COP, has been argued to have the potential 

to reduce the insularity of police culture, a cultural context that can encourage a siege mindset 

towards high crime communities and the development of subcultural norms which may 

encourage excessive force (Micucci & Gomme, 2005; Smith & Holmes, 2014).   

In fact, there are a number of plausible pathways through which COP could impact 

police coercion. As noted, when citizens trust their local police service and see them as 

legitimate, they are more likely to comply with orders (Sunshine & Tyler, 2003; Tyler, 2004) 

leading to reduced need for coercive policing. Additionally, partnerships or collaboration 

between police and citizens to design crime-fighting solutions should facilitate acceptable 

policing methods and accountability (Smith & Holmes, 2014). That is, if COP enables 

community members to engage with local officers regarding concerns about police use of 

force in their community, this increased accountability to the community should influence 

officers to use less coercive methods when it is deemed appropriate. This might mean more 

use of less coercive tactics such as communication, containment, tactical withdrawal and less 

serious force tactics.  Finally, it is also plausible that COP, through an increase in the quantity 

and quality of police contacts with the community, should increase familiarity and decrease 

social distance between officers and community members (Kearns, 2017; Lee & Gibbs, 2015; 

Smith & Holmes, 2014). This reduced social distance should, in turn, reduce the impact of 

stereotypes or other negative perceptions that police may hold and increase empathy for 

community members, and reduce the experience of socially distancing emotions such as 

contempt, anger and disgust (Kearns, 2017; Lee & Gibbs, 2015; Magee & Smith, 2013). The 

impact of reduced social distance, and by association the reduced reliance on stereotypes, 

increased experiences of empathy and reduced experiences of anger or contempt, should 
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reduce the likelihood of officers resorting to aggression or force to deal with difficult citizen 

encounters.   

Despite a number of plausible pathways through which COP might reduce police use 

of force, only two studies were identified that have explicitly tested this association. Smith 

and Holmes (2014) examined the influence of COP on the number of sustained excessive 

force complaints in major U.S. cities (alongside several other measures of police 

accountability, such as citizen review boards). When a range of other community 

characteristics were considered, cities whose police agencies were reportedly delivering 

policing services more closely aligned to a COP model had greater numbers of sustained 

complaints of excessive force. Similarly, Kuhns et al. (2011) examined the impact of the 

introduction of COP on citizens’ experience of police mistreatment and misconduct in a 

disadvantaged neighbourhood in Trinidad. While there were no significant changes in 

perceptions of police use of excessive force, they found an increase in citizen reports of 

personal experiences of mistreatment by police.  

In attempting to understand these results, authors from both studies identified 

challenges in measuring COP, noting that police agencies may deliver a broad range of 

policing initiatives under the banner of COP and, additionally, that increasing the quantity of 

police-citizen contacts in disadvantaged or distressed communities may not always result in 

positive experiences for citizens (Kuhns et al., 2011; Smith & Holmes, 2014).  Indeed, it has 

been suggested that COP may be harder to implement in socially disorganised, high crime 

communities, where police and community relations trust is low, and in fact increasing the 

quantity of police-community contacts in these contexts may be counterproductive (Gill et 

al., 2014; Smith & Holmes, 2014). In fact, there has been limited empirical study of the 

impacts of COP according to community characteristics. However, it is plausible that COP 

could in fact deliver greater benefits in high crime or socially disorganised communities for a 
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number of reasons. Firstly, the greater contact and familiarity between officers and citizens, 

which is inherent in the COP model, may reduce officer perceptions of threat in these 

communities, as would be suggested by minority threat theory and ecological contamination 

theory (see Chapter 2), and thereby reduce the use of force by officers. Secondly, the reduced 

social distance that should arise from greater interpersonal contacts between officers and 

citizens in the COP model might also reduce the quantity of police formal social control 

efforts in these areas, according to Black’s theory on the behaviour of law (see Chapter 2). 

Despite these potential positive benefits of COP in high violent crime areas, scholars to date 

have suggested that the challenges in establishing trust between officers and citizens in these 

areas may limit the ability of COP to impact on police coercion (Gill et al., 2014; Smith & 

Holmes, 2014; Terrill & Ingram, 2016).  

6.1.4 The current study  

The current study adds to the evidence on the impacts of COP. In particular, we 

examine the association between COP and police use of force in a number of Australian 

communities with challenging social conditions. It is hypothesised that communities in which 

higher levels of COP are evident will have lower levels of police use of force. Additionally, 

noting that researchers have suggested that communities with high crime may prove difficult 

contexts in which to implement COP (Gill et al., 2014; Smith & Holmes, 2014), this study 

also examines whether COP may have differential impacts on police use of force in 

communities with different rates of violent crime. Thus, it is also hypothesised that high 

levels of violent crime may diminish the impact of COP on reductions in police use of force.   

6.1.5 Broader study setting  

While COP has ostensibly a longer history in the U.S. and United Kingdom (U.K.), 

there has been a continued and growing focus on community engagement across Australian 
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police agencies (Beyer, 1993; Fleming, 2010). However, Australian police agencies have not 

had a history of holistic adoption of COP as an operating philosophy (for example, 

decentralising authority to local areas), and there has not been an explicit adoption of the 

nomenclature of COP. The move toward COP initiatives and approaches in Australia 

appeared to grow out of a similar policing context as in the U.S., with a growing recognition 

that traditional policing practices were not proving effective, alongside public dissatisfaction 

with these policing practices (Beyer, 1993; Fleming, 2010). A range of common policing 

initiatives and programs currently delivered across Australian policing jurisdictions have 

been identified as operating in the philosophical vein of COP (for example, Neighbourhood 

Watch, Community Liaison Officers, Police Citizen Youth Clubs, and Community Policing 

Boards) (Fleming, 2010). Over the past two decades, the uptake of problem-oriented policing 

(POP) approaches have created additional opportunities for officers to engage with 

community members in a problem-solving context.  

It is difficult to determine comparability between the U.S. and Australia in terms of 

the frequency of police use of force, due to variations in operational definitions and reporting 

practices. However, it is clear the issue is of a markedly different magnitude in Australia. 

Police use of force periodically emerges as an issue of public concern generally following 

incidents where police have been accused of using excessive force against vulnerable 

citizens, such as those with apparent mental illness and Indigenous Australians. Additionally, 

over the past 30 years there have been a number of highly publicised incidents of police-

involved fatal shootings that have led to reviews of police agency policies and training on use 

of force in a number of Australian jurisdictions (see for example Office of Police Integrity 

(Victoria), 2009; Queensland Police Service, 2016).   
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6.2 Method 

6.2.1 Study site 

The setting for this study is Queensland (QLD), the third most populated state in 

Australia, with a population of approximately 4.95 million (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 

2017). Queensland covers a large geographic expanse (1.73 million km2), with a diverse 

geography and demography. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders, the Indigenous people of 

Australia, comprise approximately 4.4% of the state’s population (Australian Bureau of 

Statistics, 2013a). 

The Queensland Police Service (QPS) delivers policing services across the entire state 

of QLD. This state-based police agency is organised into Regions, Districts and Divisions, 

with Divisions being the smallest unit of geographic organisation (there are 336 Divisions). 

General duties policing operations are tasked at the Divisional level, though specialist 

services (such as the State Crime Command, Forensics, Water Police etc.) may operate at the 

District or Regional level. All Divisions have an Officer-in-Charge (OIC) who is responsible 

for stopping crime, making the community safer, building relationships with the community, 

and ensuring effective performance of officers within the Division. OICs are most often at the 

rank of Senior Constable or Sergeant. QPS employed a total of 11,969 sworn police 

personnel in 2017 (Queensland Police Service, 2017). 

6.2.2 Design 

The dependant variable is the count of police use of force events in each community 

over a three-and-a-half-year period. Independent variables are grouped into policing factors 

(COP and the use of body worn cameras) and community characteristics (violent crime rates 

and socio-economic disadvantage). The unit of analysis in this study is the community, more 

specifically Statistical Area Level 2 (SA2) areas, the second smallest Census geographic unit, 
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which corresponds to suburbs in urban areas and functional areas such as towns in regional 

and remote areas. SA2s are defined as areas that interact socially and economically and, 

hence, are an appropriate geography for considering community influences (Australian 

Bureau of Statistics, 2011).  While several independent variables and the dependent variable 

(use of force events) have been measured at the SA2 level, variables relating to policing 

factors have been measured at the QPS Division level. SA2s and Divisions align reasonably 

well in regional and remote areas, however there is often more than one SA2 in Divisions in 

urban areas. Essentially SA2s are clustered in Divisions. This study includes 64 SA2s 

distributed across 34 Divisions. For this reason, multilevel modelling is used as the analytic 

approach, accounting for shared variance in terms of policing factors across SA2s that are 

located within the same Division. While it is possible that policing approaches may not be 

constant across SA2s located within the same Division, it is challenging to measure policing 

approaches at a level lower than Division, as operations are not necessarily organised within, 

and may not neatly align to, suburban boundaries.  

Divisions were selected based on operating in communities that were above the QLD 

median for violent crime and/or socio-economic disadvantage. These factors were used to 

select Divisions as they have been shown to be most predictive of the distribution of police 

use of force events across communities in Queensland in an earlier study (McCarthy, Porter, 

Townsley, & Alpert, 2018). However, Divisions were also chosen to have a spread of actual 

or observed use of force rates. That is, Divisions were chosen where social conditions 

explained both a substantial degree of variance in police use of force in the area (low 

residuals), and where social conditions did not explain a substantial degree of variance in 

police use of force (high residuals). In communities with high residuals, it was assumed that 

other unmeasured factors such as policing approaches might explain unusually high or low 

rates of use of force. This type of sampling would be classified as purposive sampling or 
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maximum variation/heterogenous sampling, which can be used to identify and expand the 

variability or dispersion of values for particular variables, in this case to maximise variation 

in policing factors and the rates of use of force across the selected communities (Palinkas et 

al., 2015). In this study, this sampling approach maximises the opportunity to detect policing 

factors that may mitigate or exacerbate police use of force, in areas that have a propensity for 

high levels of police use force based on the prevailing social conditions.  

6.2.3 Data and variables 

The study utilised four data sources to capture the independent and dependent 

variables. Police use of force reports were used to measure the dependent variable; the 

number of use of force events in an area. A survey of OICs was used to measure independent 

variables associated with policing approaches, and two additional data sources were used to 

measure community characteristics. Each is discussed in turn below. 

6.2.3.1 Dependent Variable: Police use of force events 

The number of use of force events in each community (measured as an SA2) is the 

dependent variable in this study. The data source for this variable was QPS ‘use of force’ 

reports. These are completed when an officer unholsters, presents or discharges a weapon 

(including Taser, OC spray, or firearm) or if a citizen is injured by an officer. Officers do not 

report the use of restraints, open-hand or closed-hand tactics, or use of a baton, unless these 

result in a citizen injury. QPS employs a circular model of use of force (referred to as a 

situational use of force model) that includes the following force options: presence; restraining 

accoutrements; situational containment; tactical repositioning; baton; closed hand tactics; 

conducted energy weapon (Taser); firearm; OC spray; open hand tactics; and other resources. 

It also depicts ‘plan’, ‘continual assessment’ and ‘communication skills’ as central 

components of the model. As a circular model of use of force, the model does not use a 
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sequential ordering of force options, allowing a high degree of flexibility for officers select 

the appropriate level of force to respond to situational risks.  

De-identified use of force reports were obtained for a three-and-a-half-year period, 

from July 2013 to December 2016. A use of force event is defined in this study as force used 

by an individual officer against an individual citizen.  A use of force report can comprise a 

number of use of force events, for example if force was used by more than one officer or 

received by more than one citizen within a single incident. In total, across the 34 Divisions, 

there were 5131 use of force events (force used by an individual officer against an individual 

citizen).    

6.2.3.2 Independent variables: Policing approaches 

To capture the degree to which police were using COP approaches and body worn 

cameras (BWC) across communities, OICs from 40 Divisions were selected to participate in 

an online survey (according to the sampling strategy outlined in the design section). The 

Division sample size was determined in consultation with QPS in order to minimise burden 

on staff but also to include a sufficient range of communities to test the influence of 

community factors. OICs from 34 of the selected Divisions submitting a complete survey 

response (an 85% response rate). These 34 Divisions cover approximately 19% of sworn 

officers in QPS.  

Emails were sent by senior QPS command personnel to OICs in each of the selected 

Divisions, with an embedded link to the online survey and an attached information sheet 

noting that the survey was voluntary and confidential, and that OICs were free to withdraw 

from the survey at any time. Explicit consent was obtained at the beginning of the online 

survey, and only completed surveys were used in the analysis.  Ethics approval for the study 

was obtained from Griffith University.   
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COP. As noted, Australian policing agencies have not necessarily adopted the 

nomenclature of COP. Hence the online survey did not explicitly ask about use of COP, but 

instead asked specifically about the extent of informal and formal community consultation 

with a problem-solving orientation; concepts which comprise critical dimensions of COP.  

When considering how police engage communities, it is clear that both geographic 

communities and identified vulnerable or special interest communities are important to 

consider (Bartkowiak-Theron & Corbo Crehan, 2010; Juodo Larsen, 2010). General duties 

(“patrol”) police spend a reasonable proportion of their time servicing residents who live 

within a given geographic catchment, however that geographic area may also comprise 

vulnerable communities or special interest groups that require enhanced engagement or 

tailored policing responses. The measure of informal community consultation used in this 

study considers the concept of a community as those that reside within the Divisional 

boundaries, while the measure of formal community consultation assesses the extent to which 

police within the Division have established formal relationships with groups representing 

vulnerable community members or special interest groups. Because formal and informal 

community consultation represent dimensions of community engagement, these were 

measured separately in this study to determine their unique impacts.  

Informal community consultation. The frequency of informal community engagement was 

assessed by the following three questions9: 

1. “In this Division, how often on average are community members consulted for 

solutions to crime problems?” 

                                                 

9 These questions were adapted from questions used in a U.S. National Law Enforcement 

Applied Research and Data Platform survey, formerly the National Police Research Platform 

(https://www.nationallawenforcementplatform.org/).  
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2. “In this Division, how often on average is input sought from community members 

when prioritising neighbourhood problems?” 

3. “How often, on average, do police officers in this Division work with community 

residents to solve persistent community problems?” 

Each of these questions had the following 7-point Likert-type response scale: at least once a 

week; at least once a fortnight; at least once a month; at least once every 6 months; at least 

once a year; rarely; never. Responses were averaged across these questions to create a 7-point 

index for informal community consultation. 

