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This continuum reflects an understanding of the escalation of force that is 
authorized, typically moving from verbal commands to placing hands on a 
suspect to unarmed self-defense to use of baton, pepper spray, tear gas, or 
Taser, and finally the use of a firearm. Police are typically taught that they 
may use one level of force above the suspect’s, so that if the suspect strikes 
an officer with his or her fist, the officer may use the baton. In addition, 
police officers are taught that they do not necessarily have to go through 
each step. For example, if the suspect has a knife, deadly force would be 
authorized. At the highest level, a police officer is authorized to use deadly 
force when the officer faces a situation in which his or her life or the life 
of a citizen is in danger. Although many people believe that the police in 
the United States often use deadly force, it appears to be employed only 
rarely.36

The other side of the equation—the number of people who assault, 
injure, and kill police officers—is perhaps more prevalent. In the 10-year 
period 2003–2013, the number of police officers assaulted averaged 
57,892 per year, with 15,483 being injured in these assaults. Suspects use 
guns, knives, automobiles, and the like in these assaults. Sadly, on average, 
154 police officers lose their lives each year in the line of duty. The real-
ity, however, is that not all police officers lose their lives in deadly force 
encounters. Many die from such things as accidental falls, heart attacks, 
and automobile accidents.
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