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It has been suggested that use of
force by police officers is a rare
event, occurring in only one percent
(1%) of all police citizen encounters.
In 1991, this one percent of police
citizen encounters was responsible
for 2,558 civil suits and 122 criminal
charges across the country. One
hundred and fourteen (114)
responding agencies reported paying
$50 million in civil damages for
cases disposed of during that year
alone.

Even more important than the
potential liability these cases
represent for jurisdictions, is that the
mere fact of police misconduct
erodes the sense of justice in
communities and is detrimental to

the operation of a free and
democratic society.

A research report by the National
Institute of Justice based upon
victims' self-report data, suggests
that 500,000 people over the age of
twelve were subjected to force, or the
threat of force by law enforcement
officers in 1996. These individuals

reported being hit, held, pushed,
choked, threatened with a flashlight,

restrained by a police dog, threatened
or actually sprayed with chemical or
pepper spray, threatened with a gun,
or threatened with having some other
form of force used against them.

Bureau of Justice Statistics' reports
indicate that as of June 1997, local
police departments had
approximately 420,000 sworn
personnel and county Sheriff s
departments had approximately
175,000 sworn personnel. This totals
595,000 sworn personnel. Assuming
that these personnel were on duty
during 1996, this represents one
member of the community contronted
with force, or the threat of force, for
every 1.19 sworn police officers.

Preliminary findings trom a national
database compilation on use of force
by the International Association of
Chiefs of Police show that for those

police agencies which voluntarily
reported use of force incidents:
~ 87% involved officers using

physical force
~ 7% involved officers using

chemical force and

~ 5% involved officers using
firearms.

The Police Foundation, with funding
trom the Office of Community
Oriented Policing (U.S. Department
of Justice) conducted a national
survey of 925 randomly selected
police officers trom 121 police
departments. This survey examined
the attitudes of police officers in
regards to abuse of authority and its
possible relationship to increased
crime control efforts and to

community policing initiatives.

The most striking aspect of the
survey is the disconnect between
what the majority of the officers
indicated they believed, and what
was actually happening within their
own departments. For instance,
while 90% of the surveyed officers
stated that they believed it was
inappropriate to respond to verbal
abuse with physical force, only one
third of the officers said that this did

not happen in their departments.

It was originally believed that when
police departments racially mirrored
the communities they served, that
complaints of excessive use of force
would decline. That beliefhas proven
to be unfounded. Instead, research,




