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reasonably ensure suspect compliance with an appropriate response.54 Figure 5.4 illustrates 
the many elements that play a part in decisions related to the use of force.

Early work examining police–citizen encounters by researcher David Bayley during an 
observational study in Denver, Colorado, targeted domestic disturbances and traffic stops.55 
Bayley discovered that officers’ tactical choices change during the course of an encounter 
according to three stages: contact (beginning), processing (middle), and exit (end). In his 
study, officers used force in 5% of all initial contact in domestic disturbance calls, with 
verbal orders and threats being used 10% of the time. Physical force was used about 8% of 
the time during the processing stage. Research also shows that the type of call for service is 
related to the use of force and that domestic violence and robbery generally pose a greater 
risk to the responding officer and increases the probability of subsequent use of force.56

In the majority of law enforcement agencies, use-of-force incidents involve weaponless 
tactics and reasonable actions on the part of officers. It is the rare incident of “excessive” or 
“lethal” force, however, that captures the attention of the media and public. Lethal shoot-
ings and “beatings” are atypical events. The majority of police–citizen encounters in which 
force is used involve resistance by suspects and minor physical force tactics.57 Nationally, 
research shows that use of force is involved in a small percentage of overall police–public 
interactions, despite what is frequently shown in the media. Recent police shootings that 
have captured media headlines often fail to reflect what really occurred during the incident. 
The police officer Darren Wilson shot and killed 18-year-old Michael Brown in Ferguson, 
Missouri. This incident led to community outrage and riots. The use of lethal force against 

Source: Adapted from the Ottawa Police Service.

Figure 5.4  n  Situational, Tactical, and Perception Considerations in Use of Force

Perception

Tactical considerations

Physical control

Com
m

unication

H
ard S

of
t

Assess

A
ct

Plan

Serious
bodily harm

or death

Assaultive

Active
resistant

Cooperative

SITUATION
Passive
resistant

Officer presenceLethal force

Interm
ediate w

eapons

The officer continuously assesses the situation and selects the most reasonable option relative to 
those circumstances as perceived at that point in time.