Formal community consultation. OICs were asked about the number of formal plans or 

agreements they had with local community agencies, special interest or advocacy groups in 

order to measure the extent of formal community consultation being undertaken in a 

Division.  This was assessed through the following question: “During the 24-month period 

ending June 2016, did your Division have problem-solving or a documented plan/agreement 

with any of the following groups: organisations representing vulnerable groups (e.g. 

homeless people, people with mental illness, domestic violence victims); neighbourhood 

associations or community groups; educational institutions; business groups; other local 

enforcement agencies; youth-focussed organisations; advocacy groups; senior citizen 

groups”.10 The number of problem-solving or formal plans/agreements with community 

groups were added to create a score from 1 to 9 for the extent of formal community 

consultation. 

BWC usage. OICs were asked to estimate the proportion of officers in their Division 

who were wearing BWC. The estimated proportion of officers using BWC was included in 

                                                 

10 This question was adapted from a question in the U.S. Law Enforcement Management and 

Administration Statistics (LEMAS) Survey. 
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the study as it was seen to be a potential confounder in the relationship between the extent of 

informal and formal community consultation and police use of force. BWC are in use in some 

but not all Divisions in QLD, and at the time of this study there had not been a formal roll-out 

of BWC in Queensland, with a mix of service issue and personal issue BWC in use across 

Divisions. OICs were asked to estimate the proportion of officers wearing BWC in their 

Division, inclusive of both service issue and personal issue BWC.  

6.2.3.3 Independent variables: Community characteristics 

Violent crime rates and socio-economic disadvantage were included as key 

characteristics of the communities sampled, as these have been found to be the most 

significant drivers of the police use of force in QLD (McCarthy et al., 2018), and they were 

also used as factors to select the communities for the current study (as noted in the design 

section). 

Violent crime rate. The QPS recorded crime database (QPRIME) was used to extract 

data on the number of violent offences covering the identical period as the use of force 

reports (July 2013 to December 2016). Violent offences were mapped to SA2s using the 

latitude and longitude representing the location of the offences, using MapInfo. The number 

of violent crimes (including homicides, attempted murder, assaults, and robbery) were 

adjusted to the resident population in each SA2, to produce a count of violent crime per 100 

persons. 

Socio-economic disadvantage. The relative socio-economic disadvantage in each 

SA2 was estimated using the ABS Census 2011 Socio-Economic Index for Areas (SEIFA), 

specifically the Index of Relative Socio-economic Disadvantage (IRSD). The IRSD ranks 

areas on a continuum from most disadvantaged to least disadvantaged, combining data on 

factors such as income, educational attainment, employment, proportion of single-parent 
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families, and other socio-economic variables (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2013b). The 

ranked scores are then organised into deciles and quartiles, with the lowest deciles 

representing areas with the most disadvantage and the highest deciles representing areas with 

the least disadvantage.  

6.2.4 Analytic approach 

The primary analytic approach used in this study is Poisson multilevel modelling. 

Poisson modelling was used due to the dependent variable (counts of police use of force 

events within each SA2) comprising positive, discrete count data. Initial analyses were run 

with negative binomial models, given potential over-dispersion in the data. However, 

likelihood ratio tests suggested a Poisson distribution was a more appropriate fit for the data.  

Multilevel modelling was used as data in this study was captured at different levels of 

geography (i.e. the data was hierarchical or clustered). As noted, while the independent 

variables relating to community characteristics and the dependent variable (counts of police 

use of force) were measured at the SA2 level, the independent variables related to policing 

factors were measured at the Division level. For this reason, the multilevel model is 

structured so that SA2s (64 observations) are considered level 1 units and Divisions (34 

observations) are considered level 2 units, and hence Divisions are included in the multilevel 

modelling as a random intercept (also known as a varying intecept model; Gelman & Hill, 

2007). While not common, Gelman and Hill (2007) note it is acceptable to have only one 

observation in some groups. Each model included fixed effects for violent crime rates, 

concentrated disadvantage, the estimated proportion of officers in the relevant Division 

wearing BWC, and for informal community consultation and formal community consultation. 

In line with the second hypothesis of this study, Model 2 and Model 3 tested the potential 

moderation of community violent crime rates on the relationship between COP and police use 

of force. In order to test this, Model 2 included an additional fixed effect for the interaction of 
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informal community consultation and violent crime, while Model 3 included an additional 

fixed effect for the interaction between formal community consultation and violent crime. All 

the continuous variables were grand-mean centred for the multilevel modelling.  

Additionally, the resident population in each SA2 was used as an offset in the 

multilevel Poisson model. An offset essentially acts as a denominator to enable the estimation 

of a count per population; in this case, counts of police use of force events in an area are 

adjusted to the resident population. The resulting incident rate ratios therefore reflect the 

impact of independent variables on the incidence of use of force events per population, in 

essence controlling for the potential influence of population on the volume of police use of 

force events.  

6.3 Results 

Table 14 displays the frequency of informal community consultation across the 34 

Divisions. In just over one-third of Divisions (37.2%) officers reportedly consulted 

community members for solutions to crime problems at least once a fortnight.  In 

approximately one-third of Divisions (34.9%), officers reportedly sought input from 

community members when prioritising neighbourhood problems at least once a fortnight. 

And in just over half of Divisions (55.9%), officers reportedly worked with community 

residents to solve persistent community problems at least once a fortnight.  

Table 14: Frequency of informal community consultation by Division 

 In this Division, how 

often on average are 

community members 

consulted for 

solutions to crime 

problems? 

In this Division, how 

often on average is 

input sought from 

community members 

when prioritising 

How often on average 

do police officers in 

this Division work 

with community 

residents to solve 



154 

 

% (N) neighbourhood 

problems? 

% (N) 

persistent community 

problems? 

% (N) 

At least once a week 23.5 (8) 17.6 (6) 41.2 (14) 

At least once a 

fortnight 

17.6 (6) 20.6 (7) 20.6 (7) 

At least once a month 41.2 (14) 41.2 (14) 36.5 (9) 

At least once every 6 

months 

5.9 (2) 11.8 (4) 11.8 (4) 

At least once a year 5.9 (2) 2.9 (1) 0 (0) 

Rarely 5.9 (2) 5.9 (2) 0 (0) 

Never 0 (0) 0 (0) 0 (0) 

  

The frequency of problem-solving or documented plans/agreements with a range of 

agency types can be seen in Figure 8. Nearly three-quarters of Divisions (73.5%) reportedly 

had a problem-solving or documented plan/agreement with organisations representing 

vulnerable people (e.g. people with mental illness, homeless people or victims of domestic 

violence), with neighbourhood associations or community groups, and with educational 

institutions. The prevalence of problem-solving or document plans/agreements with other 

types of agencies or groups ranged between 23.5% to 64.7% (see Figure 8).  
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Figure 8: Prevalence of problem-solving plans/agreements with agencies 

Table 15 shows the descriptive statistics for the key independent and dependent 

variables in the study across the communities (SA2s) included in the study. The mean violent 

crime rate per 100 persons across the 64 SA2s was 1.28, with the standard deviation (2.53) 

indicating a positively skewed distribution. Across the SA2s a mean of 43% of officers in 

each area were estimated to be using BWC, however the distribution of this variable was non-

normal; 23% of SA2s had 0% of local officers using BWC.  The mean for the informal 

community engagement index was 5.23 (SD = 1.03), while the mean for the formal 

community engagement index was 4.34 (SD = 2.69), indicating overall relatively high levels 

of informal and formal community consultation.  Use of force events per 1000 persons was 

on average 11.56 (SD=16.30) across the SA2s, also a positively skewed distribution.  

Table 15: Means and range for variables across SA2s 

Variables Mean SD Min Max 

Violent offences per 100 

persons 

1.28 2.53 .03 15.27 
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IRSD deciles 4.19 3.14 1 10 

Estimated proportion of 

officers wearing BWV 

.43 .34 .00 1.00 

Informal community 

consultation 

5.23 1.03 2.37 7.00 

Formal community 

consultation 

4.34 2.69 .00 8.00 

Use of force per 1000 

persons 

11.56 16.30 .35 91.87 

 

Multilevel Poisson regression was used to examine the association between the extent 

of informal and formal community consultation undertaken by police and the frequency of 

police use of force across areas. Three models were run. Model 1 explores the main fixed 

effects for COP, testing the hypothesis that COP would be associated with reduced use of 

force by police, while Models 2 and 3 explore the interactions of informal and formal 

community consultation with violent crime, respectively, testing the second hypothesis that 

violent crime would moderate the relationship between COP and police use of force.  

Model 1 indicated a positive relationship between violent crime rates and the rates of 

police use of force (see Table 16). Higher levels of disadvantage (areas with low IRSD 

rankings) were also associated with higher rates of police use of force, even when violent 

crime was accounted for. There was no significant relationship between the proportion of 

officers in an area wearing BWC. Additionally, there were no significant impacts of informal 

or formal community consultation on police use of force, suggesting that across communities 

overall COP does not influence the rate of police use of force.  
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Model 2 shows similar results for the predictors, however there was a significant 

negative relationship between the interaction of informal community consultation and violent 

crime, and rates of police use of force (see Table 16). Model 3 shows a similar pattern of 

results, with main effects for the predictors showing consistent relationships with rates of 

police use of force. Similarly there was a significant, negative interaction of formal 

community consultation and violent crime rates on rates of police use of force (see Table 16). 

These results suggest that the effect of informal and formal community consultation on police 

use of force across communities is moderated by violent crime rates. 

Table 16: Poisson multilevel regression models (with population as offset) examining the 

effect of informal and formal community consultation on rates of police use of force 

 Model 1 

IRR (S.E.) 

Model 2 

IRR (S.E.) 

Model 3  

IRR (S.E.) 

Intercept .011 (.003)*** .010 (.005)*** .010 (.006) 

Fixed effects    

    Violent crime per 100 persons 1.706 (.050)*** 1.690 (.047)*** 2.148 (.117)*** 

   Concentrated disadvantage  

    (IRSD deciles) 

.838 (.019)*** .841 (.019)*** .874 (.022)*** 

    Estimated % officers wearing   

    BWV 

1.040 (.704) 1.351 (.562) .863 (.744) 

    Informal community  

    Consultation 

.745 (.171) .855 (.123) .605 (.177) 

    Formal community 

consultation 

.999 (.081) .985 (.049) 1.010 (.104) 

    Informal community   .873 (.032)***  
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    consultation x violent crime 

    Formal community 

consultation  

     x violent crime 

  .899 (.018)*** 

Random effect    

Division variance (S.E.) 1.677 (.453) .602 (.236) 2.730 (.769) 

Model Fit    

Log Likelihood -496.42 -492.06 -481.68 

AIC 1006.85 1000.12 979.35 

BIC 1021.96 1017.39 996.63 

N 63 64 63 

Note: IRR = Incident rate ratio (resident population in SA2 is used as offset to produce rate 

per person); S.E. = Standard error; AIC = Akaike information criterion; BIC = Bayesian 

information criterion. 

***<.001**<.01*<.05 

 

The predicted probabilities for police use of force rates from the Poisson multilevel 

model for the interaction terms for informal and formal community consultation were plotted 

at different levels of violent crime, and are displayed in Figure 9 and Figure 10 respectively. 

As is seen in Figure 9, in communities with relatively high violent crime rates, informal 

community consultation appears to have a negative relationship with rates of police use of 

force, such that higher levels of informal community consultation appear to be associated 

with lower rates of police use of force. There was no clear relationship between informal 

community consultation and rates of police use of force in low crime communities. A similar 

relationship was evident with formal community consultation, which can be seen in Figure 

10. In communities with relatively higher levels of violent crime, formal community 

consultation appears to have a negative relationship with rates of use of force by police, such 
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that higher levels of formal community consultation are associated with lower rates of police 

use of force.  Again, there does not appear to be a clear relationship between formal 

community consultation and rates of police use of force in low crime communities. 

 

Figure 9: The interaction of informal community consultation and community violent 

crime rates on frequency of police use of force 
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Figure 10: Interaction of formal community consultation and community violent crime 

rates on the frequency of police use of force 

6.4 Discussion 

While this study found no overall association of COP on community-rates of police 

use of force, contrary to the first hypothesis of this study, the findings suggest that the use of 

COP, measured as the use of formal and informal consultation with the local community 

within a problem-solving orientation, is associated with lower rates of use of force by police 

in communities with high violent crime rates. This finding is also contrary to the second 

hypothesis of this study, which proposed that violent crime rates might limit the impact of 

COP on police use of force. The findings suggest that areas with higher levels of violent 

crime may in fact benefit more from more intensive community engagement, whereas areas 

with lower rates of violent crime do not seem to experience this same benefit. This may in 

part be a function of lower base rates for police use of force in these areas, creating less 

opportunities for lowering police use of force rates. However, it may also be due to the 

increase in familiarity and trust between officers and citizens that can result from COP, which 
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may reduce the influence of community characteristics on perceptions of threat, social 

distance and use of stereotypes, and may thus produce more notable reductions in police 

coercion in these areas. The findings of this study support previous assumptions inherent in 

the promotion of COP: that by improving relationships between police officers and 

communities there may be, as a biproduct, reduced use of coercive policing tactics.  

The findings of this study contrast with the two other identified studies that have 

explicitly considered the relationship between COP and police use of force, both of which 

found higher levels of citizen reports of excessive force or mistreatment by police in 

jurisdictions that were purported to be delivering COP (Kuhns et al., 2011; Smith & Holmes, 

2014).  The authors of these studies had proposed a number of reasons for this 

counterintuitive finding, including potential measurement errors related to loose operational 

specifications for COP alongside a strong social desirability bias linked to the use of COP, 

and indeed that increased police presence in violent or distressed neighbourhoods may 

actually lead to a greater volume of negative interactions with police. In line with this, it has 

been queried more generally whether COP can simply be imposed in communities with high 

crime and low trust (Gill et al, 2014).  By including specific measures of violent crime in 

both the sampling and analysis strategy, our study adds to this debate and suggests that it may 

indeed be possible to proactively and effectively engage with communities in high crime 

areas using both informal and formal mechanisms, and that to do so may in fact have benefits 

for the community and also for officers, with reduced need for coercive policing tactics. This 

study is distinguished from the previous studies by using measures of police use of force, 

rather than citizen perceptions of excessive force, and it may be that COP impacts on the 

frequency of police use of force, but not necessarily excessive force. It has been found that 

the majority of excessive force complaints are generated by a small proportion of officers in a 

policing jurisdiction (Terrill & Ingram, 2016), so it may be that while COP can influence 
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overall how frequently police resort to coercive tactics, it may not be sufficient to ameliorate 

the behaviour of individual officers who consistently employ aggressive policing tactics.   

