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KEY FINDINGS

e Limited Evidence on Use of Force Policies: A
variety of policies seek to reduce police use of
force but limited data, a lack of transparency
with existing data, inconsistencies in
measurement and definitions, and irregular
implementation contribute to the lack of
clarity about the impact of these policies.
There is a clear need for more data as well as
research that can measure the causal effect
of narrowly defined policies.

e Black and Women Officers are Less Likely
to Use Force: Black officers (and to a lesser
degree, Latino officers) are significantly less
likely to stop, arrest, and use force against
civilians, especially Black civilians, relative
to White officers. Women officers are also
significantly less likely to arrest and use force
against civilians, and especially against Black
civilians, relative to men.

e Gun Control Policies Matter: Of all of the
policies considered, stricter firearm policies
had the most consistent relationship
with reduced use of force among police.
Additionally, the fact that many states and
localities have relatively lenient gun control
policies makes this an area with particularly
strong potential for impact on police use of
force rates.

e Evidence on Body Worn Cameras Suggest
Positive Impact: While early research on the
impact of body worn cameras pointed to an
inconsistent relationship with police use of
force, new evidence strongly suggests that
these policies can reduce police use of force
and civilian complaints when worn by officers
who do not have discretion over when the
cameras are turned on and off.

INTRODUCTION

The tragic killings of a number of unarmed Black individuals
by law enforcement officers, including Tamir Rice, George
Floyd, Philando Castile and Breonna Taylor, has brought the
racialized nature of law enforcement to the forefront of reform
efforts. Americans of every race and ethnicity are at risk of
police violence. More White Americans are killed by police
than people of color each year. However, Black Americans, in
particular, are disproportionately at risk. Police are more likely
to stop Black Americans than White Americans, to use higher
levels of force with Black Americans than White Americans,
and to kill Black Americans than White Americans.'

With approximately 1,000 individuals killed by police every
year in the United States,? the rate at which civilians die by the
hand of law enforcement is extremely high compared to other
democracies.’ Indeed, an analysis by the Guardian comparing
police shootings across several countries found that U.S.
police kill more people in days than other countries do in
years.* Yet how best to turn the tide on this national challenge
remains unclear. Due to inconsistent data and reporting
practices, as well as limited research, there is actually little
empirical evidence to tell us which of the commonly advocated
reforms are effective at reducing police use of force rates.
The goal of this report is to look at a number of the reforms
currently being discussed and/or implemented across the
country and identify the empirical evidence regarding their
effectiveness.

BACKGROUND

In this report, we focus on the reforms proposed in Campaign
Zero's “8 Can’t Wait” recommendations, some of the proposed
reforms included in the George Floyd Justice in Policing Act
of 2020 (HR 7120, passed by the House of Representatives

in June 2020, but stalled in the Senate), and some of those
included in the 2015 President’s Task Force on 21st Century
Policing.

The specific reforms to be addressed include: 1) De-escalation
training and/or requirements; 2} Developing and/or adhering
to a use of force continuum; 3] Restricting or banning
chokeholds and strangleholds; 4) Requiring officers to give
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verbal warnings before using deadly force; 5) Prohibiting
shooting at moving vehicles; 6) Requiring that all reasonable
alternatives be exhausted prior to the use of deadly force;

7) Implementing a duty to intervene if another officer is
misbehaving; 8) Requiring use of force incidents be reported;
9) Banning or restricting no-knock warrants; 10) Requiring the
use of body cameras; 11) Residency requirements; 12) Racial
diversification; 13) Implicit bias training; and 14) Limiting the
transfer of military equipment to law enforcement.

Additionally, we address the topic of gun control and evidence
of its impact. The United States is again unique among
advanced democracies in the extent to which civilians are
armed. This has an impact on law enforcement officers, who
approach nearly every encounter as a potential life or death
situation.

This literature has sought to identify and account for all
relevant research on each topic. We have weighted research
more heavily that relied on comparisons of levels of police

use of force within a particular area before and after the
implementation of a specific policy, with a particular emphasis
on randomized controlled trials. While there are many
important studies that compare rates of police use of force

in different departments or geographic areas, these studies
face a higher risk of conflating the effects of the policy with the
characteristics of the sites that opted to implement them.

REFORMS PROPOSED TO REDUCE POLICE USE
OF FORCE RATES

1. De-Escalation Training

De-Escalation training refers to a broad set of training
programs designed to de-escalate encounters between

the police and citizens so that less force is needed. Though
anecdotally popular, there is very limited evidence on whether
de-escalation training is effective at reducing use of force
rates among police. While observational data illustrates that
police departments that have required police to undergo de-
escalation training have fewer police killings than those that
have not, one cannot tell if this effect can be attributed to the
types of police departments that might require de-escalation
training.® The three studies that have sought to measure
causal relationships between de-escalation training and use
of force rates offer mixed results, with one finding a large and
significant impact® and the others finding little or none.” This
may be due, in part, to the lack of consistent definition of what
constitutes “de-escalation” as well as the lack of standard
protocol for what the trainings entail .®

2. Developing and/or adhering to a use of force continuum
Use of force continuums restrict the level and type of force
that may be used to meet various levels of resistance and are
widely used in police departments across the country.’ The

evidence, while not robust, suggests that more restrictive use
of force continuums (meaning there are more restrictions

on when police are allowed to use more severe forms of
force) are linked to less use of force. For example, restricting
taser use by putting it higher on a use of force continuum

is associated with a reduction in the frequency of taser use

- though there was no clear relationship with the overall
number of suspects injured.' Interestingly, however, the use
of force continuums associated with fewer fatal shootings
were actually less restrictive.”" A less restrictive use of force
continuum allows police officers to use more force in more
situations; this means that a continuum that allows for more
frequent taser use, for instance, ends up being associated with
fewer fatal shootings.

This suggests that while more restrictive use of force
continuums may reduce the frequency with which police
resort to tactics higher on a use of force continuum, such as
guns, they can also result in an increase in harmful, albeit less
lethal, forms of force that are lower on the continuum, such as
tasers or chokeholds. There is also some evidence suggesting
injuries to both subjects and officers decrease when force
incidents end quickly, suggesting that policies requiring
incremental increase (as is the case with more restrictive use
of force continuums) may not lead to harm reduction.'? These
findings suggest that making non-lethal forms of force more
accessible will likely decrease reliance on lethal tools, but may
increase the likelihood that harmful, albeit not typically lethal,
tools will be used in police encounters.

3. Restricting or banning chokeholds and strangleholds

Law enforcement officers sometimes use chokeholds and
strangleholds to gain control of suspects. These holds restrict
the airway by applying pressure to the windpipe making it
hard to breathe, and strangleholds temporarily cut off blood
flow to the brain, rendering a subject unconscious.' Such
restraints can go wrong, however, as was the case when
police restrained Eric Garner by restricting his airway, which
ultimately led to his death in 2014.

Jurisdictions that ban chokeholds and strangleholds have

22% fewer police killings per capita than those that do not.™
However, this may be because places that ban chokeholds and
strangleholds are simply less likely to use force of any kind. It
is unclear whether bans on chokeholds and strangleholds lead
to lower rates of police use of force.

4. Requiring officers to give verbal warnings before using
deadly force

Most departments require officers to give verbal warnings,
when possible, before using deadly force. However only half of
these encourage or require verbal warnings before using non-
lethal force - situations that often result in citizen injuries.™
While departments that require verbal warnings before
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shooting experience 5% fewer police killings per capita than
those that do not, we did not find any research that assessed
the causal effect of policies requiring verbal warnings on
police use of force (lethal or non-lethal).'

5. Prohibiting shooting at moving vehicles

Hitting a target in a moving vehicle is not only difficult, but
missed shots can hit innocent passengers or bystanders."”
Moreover, cars whose drivers have been hit may become

out of control, posing additional threats. While some larger
departments prohibit officers from shooting at people

in moving vehicles, many other departments do not.’®
Observational evidence suggests that such restrictions likely
matter; police departments that restrict shooting at moving
vehicles have fewer policing killings per capita than those
that do not."” Additionally, studies of departments prior to and
after the implementation of such restrictions (albeit as part
of a larger set of reforms) also provide evidence that they
reduce police shootings, reduce racial disparities in police
shootings, and do not increase officer injuries or death.? This
offers suggestive support for these policies. However, there
is very little research that explicitly analyzes the effects of this
policy alone. More research is needed to determine the causal
impact of moving vehicle policies on police use of force.