This study was not able to shed light on exactly how COP might influence police use 

of force, and this remains fertile ground for further research. As noted earlier, there are a 

number of plausible pathways through which COP may influence the frequency of police use 

of force: through enhanced perceptions of legitimacy of, and trust in, police (Sunshine & 

Tyler, 2003; Tyler, 2004); through increased accountability of police to the local community 

(Smith & Holmes, 2014); or through decreased social distance between police and the local 

community (Kearns, 2017; Lee & Gibbs, 2015; Smith & Holmes, 2014). While there are 

established effects of COP on improved trust in police and perceptions of police legitimacy, 

further research is required to ‘pull back the curtain’ so to speak, to describe the mechanisms 

by which COP may achieve these outcomes, including impacts on police use of force.   

In a continued evolution of COP, newer models of policing building off the 

foundations of COP have been developed, such as reassurance policing (Hamilton-Smith, 

Mackenzie, Henry, & Davidones, 2014; Innes, 2006) and place-based policing which 

focusses on building collective efficacy (Weisburd, Davis, & Gill, 2015). The latter policing 

model in particular makes an attempt to apply the philosophy of COP to a policing 

intervention that can demonstrably impact on crime, either directly or indirectly, something 

that COP has not overall proven able to do (Gill et al., 2014; Weisburd & Eck, 2004). Extant 

findings, including those herein, suggest that a number of potential positive outcomes may be 

derived from employing COP in high violent crime communities, such as improved trust in 

police and perceptions of police legitimacy, and reduced use of coercive tactics. However, if 

COP is to be effectively adopted as a policing approach in high violent crime communities, it 

would seem to be most effective where there is an explicit and concerted focus on problem-
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oriented strategies, which have been shown to effectively address violent crime (Braga et al., 

1999; Lum, Koper, & Telep, 2011). 

More broadly, the findings of this paper suggest a greater need to look beyond simply 

the aggregate effects of policing interventions, to better understand the effects of 

interventions on particular sub-groups, such as different community types. While criminology 

has progressed considerably since the first attempts to determine robustly the effectiveness of 

different types of policing approaches and interventions (Sherman et al., 1997; Weisburd & 

Eck, 2004; Weisburd, Farrington, & Gill, 2017), there is now a need to move from a broader 

understanding of ‘what works’, to ‘what works where or for whom’. Policing strategies or 

interventions may require tailoring for particular communities to enhance their effects or they 

may only produce benefits under certain conditions.  

There are, however, limitations associated with this study that should be noted. 

Informal community consultation was measured at the Division level, which is the lowest 

geographic organisation of the QPS. However, it is plausible that, within Divisions, different 

communities (SA2s) may receive different frequencies of informal community consultation, 

and hence there may be a degree of error associated with the measurement of this variable. 

However, as noted, it is challenging to measure policing approaches at a level lower than 

Division as operations are not necessarily organised within suburban boundaries. Importantly, 

this study is cross-sectional, which makes inferences about the temporal association of the 

interaction between COP, violent crime rates and police use of force difficult to determine. 

Additionally, a relatively small number of communities were purposively sampled for this 

study; it would be worth replicating this analysis with a more representative sample of 

communities. Lastly, the police use of force events considered in this study occupy the more 

serious end of the spectrum of police use of force, i.e. where weapons have been unholstered, 

presented or used or a citizen has been injured. It is not clear whether the association between 
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COP and rates of use of force in high crime communities would be similar when a broader 

spectrum of police use of force behaviours are considered (e.g. closed hand or open hand 

tactics with no resultant injury).  

While reducing the use of force by police is unlikely to be the primary aim of any 

broad-based policing approach, it is important to understand the impact of policing 

approaches on patterns of police use of force. Even infrequent incidents of excessive use of 

force can have serious consequences for those involved and can risk undermining the 

legitimacy and trust of police agencies within the communities they serve (Kleinig, 2014; Nix 

& Wolfe, 2017). While this study found no main effect for COP on rates of police use of 

force across communities, the findings suggest that COP may be associated with lower rates 

of police use of force in communities that are experiencing relatively high violent crime rates. 

More broadly, a better understanding of how different policing approaches might impact 

police use of force behaviour, and how policing approaches might be best targeted to 

particular community types, could increase the effectiveness and efficiency of the allocation 

of policing resources across jurisdictions, and ensure that police agencies operate with high 

levels of legitimacy and trust from the communities they serve.  
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Chapter 7: Study 4 - The role of social distance in the relationship between 

police-community engagement and police coercion 

This study builds on the findings of Study 3 (Chapter 6) that COP approaches may be 

associated with reductions in the frequency of police use of force in high violent crime 

communities, but this time the focus is on officers’ experiences of doing COP rather than 

OIC reports of COP activity at the Division level. Study 4 examines how officers’ 

experiences of community engagement may influence their attitudes towards coercive 

policing responses. Additionally, this study tests one plausible pathway through which 

community engagement may influence police use of force (see Chapter 2), through the 

reduction of officer perceptions of social distance from the community. This is the first 

identified study to empirically test whether social distance may mediate the relationship 

between COP approaches and police use of force. 

 Study 4 again draws on the same sub-sample of socially challenged communities in 

Australia as in Study 3 (Chapter 6), but this time officers were surveyed to determine levels 

of community engagement with a problem-solving orientation. In total, 300 officers from 55 

Divisions completed a survey, which also measured officer attitudes towards coercive and 

non-coercive policing responses and perceptions of social distance from the communities 

they are currently policing.  The findings from this study support the contention that COP is 

associated with a reduced propensity for coercive policing at the officer level and an 

increased propensity for non-coercive policing. It also finds that social distance mediates the 

relationship between officers’ community engagement and their endorsement of non-coercive 

policing responses but not coercive policing responses, suggesting that there are likely to be 

additional pathways through which COP influences coercive policing at the officer level.  
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7.1 The role of social distance in the relationship between police-community 

engagement and police coercion 

Widely publicised incidents of police use of excessive force in the U.S. in recent 

years, predominantly against African American citizens, have led to significant public 

expressions of distrust and dissatisfaction with U.S. police agencies. In responding to this 

crisis of trust in U.S. police agencies, there have been recommendations that police need to 

meaningfully re-engage with community policing approaches in order to re-build community 

trust and perceptions of police legitimacy (IACP, 2015; President's Task Force on 21st 

Century Policing, 2015). Implicit in these recommendations is the proposition that 

community policing should reduce the frequency of violent encounters between police and 

community members, as a result of improved police-community relations. However, to date, 

there have only been a handful of studies that have explored the direct relationship between 

community policing and police use of force (Kuhns et al., 2011; Smith & Holmes, 2014), 

with only one finding that the use of community policing may reduce the use of force 

(McCarthy et al., 2019). Hence, it remains uncertain whether community policing can reduce 

police use of force, and the means by which it may do so is under-theorised.  The current 

study is designed to address two issues. First, we aim to investigate further the relationship 

between community policing and use of force, by examining the association between 

community engagement by police officers and their attitudes towards coercive policing. 

Second, we will explore whether the relationship between community engagement and 

attitudes towards coercive policing may be explained by decreased social distance between 

police and the community.  
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7.1.1 Community policing and police use of force 

Community policing has been a popular policing approach for a number of decades 

across a range of international jurisdictions. It was originally designed as a response to public 

dissatisfaction with traditional police practices, alongside a growing awareness of the 

ineffectiveness of these approaches (Gill et al., 2014; Skogan, 2008; Weisburd & Eck, 2004). 

Compared to traditional policing approaches, community policing elevates the importance of 

the citizen, both as a critical input to decision making, and as a source of accountability and 

legitimacy for policing agencies (Cordner, 1997; Skogan, 2008). Community policing 

focusses on proactively engaging with the community to ensure policing priorities and 

approaches reflect community concerns (Cordner, 1997; Gill et al., 2014). However, despite 

its popularity, community policing has proven difficult both to define and evaluate. This is 

due at least in part to its non-prescriptive approach and resultant programmatic heterogeneity, 

with the nature of community policing activities broadly defined as any interventions that 

respond to community concerns and deal with high priority crime or disorder issues (Cordner, 

1997; Gill et al., 2014; Kearns, 2017; Skogan, 2006).  

Reviews of community policing impacts have demonstrated improved perceptions of 

police legitimacy and trust in police, and increased community satisfaction with police 

(Crowl, 2017; Gill et al., 2014; Weisburd & Eck, 2004). Since perceptions of police 

legitimacy and trust in police have been shown to increase citizens’ intentions to cooperate or 

comply with orders (Sunshine & Tyler, 2003; Tyler, 2004), it is plausible that community 

policing may also reduce the need for the use of coercive policing tactics. Only three 

identified studies have directly measured the relationship between community policing and 

police use of force. Smith and Holmes (2014) examined the impact of a range of 

accountability measures, including community policing, on sustained complaints of excessive 

use of force by police in major U.S. cities, and found that police agencies reporting greater 
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levels of community policing actually had a greater number of sustained citizen complaints of 

excessive use of force. Similarly, Kuhns et al. (2011) found that the introduction of 

community policing to a disadvantaged neighbourhood in Trindad was associated with an 

increase in citizen reports of mistreatment by police.  Contrary to these studies, McCarthy et 

al. (2019) found that higher levels of problem-solving community engagement (as reported 

by Officers-in-Charge) were associated with lower rates of police use of force in high violent 

crime communities in Australia.  

There are a number of reasons for the inconsistent findings across these studies. One 

of the most significant challenges to research in this area is the accurate measurement of 

community policing (Gill et al., 2014; Kuhns et al., 2011; Smith & Holmes, 2014). In 

general, community policing is likely to be associated with social desirability bias, 

particularly for police commanders and executives who may want to be seen to be using best-

practice approaches. It is possible that the levels of COP reported by executives do not reflect 

the level of COP actually engaged in by individual officers. The studies to date have not 

examined officer-level experiences of community policing, and considered how different 

levels of community engagement may affect officers’ propensity for coercive policing. These 

studies also differed in the measures of police use of force, with the first two studies using 

citizen complaints of excessive force (Kuhns et al., 2011; Smith & Holmes, 2014) and the 

more recent study using data drawn from police use of force report forms (McCarthy et al., 

2019). It may be that, while community policing can influence the frequency with which 

police use force, it is not sufficient to impact on those officers who may repeatedly rely on 

excessive force in their repertoire of policing responses (McCarthy et al., 2018). It has also 

been found that police agencies with more open and responsive complaints processes may 

attract a greater volume complaints (Adams, 1996), and this could suggest that agencies 

attempting to proactively engage with the community may attract more complaints of 
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excessive force at least initially. Furthermore, many measures of community policing reflect 

increased police presence, patrols, programs or interactions, but rarely do studies measure the 

quality of contacts between police and citizens associated with the increase in police presence 

or engagement. It has been suggested that introducing community policing approaches into 

socially disorganised, high crime communities where trust in police may be low, may be 

challenging and in some cases counterproductive, simply serving to increase the volume of 

negative encounters between police and citizens (Gill et al., 2014; Kuhns et al., 2011; Smith 

& Holmes, 2014). 

The current research aims to further test the association between community policing 

and police use of force, this time drawing on officers’ accounts of community engagement 

and their attitudes towards coercive and non-coercive policing responses.  

7.1.2 Social distance 

There has been little examination of the means by which community policing may 

influence police use of force. One plausible pathway is through a reduction in social distance. 

The concept of social distance builds on social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 2004), which 

proposes that individuals categorise themselves into a range of different social groups 

relevant to their identity (for example based on their gender identity, racial identity or 

professional identity). When particular group identities become salient (for example, due to 

inter-group contact, conflict, or competition), these group identities may lead to biases in 

social perception, evaluation, behaviour and memory (Van Bavel & Cunningham, 2010; Xiao 

& Van Bavel, 2012).   Social distance is a concept that has been referred to as the “subjective 

perception or experience of distance from another person”, with definitions referencing 

concepts such as the distinction “between the self and the other” or “one’s own and others’ 

group identities”, “unfamiliarity with others”, and the “degree of felt closeness to another 
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person” (Magee & Smith, 2013, p. 159). In the context of this study, we refer to social 

distance as the perceived distance between one’s own and others’ group identities.  

Social distance has been applied in criminological research to understand citizen 

perceptions of, and orientations towards, a range of institutional authorities such as taxation 

authorities (Braithwaite, 1995; Braithwaite, Murphy, & Reinhart, 2007), and police (Lee & 

Gibbs, 2015; Sargeant, Murphy, & Madon, 2018), and has recently been found to be a 

potential inhibitor to officer support for the use of community policing with particular racial 

groups (Kearns, 2017). The concept of social distance was evident in early criminological 

studies exploring variations in the application of law towards particular types of community 

members (Bayley & Mendelsohn, 1969; Black, 1976). However only a small number of 

recent studies have explicitly considered or theorised how social distance experienced by 

police might influence officer attitudes or behaviour (Gibbs, Lee, & Bachnak, 2018; Kearns, 

2017). As such there is not yet a coherent theoretical framework that can be applied to 

understand how social distance may affect police-citizen interactions.   

 Magee and Smith (2013) contend that social distance is experienced differently in a 

relationship where there is asymmetric power (as there is in police-citizen interactions), with 

the high power individual experiencing greater social distance than the lower power 

individual, due to different motivations to affiliate and different expectations of affiliation. 

Higher power individuals are perceived as having more power over valued resources and, 

therefore, more ability to influence outcomes. Lower power individuals are, therefore, more 

motivated to affiliate themselves with the higher power individuals, and have lower 

expectations about how much higher power individuals will seek to affiliate with them. In 

contrast, higher power individuals have lower motivation to affiliate (given that lower power 

individuals are less able to influence outcomes) and greater expectations about the extent to 

which the lower power individuals should affiliate with them. At the same time, it is argued 
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that higher power individuals are also more likely to make cynical attributions about the 

intentions of lower power individuals (Inesi, Gruenfeld, & Galinsky, 2012; Magee & Smith, 

2013) and to “give off distancing signals in their social interactions” (Magee & Smith, 2013, 

p. 160). This dynamic acts only to increase the social distance between the parties. 