6. Requiring that all reasonable alternatives be exhausted
prior to the use of deadly force

Most departments in the United States do not require officers
to attempt to use non-lethal force (or avoid force) before
resorting to lethal force. The 2020 George Floyd Justice in
Policing Act would require federal officers to use deadly force
against a person only as a last resort in order to prevent
imminent and serious bodily injury or death. While there are
no studies comparing outcomes within the same officers

or departments prior to and after the implementation of
such requirements, an analysis of cities where officers were
required to exhaust all other means before shooting offers
suggestive evidence. Departments with the requirement

had 25% fewer police killings per capita than those that

had no such requirement.?’ Additional research needs to be
conducted to determine the causal impact of these policies on
police use of force.

7. Implementing a duty to intervene if another officer is
misbehaving

While virtually all police departments expect officers to

take action to try to stop misconduct by their colleagues,?

it generally has not been explicitly mandated until recently.
Police departments that have a duty to intervene policy

in place had 9% fewer police killings per capita than
departments without those policies.?® There is some evidence
that training officers on how to respectfully and effectively
intervene when they believe their colleagues may be

about to engage in dangerous, unwanted, or inappropriate
behavior also reduces citizen complaints and increases
officers confidence in their ability to intervene with peers
and supervisors.?* However, there is currently no evidence
assessing a causal relationship between duty to intervene
policies or training programs and policing behavior.

8. Requiring use of firearm incidents be reported

Most law enforcement agencies do officially require
documentation of discharged firearms, though as of 2013,
fewer than half required that officers file a report when they
point their guns but do not shoot.?® An analysis comparing
departments that do and do not have policies that require
police officers to report when they point their weapon at a
civilian, discharge a weapon, or use any form of physical force,
found them to be associated with a 25% reduction in police
killings per capita.? A more empirically rigorous analysis,
albeit not a causal assessment, also offers evidence that
policies requiring a written report for instances in which an
officer points his/her firearm at a civilian had significantly
lower rates of gun deaths by officers than those without such
a policy.? Equally notable, departments with these policies did
not have higher rates of gun deaths among police officers than
those that did not. Additional research needs to be conducted
to determine the causal impact of these policies on police use
of force.

9. Banning or restricting no-knock warrants

No-knock searches, whereby law enforcement is allowed to
enter a residence without first announcing themselves, were
first authorized by Congress in 1970, on the grounds that they
decreased danger by giving police the element of surprise and
limited the ability of suspects to destroy evidence. However,
police raids have not been found to reduce crime rates.?
Despite their original intent, no-knock and quick-knock raids
on private residences are inherently dangerous as they are

in direct conflict with the “castle doctrine” and “stand your
ground” laws that allow citizens to protect themselves from
intruders. With this in mind, there is also evidence that

police departments that had implemented bans on no-knock
warrants were associated with a lower likelihood of police
killing people, relative to police departments that did not have
these bans.?” Again, additional research needs to be conducted
to determine the causal impact of these policies on police use
of force within a given area.

10. Requiring the use of body cameras

Theorized to have a deterrent effect on officer misconduct,
disrespect, and excessive use of force, as well as to aid in
training, transparency, and accountability, the use of body-
worn cameras (BWCs) has been widely adopted by law
enforcement agencies across the United States. While early
research indicated BWCs reduced the use of force by officers,



I GENTER FOR RACIAL JUSTICE

M POVERTY SOLUTIONS

more recent findings have been mixed.*® Specifically, a
review of six empirically rigorous (experimental and quasi-
experimental] studies indicate that officers wearing cameras
use force less than officers not wearing them, but eight other
similar studies show no statistically significant differences
and one shows mixed effects.’’ That said, one recent study
that employed a particularly robust experimental design in
Brazil not only showed a large negative effect of BWCs on the
likelihood of police use of force, but also offered compelling
evidence that studies showing null or conflicting findings
tended to have significant methodological flaws.*

When looking at the relationship between BWCs and citizen
complaints against the police, the evidence is much stronger
(although police are still significantly more likely to use more
respectful language in interactions with White individuals than
Black individuals, even when wearing BWCs).*® At least 14
studies find that officers wearing BWCs receive fewer reported
complaints than do those not wearing them, while just six find
non-significant or unclear results.*

OFFICER DISCRETION IN WHEN

THE CAMERA IS TURNED ON ALSO
APPEARED TO PLAY AN IMPORTANT
ROLE IN USE OF FORCE RATES,
WITH OFFICERS WHO COULD
CHOOSE WHEN TO TURN IT ON
MORE LIKELY TO USE FORCE THAN
THOSE WHO COULD NOT.*

The lack of data on levels of officer discretion may have been a
factor in the mixed results and should be considered in future
work. Taken together, recent research on BWCs has offered
promising results that they may in fact reduce rates of police
use of force. Additional research that replicates and validates
the most recent findings in the U.S. will strengthen the
inferences that can be drawn from this body of evidence.

11. Residency requirements

The popularity of requiring public employees to live in the
municipalities they serve has waxed and waned over the
years, having been viewed variously as a booster for the local
economy, an infringement on freedom, a way to foster a
stake in the community, and a barrier to attracting qualified
workers. Analyses comparing evaluations of police that do
and do not face residency requirements suggest the effects
of such requirements are mixed, at best.* Characteristics of
the community and police department, including the local
unemployment rate, violent crime rate, use of force policies,
and the size of the police department, appear to matter far
more than residency requirements.

12. Diversifying law enforcement

Increasing the racial diversity of police departments, and
creating departments more representative of the communities
they serve, is a commonly proposed police reform. Earlier
research exploring the relationship between the racial
composition of police departments and police behavior did not
find strong evidence to support diversification as an effective
means of reducing use of force or misconduct.’” However,
more recent work has highlighted that officers who are not
White tend to receive vastly different patrol assignments

than White officers, which can impact officer behavior. A few
recent studies account for these differences by analyzing
officers working in comparable places and times. They find
that Black officers (and to a lesser degree, Latino officers) are
significantly less likely to stop, arrest, and use force against
civilians, especially Black civilians, relative to White officers.®®
These lower use of force rates among non-White officers,
relative to White officers, appear to be driven by reduced
discretionary stops and arrests for petty crimes, including
drug offenses, which have long been thought to fuel mass
incarceration.* Importantly, because White officers have been
less responsive to Black crime victims relative to White crime
victims, police departments that employ affirmative action
plans to increase the number of non-White officers have also
seen reduced rates of crime victimization among Black and
other non-White civilians.?

New evidence suggests the ethnoracial identity of police
leadership matters as well.

RATES OF FATAL SHOOTINGS BY
OFFICERS ARE ALMOST 50% HIGHER
IN CITIES WITH POLICE FORCES LED
BY WHITE POLICE CHIEFS THAN

IN CITIES WITH BLACK POLICE
CHIEFS.*

These differences remain strong even when accounting for
city characteristics, suggesting that the race of those in the
highest position of authority may have a powerful effect on the
culture of a police department and its resulting behavior.

While this new body of research reflects a shift in our
understanding of the relationship between the racial
composition of police departments and police behavior,
studies have consistently shown that women officers were
significantly less likely to arrest and use force than officers
who are men, particularly when interacting with Black
civilians.® 43

While these findings offer compelling evidence that women
and non-White, and especially Black, officers are less
likely to use force on civilians than White officers, this may
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not necessarily hold for future cohorts of hired officers or
leadership, particularly given recent challenges to hiring and
retaining officers.* In turn, it is not clear that efforts to recruit
more women and non-White officers will necessarily reduce
use of force rates in the future.