Importantly, one of the effects of social distance is to reduce empathic concern (Leiberg, 

Eippert, Veit, & Anders, 2012; Magee & Smith, 2013; Stotland, 1969), and it has been 

suggested that higher power individuals have reduced motivation to attend to what others are 

thinking or feeling (Magee & Smith, 2013). Magee and Smith (2013) also argue that higher 

power individuals, as a result of reduced motivation for affiliation, are less likely to 

experience socially engaging emotions (such as compassion, gratitude, guilt or 

embarrassment) and are more likely to experience socially disengaging emotions (such as 

anger, disgust and contempt), than lower power individuals. Lastly, Magee and Smith (2013) 

contend that higher power individuals are more likely to rely on abstract rather than concrete 

mental representations, and so are more likely to rely on stereotypes.   

Magee and Smith’s (2013) explication of the social distance theory of power is 

arguably relevant to the process by which interactions between officers and citizens, which 

could be generally understood as an asymmetric power interaction, may ultimately result in 

coercive police behaviour. According to this theory, officers would be likely to experience 

low motivation to affiliate, potentially have cynical views about the intentions of citizens, 

along with experiencing less empathic concern, having a greater propensity to experience 

socially disengaging emotions such as anger and contempt, and would have a greater reliance 

on stereotypes to understand citizen behaviour. The social distance theory of power also 

complements early sociological conceptualisations of police-citizen encounters as an 

asymmetric deference exchange, with the authority embodied in the role of police officer 

leading to expectations that citizens should demonstrate commensurate levels of deference, 
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and with the failure to display appropriate levels of deference, particularly by lower status 

citizens, making the use coercive tactics by police more likely (Alpert, Dunham, & 

MacDonald, 2004; Sykes & Clark, 1975). Expectations of deference, and perceptions of the 

appropriate level of deference relative to the status of community members, are likely to 

contribute to officers’ experience of social distance. Social distance might also be 

exacerbated by low levels of identification with particular community members, such as 

those from other racial or ethnic groups, or community members who contravene norms of 

civil or legal behaviour.  Social distance may help to explain some of the underlying social 

and psychological processes that occur in police-citizen encounters that may influence the 

distribution of police coercion across different individuals and community contexts.  

7.1.3 Community policing, social distance and police coercion 

The experience of social distance by police may lead to a range of problematic 

outcomes such as police aggression or coercion. However, community policing may 

counteract some of this experience of social distance, with its philosophical orientation 

highlighting the importance of citizen approval and consent for policing approaches. The 

imperative for police to affiliate with, and seek input from, citizens that is inherent in the 

community policing model may to some extent recalibrate the power differential between 

citizens and the police. This increased affiliative activity should also increase familiarity with 

different citizen groups, thereby lowering social distance and potentially reducing the impact 

of stereotypes. It has been well documented that inter-group contact can reduce the effect of 

inter-group prejudice (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006), which may stem in part from stereotypic 

beliefs about out-group members, and reduced social distance has been found to be one key 

pathway through which this occurs (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2008). 
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It is hypothesised that engaging in community policing reduces the coercive 

behaviour of police, through its impact on social distance. The current study aims to test this, 

drawing on data from a sample of socially-challenged communities in an Australian policing 

jurisdiction. First, we examine whether the frequency of problem-solving community 

engagement by officers is associated with their endorsement of coercive and non-coercive 

policing approaches. Second, we examine whether social distance mediates this relationship. 

7.2 Method 

7.2.1 Setting 

The study is set in Queensland (QLD), the third most populous state of Australia. The 

population of 4.95 million (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2017) is unevenly dispersed over 

a large geographic expanse of 1.73 million km2, with much of the population centred around 

the south-east corner of the state. Australian Indigenous persons comprise approximately 4% 

of the state population, though can be as high as 90% in some of the remote QLD 

communities. 

Queensland Police Service (QPS), as a state-based policing agency, provides policing 

services across the whole of QLD. QPS is divided in Regions, Districts and Divisions, with 

Divisions being the smallest jurisdictional boundary (there are 336 Divisions in total in 

QLD). Divisions tend to be organised around police stations, and generally have an Officer-

in-Charge of General Duties who is responsible for stopping crime, making the community 

safer, building relationships with the community, and ensuring effective performance of 

officers within the Division (QPS, 2019). Some of the more specialised elements of QPS 

(such as specialist crime groups, forensics, water police etc.) may also be located and may 

operate within the local Divisions, but are generally managed centrally. 
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7.2.2 Design 

The unit of analysis in this study is the officer. Our hypothesis is that levels of 

community engagement by officers (the independent variable) will predict attitudes towards 

coercive and non-coercive policing (the dependent variables), and that social distance will 

mediate this relationship. 

A stratified sampling approach was used whereby particular Divisions were selected 

for inclusion in the study and officers within those Divisions were invited to participate in an 

online survey about police use of force. Divisions were purposively selected on the basis of 

having either high levels of violent crime or high levels of socio-economic disadvantage or 

both; these factors have previously been found to be the most significant drivers of the 

incidence of police use of force across areas in QLD (McCarthy et al., 2018). These Divisions 

were also chosen to have a good range of actual, or observed, rates of use of force by police. 

That is, Divisions were chosen where social conditions explained a lot of the variation in 

police use of force (low residuals) and Divisions where social conditions did not explain a lot 

of the variation in police use of force (high residuals), with the expectation that policing 

factors may be contributing variance in police use of force in the latter communities. This 

sampling approach enables examination of policing approaches that might mitigate or 

exacerbate police use of force, in the communities where the prevailing social conditions 

would indicate a high propensity for police use of force. A sample of forty Divisions were 

selected to participate11. Given that officers are nested within Divisions, a number of Division 

level characteristics are included as control variables.  

                                                 

11 As noted later, ultimately officers from 55 Divisions participated in the survey. 
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7.2.3 Data 

Three data sources were used for this study. An online survey of officers from the 

selected Divisions across QLD was undertaken. This was supplemented with publicly 

available data on the Division characteristics, extracted from Division profile (POLSIS) 

reports, and also publicly available crime statistics for each Division. These are described in 

more detail below. 

7.2.4 Online surveys 

Senior QPS personnel sent emails via local command to invite officers in the selected 

Divisions to participate in an online survey. Emails explained the focus of the survey and 

included an information sheet that explained that the survey was anonymous and voluntary 

and that officers could withdraw at any stage. Explicit consent was obtained at the start of the 

online survey and only completed responses were used in this study. Ethics approval was 

provided by Griffith University.  

While 40 Divisions were targeted initially to receive the survey, due to the District 

command personnel being in part responsible for circulating the invitation to participate in 

the survey, some Divisions that were not initially selected but were within Districts that 

contained other selected Divisions, also received the invitation to participate in the survey. 

This means that additional surveys responses were received from officers stationed within 

Divisions that weren’t originally selected, but which were contiguous to the targeted 

Divisions. These additional surveys responses were retained in the sample. 

The online surveys asked officers about the frequency with which they engaged with 

the local community in a problem-solving manner, their identification with the local 

community, and their views on the appropriateness of a range of policing responses to a 

particular policing scenario. In total 300 officers completed surveys from across 55 Divisions 
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in QLD. Considering the response numbers from each of the targeted Divisions against the 

estimate of the number of officers working within those Divisions at any one time, inclusive 

of general duties officers and those working within the Criminal Investigation Bureau or the 

Child Protection Investigation Unit, a response rate of 21% was estimated. It has been noted 

that online surveys tend to yield lower response rates in policing research than in-person 

surveys, however they have the advantage of reducing social desirability bias and hence 

providing more accurate self-report data (Nix, Pickett, Baek, & Alpert, 2017b). 

7.2.5 POLSIS Profiles and QPS Reported Crime Trend Data 

A range of characteristics of the communities residing in the Divisions that were 

selected were extracted from POLSIS Profiles reports12. These reports contain a range of 

population characteristics for the residents of each Division. POLSIS Profiles are published 

by the Queensland Government Statistician’s Office and incorporate the use of concordance 

data to create estimates of population characteristics from Census data that map to each 

Division. Data were extracted from the reports on the proportion of the population in each 

Division born in a non-English speaking country, who identify as Indigenous, and the 

proportion who reside in lower socio-economic areas. Additionally, an estimate of the rate of 

violent offences for each of the Divisions was drawn from QPS Reported Crime Trend 

Data13, which is published on the QPS website.  These measures are outlined in more detail 

below.  

                                                 

12 POLSIS Profile reports were accessed at 

https://www.police.qld.gov.au/rti/published/about/orgStrct/Brisbane-Region.htm  

13 Reported Crime Trend data were accessed at https://www.police.qld.gov.au/online/data/ 

https://www.police.qld.gov.au/rti/published/about/orgStrct/Brisbane-Region.htm
https://www.police.qld.gov.au/online/data/
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7.2.6 Variables 

7.2.6.1 Dependent variable: Attitudes towards coercive and non-coercive policing 

responses 

The online survey presented officers with a policing scenario of disorderly behaviour 

by a group of young people in a park14: Imagine that you are sent on a call to investigate a 

group of youths “hanging out” in park in your Division. You arrive on the scene and ask the 

youths to go home. At first, they refuse and start mucking around and calling you names. 

Officers were asked to rate, on a 10-point scale, how appropriate they deemed the following 

eight policing responses to be (1 = ‘not at all appropriate’ and 10 = ‘extremely 

appropriate’).15  

a) Wait and see if things improve 

b) Accept the situation and leave 

c) Explain to the youths why it is important for them to go home 

d) Exert control and authority by yelling at the kids 

e) Attempt to diffuse the situation by telling the kids they do not have to 

go home, just leave the park 

f) Talk with the kids about the problem, exchange opinions, and give 

consideration to their points 

g) Use physical force to get the youths to leave and go home 

h) Arrest all the youths 

                                                 

14 This question was adapted from a question used in a U.S. National Law Enforcement 

Applied Research and Data Platform survey, formerly the National Police Research Platform 

(https://www.nationallawenforcementplatform.org/). 

15 It should be noted that officers were not asked to visualise the scenario. 
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The response options were subject to factor analysis using a Maximum Likelihood 

extraction method, with direct oblimin rotation. Examination of eigenvalues (>1) and the 

Scree test indicated a three-factor solution was the best fit, explaining 60.6% of the variance 

(see Table 17). Factor one contained two items that were consistent with non-coercive 

policing responses, factor two contained three items that represent more coercive policing 

responses, and factor three contained three items that represent more passive policing 

responses. Items within each factor were summed to create a variable representing 

endorsement of non-coercive policing responses, coercive policing responses and passive 

policing responses; the means and standard deviations (SD) for these variables can also be 

seen in Table 17. Non-coercive policing responses had the highest mean rating of 

appropriateness (M=12.71, SD=4.24), followed the perceived appropriateness of passive 

policing responses (M=10.05, SD=4.50), with the perceived appropriateness of coercive 

policing responses having the lowest mean approval (M=7.85, SD =4.39). The non-coercive 

and coercive policing response variables had acceptable levels of reliability (= .66 and 

=.69, respectively). However, the passive policing response variable had low reliability 

(=.43) and therefore findings related to this variable should be treated with caution.  

Table 17: Factor loadings for policing scenario response options 

Scenario options Factor 1: 

Non-coercive 

policing 

Factor 2: 

Coercive policing 

Factor 3: 

Passive policing 

Wait and see if things improve 0.175 -0.010 0.531 

Accept the situation and leave -0.088 -0.014 0.460 

Explain to the youths why it is 

important for them to go home 

1.031 0.111 -0.002 

Exert control and authority by 

yelling at the kids 

0.011 0.416 0.022 

Attempt to diffuse the situation by 

telling the kids they do not have to 

go home, just leave the park 

0.007 0.025 0.383 
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Talk with the kids about the problem, 

exchange opinions, and give 

consideration to their points of view 

0.482 -0.209 0.027 

Use physical force to get the youths 

to leave and go home 

0.001 0.793 -0.041 

Arrest all the youths -0.025 0.730 0.013 

Eigenvalue 2.252 1.533 1.063 

Explained variance 28.15 19.16 13.29 

Cronbach’s alpha .69 .66 .43 

Mean 12.71 7.85 10.05 

SD 4.24 4.39 4.50 

 

7.2.6.2 Independent variables 

Community engagement. 

The officer survey contained three questions about the frequency with which they 

engaged or consulted with the community with a problem-solving orientation16: 

1. In your current role, how often do you consult community members for solutions to 

crime problems? 

2. In your current role, how often on average do you seek input from community members 

when prioritising neighbourhood problems? 

3. In your current role, how often on average do you work with community residents to 

solve persistent community problems? 

Response options were on a 7-point Likert-type scale: at least once a week (1); at least 

once a fortnight; at least once a month; at least once every 6 months; at least once a year; 

rarely; never (7); and with ‘not applicable – I do not need to do this in my current role’ 

included as an option. Responses to each of the three questions were reverse coded so that the 

                                                 

16 These questions were adapted from questions used in a U.S. National Law Enforcement 

Applied Research and Data Platform survey, formerly the National Police Research Platform 

(https://www.nationallawenforcementplatform.org/).  



181 

 

response of ‘at least once a week’ was given the value of 7 and the response of ‘never’ was 

given the value of 1. Items were then summed to form an index of community engagement. 

The community engagement scale had strong reliability ( = .90). 

Those who responded ‘not applicable – I do not need to do this in my current role’ to 

any of the items were given a value of zero for that item. None of the non-general duties 

officers had zero values for each of the three items. However, some of the officers who 

identified themselves as being currently in a general duties role responded ‘not applicable – I 

do not need to do this in my current role’ for all three items related to community 

engagement. These officers were retained in the sample with a zero value for the community 

engagement index as consulting with community members is within the remit of general 

duties officers, and so this response is likely to reflect that they are not tasked to do this 

regularly as part of their role, due to the operating approach of their current Division or 

District commanders.  

Social Distance. 

A broad range of indicators have been used to measure social distance across studies 

(Magee & Smith, 2013). Social distance measures used in this study reflect the perceived 

distance between officer’s own identity and the identities of the communities they police. 

Two survey items were added to measure social distance, which officers were asked to 

respond to on a 7-point Likert-type scale from strongly agree (1) to strongly disagree (7): 

1. I identify with the communities that reside in this Division. 

2. I feel a sense of belonging with the communities that reside in this Division. 

Higher scores on the combined scale indicate higher social distance (lower sense of 

identification and belonging). The social distance scale had strong reliability (=.83). 

Officer characteristics. 
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The survey included a number of officer demographics that have previously been 

found to be predictive of police use of force, such as officer age, gender and duty type 

(Bolger, 2015; Paoline & Terrill, 2005; Porter & Prenzler, 2015). The distribution of officer 

characteristics in the sample is shown in Table 2. Age was recorded in 5-year age groupings 

from 18 to greater than 70, and gender was recorded as male (0) or female (1).  Officers were 

asked to select their current role or duty type from the following options: General Duties; 

Intelligence; Investigations; Officer-in-Charge; Scenes of Crime/Forensics; supervision; 

Tactical Crime Squad; Traffic; watch house; other, please specify. Duty type was recoded 

into a dichotomous variable of ‘general duties’ (0) and ‘non-general duties’ (1). These 

different roles are likely to involve different types of community engagement, with non-

general duties officers likely to occupy more specialised roles that may require less 

community engagement in a problem-solving capacity. 

Officers were asked about their cultural identity, as this may influence their 

experience of social distance in particular communities, for example communities with higher 

levels of racial heterogeneity. Officers were asked to identify what ethnicity or cultural 

groups they most strongly identified with from the following options: Aboriginal or Torres 

Strait Islander; North East Asian; South East Asian; Australian; New Zealand, Melanesian, 

Micronesian or Polynesian; British or Irish; Southern and Eastern European; North-west 

European; Sub-Saharan African; North African or Middle Eastern; South American, North 

American; other, please specify. Officers were given the option to choose more than one 

ethnic or cultural group.  Officers’ ethnic/cultural identity was dichotomised to ‘Australian 

cultural identity’ (0) which included anyone who had indicated Australian as one of their 

cultural identities; and ‘non-Australian cultural identity’ (1) which included all those who did 

not select Australian as a cultural group that they most strongly identify with.  

Community characteristics.  
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Violent crime rate. An estimate of the violent crime rate for each Division was drawn 

from QPS Reported Crime Trend Data taken from the QPS website. Division level offence 

rates for homicide, manslaughter, assault, and robbery were added to form a violent crime 

rate per 10,000 population for each Division. The violent crime rates in each Division for 

2016 and 2017 were averaged, to ensure crime rates were relevant to the experiences of 

officers when they were surveyed in July 2017.  

Socio-economic disadvantage. The estimated proportion of residents in lower socio-

economic areas in each Division was taken from the QPS POLSIS Profiles (Resident 

Profiles) reports. The reports include the estimated proportion of the population who live in 

areas ranked in each quintile of the Index for Relative Socio-Economic Disadvantage (IRSD), 

an index developed and published at a range of Census geographies by the Australian Bureau 

of Statistics (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2013b). The IRSD is developed from synthesis 

of area-level indicators related to disadvantage, including income, education, unemployment, 

occupation, housing overcrowding, and household composition. An IRSD score is given to 

each census area and then the areas within a jurisdiction are ranked from most disadvantaged 

(low IRSD score or rank) to least disadvantaged (high IRSD score or rank). The proportion of 

residents in each Division in the lowest two quintiles of the IRSD were extracted from the 

POLSIS reports to estimate the relative concentration of socio-economic disadvantage 

present in each Division.  

Racial heterogeneity. The estimated proportion of residents that were born in non-

English speaking countries (NESC) were extracted from the QPS POLSIS reports for each 

Division. The estimated proportion of residents identifying as Indigenous were extracted 

from the QPS POLSIS reports for each Division. 
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7.2.7 Analytic approach 

While the sample is composed of officers, the data could be considered to be 

hierarchical or clustered with officers constituting the lowest unit of observation in the 

hierarchy (level 1), and officers then grouped into Divisions, the next level in the hierarchy 

(level 2). Initial analysis applying null unconditional multilevel models for each of the 

outcomes with a varying intercept for Division indicated that the Division in which officers 

were located explained less than 5% of the variance in each of the outcome variables. This 

suggests that multilevel modelling would add little additional value to the analysis over and 

above a linear regression model, and hence multivariate linear regression was used.    

Bivariate correlations were undertaken on all of the independent and dependent 

variables to examine their zero-order relationships. Following this, an initial set of linear 

regression analyses were run to examine whether community engagement by police predicted 

attitudes towards non-coercive, coercive and passive policing, as well as examining the 

influence of officer and Division characteristics on these attitudes. Variables that were 

significantly related to attitudes towards different policing responses, were then included as 

covariates in the mediation analysis. Mediation analyses were conducted to test whether 

social distance mediated the relationship between community engagement and endorsement 

of coercive and non-coercive policing responses, using the PROCESS macro in SPSS 25.   

7.3 Results 

7.3.1 Sample description 

Descriptive statistics for the key variables in the study can be seen in Table 18. Just 

over half the sample (52.3%) were aged between 26 and 45. Just over three-quarters of 

officers (78.3%) were male and 71% were in a general duties role. A large majority of the 
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sample (88.7%) indicated that they considered Australian to be one of their primary cultural 

identities.  

Officers were located in Divisions that had a broad range of violent crime rates, 

ranging from 7.36 per 10,000 persons to 1766.04 per 10,000 persons, with a mean violent 

crime rate of 157.64 per 10,000 persons (SD = 186.60). The officers were stationed in 

communities that had relatively high levels of socio-economic disadvantage, with an average 

of 50.98% (SD = 25.72) of residents in the Division living in suburbs that were in the bottom 

40% most disadvantaged areas in Queensland. Most officers were not stationed in areas that 

had high numbers of Indigenous residents, with an average of 6.49% (SD = 12.33) of the 

communities identifying as Indigenous, though some officers were located in predominantly 

Indigenous communities with at least one Division having 93.6% of the population 

identifying as Indigenous. On average, officers were working in Divisions where 

approximately 12.84% (SD=9.93) of residents were born in a NESC.  

Table 18: Officer individual and Divisional characteristics 

Independent variables Percent 

% (N) 

Mean (SD) Minimum Maximum 

Age      

  18-25 5.0 (15) - - - 

  26-30 13.3 (40) - - - 

  31-35 15.0 (45) - - - 

  36-40 15.7 (47) - - - 

  41-45 18.3 (55) - - - 

  46-50 18.0 (54) - - - 

  51-55 11.3 (34) - - - 

  56-60 3.3 (10) - - - 

Gender   - - - 

    Male 78.3 (234) - - - 

    Female 21.7 (65) - - - 

Duty type  - - - 

    General duties 71.0 (213) - - - 

    Other 29.0 (87) - - - 

Cultural Identity  - - - 

    Australian 88.7 (266) - - - 
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    Other 11.3 (34) - - - 

Violent crime per 

10,000 persons  

- 157.64 (186.60) 7.36 1766.04 

Socio-economic 

disadvantage (percent 

residing in lowest two 

quintiles) 

- 50.98 (25.72) 2.0 100.00 

Percent Indigenous 

status 

- 6.49 (12.33) .80 93.60 

Percent born in non-

English speaking 

countries 

- 12.84 (9.39) .80 42.70 

Community 

engagement index 

- 10.50 (6.07) 0.00 21.00 

Social distance index - 6.95 (2.69) 2.00 14.00 

 

On average, officers had a score of 10.50 (SD=6.07) on the community engagement 

index, out of a possible total of 28 which would represent weekly engagement with the 

community across a range of problem-solving contexts. Officers had a mean score of 6.95 

(SD= 2.69) on the social distance index, with 14 representing the highest possible value for 

social distance. 

7.3.2 Correlation matrix 

Bivariate correlations are shown in Table 19. Non-coercive policing responses were 

positively associated with violent crime rates and community engagement, suggesting that 

officers located in Divisions that had higher levels of violent crime or who reported more 

frequent community engagement, were more likely to endorse non-coercive policing 

responses. Social distance was also negatively associated with endorsement of non-coercive 

policing responses, indicating that officers who reported lower levels of social distance were 

more likely to endorse non-coercive policing strategies.  Coercive policing responses were 

negatively associated with age, duty type, and community engagement indicating higher 

levels of endorsement of coercive policing responses among younger officers, those in 

general duties roles and those who engaged in less frequent community engagement.  
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Passive policing responses were related negatively to duty type and positively to both 

cultural identity and being stationed in a Division with a higher Indigenous population, 

indicating that officers who were in general duties roles, those who did not identify as having 

an Australian cultural identity, and those working with a higher Indigenous population were 

more likely to endorse passive policing strategies.   
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Table 19: Pearsons bivariate correlations of independent and dependent variables 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 

1. Age 1           

2. Gender -.190** 1          

3. Duty-type .243** -.030 1         

4. Cultural identity .078 -.061 -.020 1        

5. Violent crime rate 

per 10,000 persons 

-.045 .110 -.040 .083 1       

6. Index of socio-

economic 

disadvantage 

-.072 -.002 .168** -.034 .123* 1      

7. Percent Indigenous 

population 

-.041 .037 .054 .094 .691** .440** 1     

8. Percent population 

born in NESC 

.012 -.075 -.128** .089 -.074 -.485** -.309** 1    

9. Community 

Engagement index 

.127* .030 .179** .019 .090 -.048 .067 -.007 1   

10. Social distance 

index 

-.128* .089 -.140* .003 .268** .079 .200** .057 -.220** 1  

11. Non-coercive 

policing 

.092 .081 .052 .096 .115* -.097 .078 -.026 .211** -.214** 1 

12. Coercive policing -.128* -.044 -.163* -.062 -.106 -.008 -.043 .042 -.150** .069 -.290** 

13. Passive policing .017 .040 -.116* .130* .099 .003 .144* .043 -.026 .017 .186** 
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7.3.3 The relationship between community engagement and policing responses 

Three multiple linear regression models were run to determine the key predictors of 

endorsement of each of the three policing response styles (see Table 20). The first model 

included variables related to officer characteristics, the second model assessed the impact of 

officers’ Division characteristics, and the third model examined the impact of community 

engagement on each of the policing response styles (nine models in total).   

Table 20: OLS regression examining predictors of officer endorsement of coercive, non-

coercive and passive policing responses 

Variables Non-coercive 

policing 

 

B (S.E.) 

Coercive 

policing 

 

B (S.E.) 

Passive policing 

 

 

B (S.E.) 

Model 1 – Individual 

characteristics 

   

Age .235 (.140) -.265 (.144) .130 (.149) 

Gender  

(reference: male) 

1.096 (.070) -.770 (.618) .592 (.637) 

Duty type  

(reference= General Duties) 

.266 (.557) -1.289 (.572)* -1.278 (.590)* 

Cultural identity 

(reference=Australian cultural 

identity)  

1.285 (.771) -.859 (.791) 1.803 (.816)* 

R2 .029 .043 .035 

F 2.201 3.322* 2.673* 

N 299 299 299 

Model 2 – Division 

characteristics 

   

Violent crime rate per 10,000 

persons 

.002 (.002) -.004 (.002) -.001 (.002) 

Socio-economic disadvantage -.030 (.012)* .000 (.012) .008 (.013) 

Percent Indigenous status .027 (.032) .030 (.033) .079 (.034)* 

Percent born in NESC -.038 (.030) .027 (.031) .040 (.032) 

R2 .014 .016 .030 

F 2.640* 1.184 2.335 

N 300 300 300 

Model 3 – Community 

engagement 

   

Frequency of community 

engagement 

.147 (.040)*** -.108 (.041)** -.019 (.043) 

R2 .044 .022 .001 
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F 13.860*** 6.826** .197 

N 300 300 300 

***<.001**<.01*<.05 

 

No officer characteristics significantly predicted endorsement of non-coercive 

policing. The socio-economic status of the area that the officer was stationed in significantly 

predicted endorsement of non-coercive policing responses (F(4,295)=2.640, p=.034), with 

officers residing in lower socio-economic areas significantly more likely to endorse non-

coercive policing than those in higher socio-economic areas (b=-.030, p=.012). The extent of 

community engagement by officers also significantly predicted endorsement of non-coercive 

policing approaches (F(1,298)=13.560, p=<.001), with officers who reported greater levels of 

community engagement also more likely to endorse non-coercive policing approaches 

(b=.147, p<.001).  

Officers’ duty type was a significant predictor of endorsement of coercive policing 

approaches (F(4,294)=3.322, p=.011), with those in non-general duties roles less likely to 

endorse coercive policing responses (b=-1.289, p=.025). Characteristics of the Divisions that 

officers were located within did not significantly predict endorsement of coercive policing 

responses. The extent of community engagement reported by officers significantly predicted 

endorsement of coercive policing responses (F(1,298)=6.826, p=.009), with higher levels of 

community engagement associated with lower levels of endorsement for coercive policing 

(b=-.108,p=.009). 

Officers’ duty type and cultural identity significantly predicted their endorsement of 

passive policing approaches (F(4,294)=2.673, p=.032). Non-general duties officers were less 

likely to endorse passive policing approaches than those in non-general duties roles (b=-

1.278, p=.031), while officers who did not identify as Australian in terms of their most 
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significant cultural identities were more likely to endorse passive policing than those who did 

identify as having an Australian cultural identity (b=1.803, p=.028). Though the regression 

model was just above the threshold for significance (F(4,295)=2.335, p=.056), officers 

located in areas with higher Indigenous populations were significantly more likely to endorse 

passive policing approaches (b=.079, p =.020).  

7.3.4 Mediation analysis 

Parallel mediation analysis using ordinary least squares path analysis (Hayes, 2013) 

was undertaken using the PROCESS macro for SPSS, examining whether social distance 

mediated the effect of community engagement on non-coercive and coercive policing 

response styles. There was no significant zero-order predictive relationship between 

community engagement and passive policing responses and so mediation analysis was not 

undertaken. Variables that significantly predicted non-coercive and coercive policing 

responses were included as covariates in the analyses, socio-economic disadvantage and duty 

type respectively. 

Figure 11 displays the results of the analysis examining whether social distance 

mediated the relationship between community engagement and non-coercive policing 

responses. There was a positive significant direct effect of community engagement on 

attitudes towards non-coercive policing responses (b=.144, t=3.654, p=<.001). This 

relationship remained positive and significant but diminished in size when social distance 

was added into the equation (b=.119, t=2.965, p =.003). Community engagement had a 

significant, negative relationship with social distance (b = -.096, t=-3.835, p =<.001), 

indicating higher community engagement was associated with reduced social distance. Social 

distance had a significant, negative relationship with attitudes towards non-coercive policing 

responses (b=-.269, t=-2.988, p =.003), indicating that officers with higher social distance 
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were less likely to endorse non-coercive policing responses. A Sobel test indicated that social 

distance was a significant mediator of the association between community engagement and 

attitudes towards non-coercive policing responses (b = .026, Z= 2.36, p=.02). 

Figure 12 displays the results of the analysis examining whether social distance 

mediated the relationship between community engagement and coercive policing responses. 