13. Implicit bias training

A number of highly publicized police killings of unarmed Black
individuals renewed interest in the issue of police bias, explicit
and implicit. These killings were consistent with evidence that
police officers more quickly perceive (and mis-perceive) Black
suspects as carrying weapons than White suspects.” Police
departments across the country have consequently begun
incorporating implicit bias training of various types for their
officers. While analyses of the impact of implicit bias trainings
point to some evidence of attitudinal change among officers,
there is little evidence it translates into changes in behavior.*

14. Limiting the transfer of military equipment to law
enforcement

Militarization of the police refers to the adoption by law
enforcement agencies, even in smaller cities and towns, of
military-style tactics and equipment. One of the main ways
police departments receive military-style apparatus is through
the Federal 1033 program, whereby the U.S. Department

of Defense donates excess equipment to law enforcement
agencies. Many police defend the program, arguing that it
saves lives. Critics counter that the equipment fosters a
military mindset and encourages officers to act like “warriors”
rather than “guardians.” Existing data exploring whether

a police department’s acquisition of military equipment
affects rates of police use of force is mixed.”” Importantly,
however, the research that points to positive and significant
relationships between 1033 acquisition and fatal shootings

by police officers suggests it is not necessarily the use of

the military equipment that leads to increased use of force,
but the effects they have on the psychology and culture of
departments.*®

15. Strengthening gun control policies

One intuitive explanation for why U.S. law enforcement officers
shoot more peoplethan law enforcement in other countries

is that they are afraid the people they interact with may be
armed and use lethal force against them.*” According to David
Kennedy, a criminologist at John Jay College, American police
officers need to be conscious of, and in fact are trained to be
conscious of, the fact that “literally every single person they
come in contact with may be carrying a firearm.”*® The theory
is that this in turn affects behavior.”

This line of thinking is consistent with evidence that lower
levels of gun ownership (on both a state and local level] are
associated with lower levels of police shootings.®? In fact, the
rate of fatal police shootings in the 10 states with the highest

rate of gun ownership was estimated to be 3.6 times greater
than the rate of fatal police shootings in the five states with the
lowest rates of gun ownership.%

Others argue it is not mere gun prevalence, but gun control
legislation that is associated with fewer police shootings. To
this point, states with the strongest firearm laws (those in the
top quartile of overall legislative strength) have a 51% lower
incidence rate of fatal police shootings than do states in the
lowest quartile.5* Even after controlling for gun prevalence,
firearms regulations are associated with significantly reduced
numbers of fatal police shootings.

It is important to note, however, that states and localities that
implement stricter gun regulations may simply be different
than those with weaker gun regulations. For example, safer
states may be more likely to implement restrictive gun

laws. To address this possibility, some research looks at
changes in the rates of police shootings before and after
changes are made to state gun regulations. Those findings
confirm that stricter firearms regulations are associated with
significantly lower numbers of fatal police shooting cases.®
Specifically, a one-point increase in the strength of the gun
owner accountability laws is associated with a decrease in
fatal police shootings of 3.7%. Another study considers the
effect of adopting a permitless concealed carry weapon law,
or the impact of removing the permit requirement to carry a
concealed weapon, on the rates of police shooting and finds a
similar pattern of results. On average,

STATES THAT REMOVED THE
PERMIT REQUIREMENT FOR
CARRYING A CONCEALED WEAPON
SAW A 12.9% INCREASE IN THE
RATE OF OFFICER INVOLVED
VICTIMIZATIONS OR AN ADDITIONAL
FOUR OFFICER VICTIMIZATIONS
PER YEAR, COMPARED TO
ESTIMATES OF WHAT WOULD HAVE
HAPPENED HAD THE LAW NOT BEEN
ADOPTED.>

CONCLUSIONS

While all can agree that excessive use of force by law
enforcement is problematic, how best to deal with it is unclear.
A number of reforms have been proposed and/or promoted

by, for example, the 2015 Presidential Task Force, the 2020
Justice in Policing Act, and Campaign Zero’s 8 Can’t Wait
effort. However, due to poor data and a lack of research,

there remains little empirical evidence to tell us which of the
commonly advocated reforms are effective.
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This report addresses 14 reforms. It does not address several
others that are also being widely discussed, such as changes

to qualified immunity; limiting the number of hours officers

can work to reduce officer fatigue; external and/or civilian
oversight; alternatives to the police for dealing with issues

like homelessness, mental health, and substance abuse; early
intervention systems and/or tracking of misconduct to weed

out officers likely to misuse their position; officer recruitment
and retention initiatives to reduce staffing shortages; and better
pre-hire screening of potential officers.