There was a significant negative direct effect of community engagement on attitudes towards 

coercive policing responses (b=-.090, t=-2.157, p=.032). This relationship remained negative 

and significant when social distance was included in the analysis (b=-.087, t=-2.031, p 

=.043). In contrast to the mediation analysis of non-coercive policing responses, there was no 

significant relationship between social distance and attitudes towards coercive policing 

responses (b=.038, t=.394, p =.694). A Sobel test confirmed that social distance was not a 

significant mediator of the association between community engagement and attitudes towards 

coercive policing responses (b = -.005, Z= -.367, p=.69). 
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Figure 11: Testing the mediation of social distance on the relationship between community engagement and officers' attitudes towards 

non-coercive policing 
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Figure 12: Testing the mediation of social distance on the relationship between community engagement and officers' attitudes towards 

coercive policing
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7.4 Discussion 

The findings of this study support the contention that higher levels of community 

engagement by officers are associated with a lower propensity for coercive policing, with 

officers reporting more frequent community engagement displaying lower levels of 

endorsement of coercive policing responses and higher levels of endorsement of non-coercive 

policing responses. This aligns to the findings of Chapter 6 (McCarthy et al., 2019), which 

found that higher levels of problem-solving community engagement reported by Officers-in-

Charge were associated with lower rates of police use of force reports in high violent crime 

communities. These findings contrast with two previous studies that found areas purporting 

to deliver community policing had increased citizen complaints of excessive force or 

mistreatment (Kuhns et al., 2011; Smith & Holmes, 2014).   

There are a number of possible reasons for the conflicting findings on the impact of 

community policing on police use of force. As noted previously, the contrasting findings may 

reflect the use of different measures of use of force, with the two studies that found negative 

impacts of community policing focussing on incidents involving citizen reports of excessive 

force (McCarthy et al., 2019). The contrary findings may also reflect challenges in accurately 

measuring community policing, with social desirability bias likely to influence upward 

estimation of the presence of community policing in a jurisdiction, particularly for agency 

commanders. The use of anonymous officer reports of community engagement in the current 

study may have overcome this social desirability bias to some degree.  

The present study also sought to test whether a reduction in social distance may 

explain the process by which community engagement by officers might lead to non-coercive 

policing approaches. We found partial support for this, with social distance found to mediate 

the relationship between community engagement and attitudes towards non-coercive policing 
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approaches, but not coercive policing strategies. This suggests that there are likely to be other 

factors at play in the pathway between increased community engagement and reduced 

coercive policing responses. Another plausible mediator of this relationship could be 

strengthened accountability to the community, which may affect the perceived acceptability 

of coercive policing approaches (Micucci & Gomme, 2005; Smith & Holmes, 2014). The 

relatively modest effect size for the indirect effect of social distance on the relationship 

between community engagement and endorsement of non-coercive policing approaches also 

suggests that other processes might mediate this relationship. It is plausible that increased 

community engagement may also improve community perceptions of police legitimacy and 

trust in police, which in turn may make citizens more willing to cooperate and comply with 

police (Sunshine & Tyler, 2003; Tyler, 2004), reducing the need for coercion. However, this 

study did not enable testing of that pathway, with non-compliance of citizens assumed in the 

vignette scenario. Future research could usefully test these additional mediation pathways to 

add to our understanding of how community engagement impacts on coercive policing.   

The experience of social distance by officers towards individuals or communities has 

only been considered to a limited extent as an explicit influence on police attitudes or 

behaviours. However, the concept of social distance was a central theme in Black’s (1976) 

seminal work on the behaviour of law, where he postulated that more law and more punitive 

law would be applied to those of lower socio-economic status (vertical distance) and those 

embodying greater relational distance from authorities (horizontal social distance). The 

findings of the current research suggest increased social distance may be one factor that 

explains the greater use of police force against individuals residing in high violent crime (Lee 

et al., 2010; Lee et al., 2014; McCarthy et al., 2018; Terrill & Reisig, 2003) or racially 

heterogeneous communities (Lersch et al., 2008; Smith & Holmes, 2014; Smith, 1986), with 

the current study finding that officers stationed in these communities experience higher levels 
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of social distance. The impact of social distance on cynical attributions of citizen intent, 

socially disengaging emotions such as contempt and anger, reduced empathic concern, and 

use of stereotypes may all influence how police interpret and respond to individuals in these 

types of communities. Additionally, the expectations for affiliation or deference that police 

may have of community members may be particularly thwarted in violent or marginalised 

communities, where perceptions of distrust by some community members may lead to greater 

avoidance of police, resistance or disrespectful posturing, engendering a greater need for 

officers to re-assert their status or power through the use of coercion (Alpert et al., 2004; 

Holmes & Smith, 2018; Sykes & Clark, 1975; Tedeschi & Felson, 1994). These specific 

pathways require further testing.  

While this study has focussed on perceptions of social distance by police, citizens’ 

experiences of social distance from police may also be influenced by increased police-

community engagement (Sargeant et al., 2018).  Citizen displays of disrespect and resistance 

have been shown to be more concentrated in particular communities (Reisig et al., 2004; 

Shjarback & Katz, 2017; Chapter 5), and it is plausible that variations in citizen perceptions 

of social distance may contribute to increased displays of defiant or aggressive behaviour in 

particular communities. Furthermore, it is likely that mutual perceptions of social distance, 

more likely to occur in communities or neighbourhoods with greater disadvantage and crime, 

may produce behaviours that increase the salience of group differences and render escalations 

of conflict more likely, as well as entrenching perceptions of distrust and threat (Holmes & 

Smith, 2012, 2018). Future research could consider how increased police-community 

engagement by police impacts on citizen perceptions of social distance.  

A limitation of the current study is the use of a vignette to elicit views on the 

appropriateness of coercive and non-coercive policing responses. While it has been argued 

that vignettes may overcome some issues related to social desirability biases, this is less 
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likely the case when subjects are asked to respond from their own perspective (Hughes & 

Huby, 2004), as was the case in the current study. It is likely that social desirability biases, 

and perceptions of public approval for coercive policing approaches, played some role in how 

officers responded to the vignette options, particularly in relation to the coercive policing 

options. This is supported to some extent by the lower mean level of endorsement for the 

coercive policing responses, which was the lowest across the three response types. However, 

the surveys were anonymous which should have reduced the influence of social desirability 

biases at least to some extent. Additionally, although the response rate may be seen as 

relatively low (21%), low response rates in general have been found to be poor predictors of 

non-response bias (Nix et al., 2017b), and officers were sampled from a broad range of police 

Divisions, which supports the representativeness of the survey findings.  Lastly, this study 

was limited to examining the frequency of officer engagement with community in a problem-

solving capacity, and did not measure the quality of this engagement. As noted, the quality of 

interactions between police and citizens is an important consideration of future research on 

the community policing.   

In conclusion, the current study adds to the limited evidence base on the relationship 

between community policing and police use of force, and extends existing research by using 

officer reports of community policing activity, potentially counteracting some of the social 

desirability biases related to agency reports of community policing activity. The findings of 

this study support the contention that community policing may increase the use of non-

coercive policing responses and reduce the use of coercive policing responses. It also 

suggests that one pathway through which community policing can affect the use of non-

coercive policing responses is through the reduction of social distance between police and the 

communities they work within. Further research is required to explore what role the quality 

of interactions may have in diminishing or enhancing the impact of community policing on 
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police use of force, and also to further elucidate the role of social distance in the use of force 

by police, both from officer and citizen perspectives. Overall, this research suggests that 

community policing may have added tangible benefits to police and communities, aside from 

increasing perceptions of police legitimacy and increasing trust in police, by reducing the use 

of coercive tactics by police.   
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Chapter 8: Discussion and conclusion 

Police are the primary legitimate agents for the use of force in society (Bittner, 1970). 

However, the right for police to use force comes with some significant risks for officers, 

police agencies and for citizens and communities, particularly when force is perceived to be 

used unnecessarily, excessively or extra-judicially. The judicious use of force by police in the 

U.S. has become a significant concern in recent years, in particular with respect to encounters 

with minority community members. In Australia, issues surrounding police use of force have 

emerged sporadically into public discourse, in general following police shootings or lethal 

use of force against vulnerable citizens, such as those with mental illness and Indigenous 

Australians (Beacroft et al., 2011; Biondo & Palmer, 1993; Bronitt, 2011; Marchetti, 2013). 

However, aside from isolated cases that come to national attention, little is known about 

broader patterns of police use of force across different communities in Australia. Indeed, the 

vast majority of findings on the distribution of police use of force across communities have 

been derived from the U.S. based studies, which may have limited transferability for a 

number of reasons (see Chapter 4). In addition, there is a dearth of translational research 

identifying evidence-based interventions that agencies can implement to deal with use of 

force issues in their jurisdiction.  

These research gaps provide the context for the current thesis, which aimed to 

examine predictors of community-level variations in police use of force in Australia, 

examining in particular the influence of community characteristics and the influence of COP, 

a policing approach which has been proposed as a means to reduce violent encounters 

between police and community members. The first two studies in this thesis (Study 1, 

Chapter 4, and Study 2, Chapter 5) examined how police use of force was distributed across 

communities in an Australian policing jurisdiction, and to what extent citizen behaviours and 
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risks in police use of force events were also distributed unevenly across communities. The 

second two studies (Study 3, Chapter 6, and Study 4, Chapter 7) of the thesis were then more 

narrowly focussed onto a sub-sample of communities that, due to the presence of particular 

types of community characteristics (namely violent crime and socio-economic disadvantage, 

as established in Study 1, Chapter 4), created a high propensity for police use of force. In this 

context, these studies examined the potential ameliorating effect of COP on police use of 

force in these types of communities, examining potential moderating effects of community-

level violent crime rates, and exploring one theoretical pathway through which COP may 

influence police use of force behaviour: through a reduction in officer perceptions of social 

distance.  

The findings of these studies collectively suggest that community matters when it 

comes to police use of force in Australia, with the frequency with which police use force 

being unevenly distributed across Australian communities. Communities that have higher 

levels of violent crime, that are more socially disorganised and that have higher 

concentrations of socio-economic disadvantage, experience more frequent use of force by 

police.  At least some of this variation is likely to be associated with the nature of citizen 

behaviours and risks that police confront, which also appear to be concentrated to some 

extent across these same community types (Study 2, Chapter 5). However, the findings of 

Study 3 (Chapter 6) suggest that COP may have an ameliorative impact on police use of 

force, at least within high violent crime communities where employing higher levels of COP 

was linked to lower levels of force than those employing lower levels of COP.  Study 4 

(Chapter 7) suggests that at least one pathway through which COP may influence greater use 

of non-coercive policing responses is through a reduction in social distance between police 

and community members. These studies have not only identified drivers of police use of 

force across communities in Australia, constituting the first empirical examination of the 
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community-level variation in police use of force in Australia, Study 3 and Study 4 (Chapter 6 

and Chapter 7) also represent the first identified studies to have found that COP, or higher 

levels of community engagement, may reduce the propensity for coercive policing responses 

in socially challenged communities, an important finding for police policy and operations 

internationally.    

8.1 Overview of the studies 

Chapters 4, 5, 6, and 7 have provided detailed descriptions of the methods and 

findings for Study 1, 2, 3, and 4 respectively. The following section will provide an overview 

of the findings from each of the studies, demonstrating how the findings add to the evidence 

base on police use of force and how they elucidate the impacts of COP on police use of force.  

8.1.1 Study 1: Influence of Community Characteristics on Serious Police Use of Force 

Events  

Study 1 (Chapter 4) examined the extant literature on the distribution of police use of 

force across communities, the overwhelming majority of which has been generated from the 

U.S. policing contexts. It examined some of the key theories that have informed U.S. research 

on community-level variations in police use of force, namely minority threat theory, 

ecological contamination and social disorganisation theories, and socio-economic 

disadvantage through the lens of Black’s (1976) behaviour of law theory. These theories were 

then examined for relevance in the Australian context, exploring whether the frequency or 

severity of police use of force was predicted by racial heterogeneity (minority threat theory), 

violent crime (ecological contamination theory), social disorganisation or socio-economic 

disadvantage. This study used three-and-a-half years of police use of force reports from QPS, 

and combined this with census data and recorded crime data to examine the drivers of force 

frequency and severity across communities in QLD.   
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Study 1 found that a number of theories that have been applied in the U.S. to 

understand the distribution of police use of force were relevant to understanding the 

frequency of police use of force across Australian communities. In particular, police used 

force more frequently in communities with higher levels of violent crime, providing support 

for ecological contamination theory. The positive association between community-level 

violent crime and police use of force is consistent with a number of studies from the 

U.S.(Jacobs & O'Brien, 1998; Lee et al., 2010; Lee et al., 2014; Terrill & Reisig, 2003), in 

spite of potential differences in the policing contexts in the U.S. compared to Australia, such 

as the high levels of gun ownership and gun violence in the U.S. (see Chapter 4 for a fuller 

discussion about the transferability of findings on use of force from the U.S. to Australia).  

Study 1 also found that officers used force more frequently in areas with higher levels 

of social disorganisation and socio-economic disadvantage, also consistent with a number of 

studies on the influence of these community characteristics on police use of force in the 

U.S.(Lee et al., 2010; Parker et al., 2005; Terrill & Reisig, 2003) and Canada (Boivin & 

Obartel, 2017). These findings provide support for the contention that Black’s (1976) theory 

of the behaviour of law could be generalised to areas, with police applying more force in 

areas displaying lower levels of informal social control and areas of lower socio-economic 

status that embody greater vertical social distance from authorities. However, in contrast with 

a number of studies in the U.S. (Jacobs & O'Brien, 1998; Smith & Holmes, 2003, 2014; 

Smith, 1986), minority threat theory did not seem to predict the frequency of police use of 

force, with the absence of a positive significant relationship between racial heterogeneity and 

the frequency of police use of force, once other community characteristics had been 

considered. This may reflect differences in officer perceptions of the threat posed to the 

socio-political order by minority racial and ethnic groups in the Australian policing context 

compared to the U.S.. Alternatively, it may be that disproportionate use of force is occurring 
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at lower levels of the use of force spectrum in these communities, which was not detectable 

in this study as only more serious levels of force were measured.   

In contrast, the severity of force used against citizens across communities was better 

predicted by situational factors than by community characteristics, though the proportion of 

overseas migrants in an area predicted more severe use of force by police and residential 

instability predicted less severe use of force, both findings contrary to the relationships found 

for predictors of the frequency of police use of force across areas.   An important finding was 

also that the communities experiencing more frequent force are not the same as those 

experiencing most severe use of force, indicating that force frequency and severity are not 

interchangeable indicators when considering patterns of police use of force across areas 

(Fridell, 2016), as has also found in a recent U.S. study (Lautenschlager & Omori, 2018). 

8.1.2 Study 2: A typology of citizen presentations in police use of force events 

Study 2 (Chapter 5) examined whether a typology of citizen behaviours and risks in 

police use of force events could be determined, and further to this, whether these citizen 

behavioural types might be differentially distributed across communities. Although the 

distribution of police use of force across communities has received reasonable empirical 

attention in the U.S. literature, only two identified studies have examined whether citizen 

resistance or other relevant behaviours might also vary across communities. In addition, there 

appears to be no research to date that has considered whether citizen behaviours and risks in 

police use of force events could be summarised into a typology. This study therefore aimed to 

better understand the distribution of citizen behaviours and risks (referred to as citizen 

presentations) across use of force events.  

Study 2 drew on a combination of police use of force reports from a three-and-a-half 

year period from QPS, census data and recorded crime data. The findings indicated a five-
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class solution best described the distribution of citizen presentations comprising the following 

classes: violent, unstable and drug or alcohol affected; apparent mental disorder and 

possessing a weapon; alcohol-related violence; suspicious and fleeing; and violent behaviour 

and threatening a weapon. Additionally, the findings indicated that these citizen presentation 

types were associated with significant differences in offence types and contexts for use of 

force.  

This study also found that some of these citizen presentation types had relatively 

strong ecological influences. In particular, the alcohol-related violence (class 3), suspicious 

and fleeing (class 4); and violent behaviour and threatening a weapon (class 5) citizen 

presentation classes had relatively substantial variation in their distribution (13-24%) 

explained by community characteristics.  Collectively these classes accounted for 

approximately 78% of police use of force events, which suggests that at least some of the 

variation in police use of force frequency across areas or community types may be explained 

by variations in citizen presentations, with different ecological contexts producing different 

concentrations of citizen behaviours and risks. This finding is consistent with the two U.S. 

studies that found significant variations in citizen demeanour and resistance across 

communities, with citizen displays of disrespect found to be higher in disadvantaged 

neighbourhoods (Reisig et al., 2004), and citizen resistance found to be higher in 

neighbourhoods with higher concentrated disadvantage and social disorganisation (Shjarback 

& Katz, 2017).  

8.1.3 Study 3: The effect of community-oriented policing on police use of force 

While COP has been proposed as an ameliorative strategy for recent highly-publicised 

incidents of excessive force against primarily African American citizens, and the resulting 

crisis of trust in police in these communities, there is no empirical evidence to date that has 
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shown a direct association between COP and reduced use of force by police. Study 3 

(Chapter 6) aimed to test whether COP was associated with lower rates of police use of force, 

adding to only two identified studies that have explicitly tested the relationship between COP 

and police use of force. This study also examined whether the impacts of COP might vary 

according to the level of violent crime in the community, addressing a question that had been 

raised in previous studies of COP. This study focussed on a sample of socially challenged 

communities in QLD, using an online survey of OICs in these communities to measures the 

presence of COP, along with census data and recorded crime data. 

While this study found that COP had no detectable effect on rates of police use of 

force when examined across all community types, there was a significant interaction between 

informal and formal community engagement and violent crime rates. These interactions 

suggested that in high violent crime communities, COP was associated with lower rates of 

police use of force, whereas in low violent crime communities there was no clear relationship 

between COP and police use of force. This study is the first to find that COP may be 

associated with a reduction in the frequency of police use of force in high violent crime 

communities, contrasting with two other identified studies testing the relationship between 

COP and excessive force (Kuhns et al., 2011; Smith & Holmes, 2014), and supporting policy 

recommendations and theoretical propositions that have associated COP approaches with 

reductions in violent encounters between police and citizens (IACP, 2015; Micucci & 

Gomme, 2005; President's Task Force on 21st Century Policing, 2015). The reasons for the 

inconsistent findings on COP impacts on the frequency of police use of force, may in part 

reflect differences in the selection of dependent variable - use of force reports used in Study 3 

and citizen reports of excessive force used in the previous studies (Kuhns et al., 2011; Smith 

& Holmes, 2014). The majority of excessive force complaints have been found to be 

generated by a small proportion of officers (Terrill & Ingram, 2016), hence while COP may 
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be able to influence how frequently police resort to coercive tactics in high violent crime 

areas, it may not be sufficient to ameliorate the behaviour of individual officers who 

consistently employ aggressive policing tactics.   

8.1.4 Study 4: The role of social distance in the relationship between police-community 

engagement and police coercion 

Study 4 (Chapter 7) sought to build on the findings of Study 3, and further examine 

the relationship between COP and police use of force, this time drawing on officer reports of 

community engagement and their attitudes towards coercive policing. An additional aim of 

the study was to test whether the association between higher community engagement and a 

lower propensity for coercive policing may be explained by a reduction in social distance.  

This study used online surveys with officers in a sample of socially challenged communities 

in the same Australian policing jurisdiction, and also drew on publicly available data on 

Division characteristics and crime rates.  

The findings of Study 4 support Study 3, with officers who reported higher levels of 

community engagement also displaying lower levels of approval for coercive policing 

responses, and higher levels of approval for non-coercive policing responses. This finding is 

in contrast with two previous studies that found the introduction of COP was associated with 

increased citizen reports of excessive force (Kuhns et al., 2011; Smith & Holmes, 2014). The 

reason for these disparate findings may reflect differences in measurement of the independent 

variable, COP, with agency reports more likely to be subject to social desirability biases than 

officer reports of community engagement, as was used in Study 4. Additionally, as noted in 

section 8.1.3, different dependent variable measures may also have influenced these 

inconsistent findings, with the current study drawing on officer perceptions of the 
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appropriateness of different levels of coercive behaviour in a policing scenario related to 

disorderly youths, and the previous studies drawing on citizen complaints of excessive force. 

In addition, social distance was found to mediate the relationship between community 

engagement and approval of non-coercive policing responses, but not approval of coercive 

policing responses. This indicates that one way that more intensive community engagement 

impacts on the propensity for officers to use non-coercive policing tactics is through the 

reduction in social distance from the community; that is, officers perceive less distance 

between their own identity and the identities of the communities they work within. There 

may be other pathways through which enhanced police-community engagement can impact 

on the propensity for officers to use coercive or non-coercive policing strategies, such as 

through increased accountability to the community (Smith & Holmes, 2014) or through 

increased citizen perceptions of trust and police legitimacy, which should increase citizen 

cooperation and compliance with police (Sunshine & Tyler, 2003; Tyler, 2004). These are 

fruitful areas for further research.    

8.2 Implications 

The following section will summarise the implications of the four studies comprising 

this thesis, both in terms of a theoretical understanding of the drivers of police use of force 

across communities, but also in terms of practical implications for policing policy and 

operational approaches.  

8.2.1 Theoretical implications 

The four studies that comprise this thesis collectively confirm findings from a 

considerable body of extant U.S. research on police use of force: community matters when 

trying to understand use of force by police. In addition to confirming meso-level 

(community) influences on police use of force, this study has also added to a much smaller 
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body of literature in finding that macro-level factors, namely the extent of COP being applied 

in a community, may also influence the frequency of police use force. While the 

overwhelming majority of research on police use of force has examined the influence of 

micro-level factors (e.g. citizen and officer characteristics and behaviours), the findings of 

this thesis confirm that these micro-level factors do not exist in isolation from the community 

and police agency ecologies that surround them, and in fact these ecologies are likely to drive 

significant variation in the presence of micro-level factors. 

A summary of the relationships between community characteristics, citizen resistance 

behaviours and risks, COP, social distance and police use of force behaviour that were found 

in this thesis are displayed in Figure 13 below. As noted, and as this figure displays, the 

findings of this thesis suggest that there are multiple influences on police use of force 

behaviours at the micro-, meso- and macro-level. In particular communities, the presence of 

high levels of violent crime, social disorganisation and disadvantage may create contexts in 

which police use of force is more likely. This is likely to be due to both tangible factors, 

where social conditions generate particular concentrations of offending and resistance 

behaviours and risks, and also due to intangible factors, such as officers’ perceived social 

distance from the community. However, the presence of policing responses such as COP in 

these communities appears to counter-act these effects, at least in part through a reduction in 

officers’ perceptions of social distance from the community, leading to increased use of non-

coercive tactics.  The following sections will discuss the theoretical implications of this thesis 

specifically in terms of the tangible and intangible impacts of community characteristics on 

police use of force and the influence of COP.  
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Figure 13: Relationships between community characteristics, citizen behaviours and 

risk factors, COP, social distance and police use of force, found in the studies in this 

thesis 

8.2.1.1 Tangible and intangible impacts of community characteristics on police use of 

force 

In the Australian policing jurisdiction that was the setting for this thesis, the results of 

Study 1 (Chapter 4) found that a number of community characteristics influenced the 

distribution of police use of force across communities, namely violent crime rates, social 

disorganisation and socio-economic disadvantage.  These findings provide support for 

ecological contamination theory and Black’s theory of law (1976), and suggest that 

community characteristics can have both tangible and intangible impacts on policing 

behaviour. Firstly, these characteristics represent tangible differences in social conditions that 

result in police dealing with particular types of citizens, offending behaviours and risks in 

different communities (Study 2, Chapter 5). As Study 2 found, the behaviours and risks that 

citizens present with in police use of force events vary significantly across community types, 

suggesting that police will be dealing with different concentrations of particular types of 

citizen social problems, offending behaviours and demeanours in different communities. This 

essentially means the landscape of risk, offending and disorder-related issues that police must 

respond to and navigate varies across communities, and may require different types of 
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policing responses that are targeted to those conditions. For example, in communities with 

higher concentrations of violent offenders, more frequent use of force by police may be 

required in order to contend with more active citizen resistance or higher levels of threat (e.g. 

the presence of weapons) that may exist in these communities.   

At a more intangible level, working in communities with higher levels of violent 

crime, social disorganisation or socio-economic disadvantage may produce particular types of 

cognitive landscapes or schemas that encompass what officers believe they can expect from 

citizens in those particular communities (Shjarback et al., 2018). As ecological contamination 

theory suggests, officers’ perceptions of individuals residing in high crime areas may be 

contaminated by their perceptions of those areas, such that all individuals living in those 

areas are imbued with criminogenic characteristics to some extent (Smith, 1986), and thus 

officers may respond differently to the same behaviour on the basis of where the individual is 

encountered. Shjarback et al. (2018) recently found (in the U.S.) that officers working in 

communities with higher levels of disadvantage and higher levels of violent crime were less 

likely to believe that citizens would be willing to cooperate with them. These beliefs about 

citizens’ propensity for offending and compliance or cooperation are likely to be generalised 

from actual policing experiences, with both offending behaviour and citizen behaviours 

toward police being found to vary significantly across communities (Mazerolle et al., 2010; 

Reisig et al., 2004; Sampson, Raudenbush, & Earls, 1997b; Shjarback & Katz, 2017), as was 

also found in Study 2.  However, when these kinds of generalised beliefs or schemas shortcut 

or replace a more thorough and accurate assessment of citizen behaviours, it creates a risk 

that police may apply coercive strategies pre-emptively and not commensurate with citizen 

resistance or threat, thus leading to unnecessary or excessive use of force.  

These heuristics or cognitive landscapes may form one component of a suite of 

coping mechanisms for police, who often work in threatening, unpredictable and emotionally 
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and cognitively demanding contexts (Holmes & Smith, 2018; Klinger, 1997; Shjarback et al., 

2018; Skolnick, 1994). Heuristics enable more efficient processing of incoming information 

and stimuli, however they can often also lead to misperceptions or miscalculations 

(Kahneman, 2011; Shjarback et al., 2018). The perception of social distance by officers (that 

is, the perception of distance or difference between an officers’ identity and the identity of the 

communities they work in) may also constitute a coping mechanism for officers, providing a 

way for police to create emotional and cognitive space or distance between themselves and 

their often-stressful working conditions.  

Study 4 (Chapter 7) found that officers working in high violent crime and more 

racially heterogeneous communities experienced higher levels of social distance from the 

community. Previous research suggests that the experience of social distance is likely to lead 

to reduced empathic concern, higher levels of socially disengaging emotions (such as anger 

and contempt) and lower levels of socially engaging emotions (such as compassion, gratitude 

or embarrassment), and a greater reliance on more abstract mental representations, such as 

stereotypes (Magee & Smith, 2013).  Social distance may to some degree be adaptive, 

enabling officers to disconnect emotionally from what may be confronting, disturbing or 

stressful encounters with citizens in disadvantaged and distressed areas. However, the 

combined flow on effects of social distance may also engender cognitive and emotional states 

in which officers more readily resort to force. The experience of social distance is likely to be 

an inherent feature of the asymmetric power relationship that exist between police and 

citizens (Magee & Smith, 2013). However, as found in Study 4, officers’ experience of social 

distance also appears to be exacerbated by the community conditions they are working 

within, in particular communities with high levels of violent crime or racial heterogeneity. It 

is perhaps not surprising that officers may identify less with communities in which there are 

higher concentrations of citizens contravening civil or legal behavioural norms, or where 
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community members have different cultural origins or practices. However, in these kinds of 

communities, officers’ expectations for affiliation or deference by citizens may also be 

particularly thwarted; citizens in these communities are likely to have lower levels of trust in 

police which may lead to greater avoidance of police, resistance or disrespectful posturing 

(Alpert et al., 2004; Holmes & Smith, 2018; Sykes & Clark, 1975; Tedeschi & Felson, 1994).  

This combination of higher levels of social distance (and associated cognitive and emotional 

states) and more frequent experience of citizen avoidance, disrespect or resistance 

encountered in high violent crime, marginalised or racially or ethnically heterogeneous 

communities, may create a more incendiary context, where officers more readily resort to 

coercion or violence in order to reassert their authority or status.   