A number of the included studies point out that many of the
proposed reforms (chokehold bans, verbal warnings, exhaust
reasonable alternatives, report firearm incident, and duty to
intervene) are correlated with fewer police killings. This is an
important signal in understanding the institutional factors that
may be contributing to higher use of force rates. However, it
is unclear whether it is the policy that drives the reduction in
police use of force, or whether it is the culture and context of
the police and the community they serve that lead to fewer
police killings. Speaking to this latter point, a sheriff from
Washtenaw County in Michigan, Jerry Clayton, said in an
interview that:

“We [Clayton’s administration) have been on a 10-year
jJourney of changing the culture of the Sheriff's office. And
we re not doing that by legislating behavioral changes
through policy. Policy’s important. But we are committed to
changing our organizational culture by changing our beliefs
about why we exist, what our purpose is. Washtenaw County
is a unique and special place in the sense that it has made

a large commitment to building an inclusive and supportive
community. And that'’s why it's an ideal place for us to create
a model that can be used elsewhere.™’

Here, Clayton argued that while policy mattered, it is cultural
level influences that may determine how police officers perform
their jobs, how policies and reforms are implemented, and
therefore, how they affect individuals who come into contact
with police officers. Some might even argue that it is because of
the relationship between the racial and gender composition of
a police department and the culture of that police department,
that the racial and gender composition of a police department
has the effect that it does. Put differently, one’s social identities
- especially racialized and gendered identities - often affect an
individual's lived experiences and patterns of socialization, and
those experiences and patterns of socialization shape how they
view and interact with others.

Questions of institutional culture and diversity are also
important in considering gun regulations. The public’s level of
access to arms is strongly and consistently associated with use
of force rates, and particularly fatal police shootings.*® While
conversations around gun regulations are typically debated in

the context of mass shootings in schools, movie theaters and
other public venues, this research highlights that gun regulation
is equally relevant to conversations around police shootings.

The relationship between more gun regulations and lower rates
of police shootings is a strong argument for more restrictive
gun policies. However, we worry that it would paint an overly
simplistic picture and ignore important racial considerations in
any reforms to gun policy if we didn't mention racial disparities
in legal access to arms/ the right to self protection. US policing
and gun rights policies have been structured and employed

in such a way that Black homes are both less protected by

the police and can do less to protect themselves.” That is
something that must be acknowledged in both policing and gun
rights policies moving forward.

Finally, this analysis points to the paucity of research exploring
the causal relationship between many of the proposed police
reform policies and police behavior. This is due to two distinct
challenges. First, and as noted throughout this brief, there
are very few studies that isolate the causal effect of specific
policies. This research is often difficult and costly to conduct.
However, additional research that can better isolate the
effects of clearly defined policies in specific contexts (e.g.
through panel studies and/or experimental designs) could be
particularly valuable in efforts to determine if we should be
investing into reforming the culture of policing institutions or
policing policies

Equally important, very few police departments or other law
and order agencies release or even collect data on their work.
The data that do exist are often partial, not standardized, and
based on varying definitions. Most criminal justice data systems
were developed with a case management approach and require
significant cleaning and analysis before the data can be studied.
Since the baseline data are so poor, any data on reform will
also be poor. Increased transparency and accountability are
necessary to understanding the effectiveness of any reform.

Efforts to reduce the rate at which police use force against
Americans are complex and dependent on many factors.

There is strong evidence that policies that lead to police forces
that are more diverse in terms of their racial and gender
composition will also lead to lower rates of police using force.
However, that type of shift tends to take a long time to achieve.
Existing research also strongly suggests that policies that
reduce the rate of gun ownership will lead to lower rates of
police using force. Of course, that type of change is beyond the
scope of many police departments” authority. At this juncture,
the well-designed implementation of body worn cameras offers
the most promise for reforms that police departments can
implement relatively quickly to reduce police use of force rates.
As police departments across the country commit to collecting
and sharing more data about their operations, and more
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researchers invest into robust analyses of the effectiveness of
different policies, we hope to better understand how we can
improve public safety for all Americans.
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