8.2.1.2 Impacts of COP on police use of force 

One means of reducing social distance, and by association increasing the use of non-

coercive policing responses, may be through greater use of community engagement and 

consultation as embodied in COP approaches. Study 3 and Study 4 (Chapter 6 and Chapter 7) 

both found an association between community engagement and a reduced propensity for 

coercive policing (at the agency and officer level, respectively). Study 4 also determined that 

a reduction in social distance between police and the community was one pathway through 

which community engagement was associated with a greater propensity for non-coercive 

policing. Study 3 and 4 have added to the evidence base on COP, extending the scope of 

potential impacts of community policing beyond intangible outcomes such as increased trust 

in police, perceptions of police legitimacy, and satisfaction with police, to more tangible 

outcomes such as increases in the use of non-coercive policing responses. Study 3 also found 

that the effects of COP were limited to high violent crime communities, suggesting that 

future studies examining the impacts of policing approaches such as COP need to consider 

community contexts when examining impacts.  
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These findings provide a starting point for greater exploration of the relationship 

between COP and police coercion, including a better understanding of the types of 

communities that may benefit most from COP in terms of impact on police use of force, but 

also the additional pathways through which COP may lead to reductions in police use of 

force, such as through enhanced trust in police and perceptions of police legitimacy that leads 

to increased citizen compliance and cooperation (Sunshine & Tyler, 2003; Tyler, 2004), or 

through increased accountability to the community (Micucci & Gomme, 2005; Smith & 

Holmes, 2014). These findings also suggest that policing approaches may make a material 

difference to the use of coercive policing responses, at least in part through their effect on 

reducing officers’ perceptions of social distance. Hotspot and procedural justice are both 

popular contemporary policing paradigms whose impacts on the use of coercive or aggressive 

policing responses have been theorised (Kochel, 2011; Rosenbaum, 2006; Trinkner & Tyler, 

2016; Tyler, Goff, & MacCoun, 2015) but which remain relatively unexplored empirically, 

although a number of studies suggest that the use of procedural justice may reduce police 

reliance on coercive responses (Dai, Frank, & Sun, 2011; Rosenbaum & Lawrence, 2017). 

These policing approaches could be further explored in terms of their impact on officers’ 

perceptions of social distance and the subsequent impact on the use of coercive policing 

tactics or use of force behaviour.    

8.2.2 Practical implications 

There are a number of practical implications that arise from the findings of this thesis, 

including for police operational approaches and policy, and these are summarised in the 

following sections.  
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8.2.2.1 Additional support for officers working in high violent crime communities 

The findings that police use of force is concentrated in particular types of areas, and 

similarly that there is a level of concentration in the nature of citizen behavioural 

characteristics and threats, suggests that there may be risks in exposing officers to these types 

of conditions for long periods. The higher use of force in these areas may in part be a 

commensurate response to risk, though the collective findings of this thesis indicate that 

coercive police behaviour is driven by more than simply immediate physical threats. It is 

possible that repeated exposure to citizens displaying violent behaviour, assaults or attempted 

assaults on police, may sensitise officers to potential threats of violence, and increase 

expectations of violence in general in their encounters with citizens, leading to 

misperceptions or miscalculations of risk.  

Irrespective of the drivers of police use of force in these areas, there is likely to be 

benefit from the provision of additional support mechanisms for officers stationed in high 

crime, or very socially disorganised or socio-economically disadvantaged areas.  This 

additional support might take the form of training focussed on communication skills and de-

escalation techniques, more intensive supervision and debriefing of officers in these areas, 

particularly when they experience assaults, and potentially shorter rotational placements in 

these types of communities, which may reduce some of the impacts of repeated exposure to 

these conditions. These findings also have implications for the use of early intervention or 

warning systems that are designed to identify ‘problem prone’ officers, that is officers who 

are using force more frequently or attracting higher levels of citizen complaints of excessive 

force, who are then subjected to some form of remedial intervention (Lersch & Mieczkowski, 

2005; Prenzler, Porter, & Alpert, 2013; Smith & Holmes, 2014). To date, the evidence is not 

clear that these systems work in terms of reducing problematic use of force within agencies 

(Smith & Holmes, 2014), though some case studies have suggested early warning systems 
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may be one component of an effective response (Prenzler et al., 2013). However, the findings 

of this thesis suggest that officers stationed in high violent crime may be reacting to actual 

variations in citizen offending and resistance behaviours within their communities, as well as 

potentially over-reacting to these behaviours due to greater perceptions of social distance 

from the community, amongst other factors. This would suggest that interventions to deal 

with problematic levels of force within jurisdictions may need to be targeted to all officers 

working within those communities rather than simply officers who are selected as being the 

most problem prone. Additionally, the findings suggest that the thresholds for frequency of 

use of force may need to be calibrated according to the type of community that officers are 

working within, particularly with regard to the level of violent crime.  Pertinently, this thesis 

finds that there are likely to be benefits to both officers and communities from the 

employment of COP approaches in high violent crime communities, which is further 

discussed in the following section.  

8.2.2.2 Use of COP approaches 

A clear practical implication arising from Study 3 and Study 4, is the potential 

benefits that can arise if police agencies can adopt COP approaches, particularly in high 

violent crime communities. These studies indicate that, in addition to established impacts of 

COP, such as improved trust in police and increased perceptions of police legitimacy (Gill et 

al., 2014), COP also appears to reduce the propensity for coercive policing responses (Study 

3 and Study 4) and increase the propensity for non-coercive policing responses (Study 4).  

Noting that COP to date has not been found to impact on crime (Crowl, 2017; Gill et al., 

2014; Weisburd & Eck, 2004), COP could be most effectively delivered in high violent crime 

communities where it involves an explicit and concerted focus on problem-oriented 

strategies, something which has been found to effectively reduce violent crime (Braga et al., 

1999; Lum et al., 2011). COP has continued to evolve in recent years, with a number of new 
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forms of COP being established, such as reassurance policing (Hamilton-Smith et al., 2014; 

Innes, 2006) and place-based policing that focusses on building collective efficacy (Weisburd 

et al., 2015), with the latter policing approach designed to impact crime through its focus on 

increasing the ability of community members to influence anti-social behaviours in their 

community. The findings of this thesis suggest that a renewed focus on contemporary forms 

of COP, along with the development of associated resources such as clear definitions of 

critical components, officer training modules and frameworks for evaluation, could have 

wider benefits for policing jurisdictions internationally, particularly if these newer models of 

COP are also designed to effectively respond to crime issues in challenging communities.    

8.2.2.3 Reducing social distance between officers and the community 

Officer perceptions of social distance from the community, which appears to render a 

greater likelihood for police to use coercive policing responses, could be addressed through 

additional means aside from COP approaches, such as through recruitment or other forms of 

social engagement with the community. A recent U.S. study found that police agencies in the 

U.S. with a higher proportion of African American officers relative to the African American 

population in their jurisdiction, had significantly less excessive force complaints (Smith & 

Holmes, 2014). These findings indicate that there may be benefits from more proactive 

recruitment of officers from community groups that are currently under-represented in police 

agencies, such as from minority racial or ethnic groups. More generally, other forms of 

engagement with the community, such as through social or sporting events, or presence on 

other community forums or groups, may also act to reduce the perceived social distance 

between officers and the community, and thereby increase the propensity for non-coercive 

policing responses.  
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8.2.2.4 Use of partnerships to address social problems 

In addition to considering the policing approaches, it may be worth agencies also 

considering the value of broader public health or community interventions or partnerships in 

areas with higher levels of violent crime (including entertainment precincts) and social 

disorganisation. Study 2 indicated that some aspects of the concentration of police use of 

force across communities, may in part reflect the challenging social conditions that exist in 

these areas, which might contribute to increased threatening or violent behaviour by citizens, 

as well as a range of other social problems. A better understanding of the nature of the social 

problems that exist within police jurisdictions may assist agencies to identify partnerships or 

other community-level interventions that may assist in responding to concentrations of 

violent or disorderly behaviour by citizens, which may then also reduce the need for use of 

force by police (Shepherd & Sumner, 2017). While there are other agencies who may need to 

lead these community-level interventions, police agencies can take an active role in 

identifying these social problems and engaging or partnering with the relevant delivery 

agencies to co-design solutions. 

8.3 Limitations  

While this thesis has added to the evidence base on the drivers on police use of force 

across Australian communities, and more broadly added to the international evidence base on 

the impacts of COP, there are some limitations that should be acknowledged. First Study 1, 2 

and 3 focussed on only more serious police use of force events. This is a characteristic of the 

data that was used to measure force in these studies: police ‘use of force’ report forms. In the 

police jurisdiction under study in this thesis (QPS), use of force reports require completion 

when officers unholster, present or use a weapon, or if a citizen is injured. These reports do 

not cover instances when officers might use open hand or closed hand tactics, or restraint 

accoutrements, when there is no resultant citizen injury. Therefore, the results of Study 1, 2 
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and 3 have added significantly to the evidence base on drivers of events in which police use 

more serious forms of force. However, Study 4 used a broader definition of use of force, 

coercive and non-coercive policing responses. While the findings with regards to the impact 

of COP on police use of force were consistent across Study 3 and Study 4, despite the 

different definitions/measures used, further research is required to determine whether the 

broader findings of this thesis can be generalised to the use of less severe forms of police 

force.  

Additionally, these studies have all been undertaken in one state-based police 

jurisdiction in Australia. There are a number of strengths to this approach. The context of a 

state-based agency has enabled examination of the influence of community factors and 

policing approaches when policy and training factors are held constant. In addition, while 

these studies examined a state-based police agency, this agency covers a large and diverse 

geography and demography.  Clearly there are variations in the extent to which the police 

Districts and Divisions within this jurisdiction use COP approaches or engage in meaningful 

ways with community members, making it a fruitful context for considering the influence of 

COP. Despite these advantages, the use of a single state-based agency for this series of 

studies means that the broader generalisability of the findings to other jurisdictions requires 

further testing. Similarly, the communities for study 3 and 4 were sampled purposively, and 

further empirical examination of the impact of COP on police use of force in a more 

representative sample of communities is warranted.   

While Study 1 and 2 relied on largely administrative data, Study 3 and Study 4 also 

utilised data from online surveys of police agency personnel. The online survey of the OICs 

had a relatively high response rate (85%), however the online survey of officers had a 

relatively modest response rate (21%). This more modest response rate is likely to be partly a 

result of the use of an online modality, which has been found to result in lower response rates 
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amongst officers than in-person surveys, but also (on the positive side) to reduce the impact 

of social desirability bias on responding (Nix et al., 2017b), an important consideration in 

police use of force research. Additionally, low response rates have also been found to be a 

poor predictor of non-response bias (Nix et al., 2017b) and responses to the online survey 

were received from officers across 55 police Divisions, supporting the representativeness of 

the survey findings.  

The use of a cross-sectional methodology in the studies that comprise this thesis also 

creates some uncertainty about the direction of findings, in particular for the impact of COP 

or community engagement on coercive policing. It may be that community engagement is 

used less in communities where officers engage in more coercive policing simply because 

both are a manifestation of the policing philosophy or operating approach in that Division, or 

because a high frequency of violent encounters with citizens may make officers less willing 

to engage with the community in other contexts. The direction of this relationship requires 

further exploration through time series or quasi-experimental research designs.  

While the studies that comprise this thesis shed light on variations in the frequency 

and severity of police use of force across Australian communities, they are unable to provide 

insights specifically on the appropriateness of police use of force in the data examined, as the 

data extracted from the use of force report forms did not enable assessment of the degree to 

which force could be deemed excessive or inappropriate. As instances where excessive force 

has been perceived to be used by police have been very influential in eliciting public concern, 

more research is required to understand how these events are distributed spatially, and what 

strategies may reduce their frequency. However, as discussed in Chapter 2 of this thesis, there 

is likely to be a much greater scope and volume of police behaviours that may constitute 

excessive or unnecessary force in the eyes of the public, compared to those captured by 

excessive force complaints substantiated by agencies. Examining the frequency of police use 
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of force is a more inclusive measure of the incidence of police coercive behaviours, and more 

consistent with a contemporary policing ethos that officers should use the minimum level of 

force required to ensure public safety.  

8.4 Future research  

This thesis has identified a number of areas that warrant further research. Despite the 

advantages of using a broader scope of events in which police use force in the studies 

comprising this thesis, it is also important to examine the drivers of incidents of excessive use 

of force by police across communities. Incidents of excessive force more clearly indicate 

instances of police misconduct within the broader population of events in which police use 

force, and hence tend to elicit high levels of public concern. Therefore, understanding how 

these events are distributed across communities would address an issue of public interest and 

would assist in targeting appropriate preventative and ameliorative resources to police located 

in those communities. 

The citizen presentation typology identified in Study 2 essentially describes the nature 

of events in which police use serious force in an Australian policing jurisdiction. It is possible 

that police agencies in other jurisdictions, particularly internationally, may experience 

different types of citizen presentations and risk factors, or with different frequencies. It would 

be worth applying a similar methodology in other jurisdictions to understand how citizen 

behaviours in police use of force events might be best characterised, which could then inform 

police training and policy in those jurisdictions.  Differences across jurisdictions might also 

inform further preventative strategies that might lead to a reduction in police use of force in 

response to particular types of citizen presentations, where for example agencies are 

implementing particular strategies (e.g. training, partnerships or interventions) to more 

effectively and less violently resolve particular types of citizen encounters.  
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Study 3 found that COP was associated with lower rates of police use of force in high 

violent crime communities. This is a novel finding, and one that requires replication in a 

larger sample of communities and in other jurisdictions. In addition, while Study 4 found that 

social distance mediated the relationship between the extent of community engagement by 

officers and their approval of non-coercive policing responses, there are additional plausible 

pathways that may explain the relationship between COP or community engagement and 

coercive policing, which would be a fruitful area for further research. For example, officers in 

jurisdictions that apply COP approaches may have a higher level of perceived accountability 

to the community that may affect their use of coercive policing strategies, and this would be 

worthy of further empirical examination.  

8.5 Conclusions 

In conclusion, this thesis has found that community matters when it comes to police 

use of force. A number of characteristics of communities, such as violent crime, social 

disorganisation and socio-economic disadvantage, increase the frequency with which police 

use force. The influence of these community characteristics is likely to be driven by both 

tangible and intangible factors. In terms of tangible factors, these community conditions can 

drive concentrations of particular types of social problems, offending and disorderly 

behaviour, which may elicit more assertive or coercive policing responses.  However, these 

conditions can also give rise to intangible factors that can affect police behaviour beyond a 

simple commensurate response to the immediate physical threats that may exist in those 

communities. Officers’ perceptions of social distance is an intangible factor that is affected 

by community conditions and which is associated with the propensity to use non-coercive 

policing. COP approaches were found to be associated with lower frequency of use of force 

by police in high violent crime communities, and COP appears to have an effect on police use 

of force at least in part by reducing officers’ experience of social distance from the 
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community. Hence, COP is found to be a policing approach that can reduce police use of 

force in high violent crime communities, adding to a number of other benefits of COP such as 

increased trust in police, increased perceptions of police legitimacy and increased satisfaction 

with police.  
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