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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 shootings 
and “beatings” are atypical events. The majority of police–citizen encounters in which force is 
used involve resistance by the suspect and a minor physical force tactic.52 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. While the specifics of what occurred between 
the police officer that shot and killed 18-year-old Michael Brown in Ferguson, Missouri, remain 
uncertain, the shooting caused community outrage and riots. The use of lethal force against 
minorities, though rare, presents serious problems for law enforcement agencies. Whether this 
incident represented excessive use of force was investigated and presented to a grand jury. Officer 
Darren Wilson claimed Brown reached into his police car and attempted to take his gun. Wit-
nesses asserted Brown, after running away from the police officers, was shot while holding up his 
hands to surrender. Ultimately, the grand jury failed to issue an indictment against the officer.

Research studies suggest that some level of force is used in 8% to 10% of police–citizen 
encounters.53 Overall, higher levels of force are used when police are attempting to arrest sus-
pects who are actively resisting. The use of deadly force against a fleeing suspect was addressed 
in Tennessee v. Garner (1985). In the Garner decision the U.S. Supreme Court ruled that use of 
deadly force is appropriate in pursuit of a fleeing suspect only to prevent escape if probable 
cause exists to believe the suspect poses a significant threat that endangers the officer or others.

Unequivocally, research evidence shows that the majority of use-of-force incidents in-
volve grabbing, pushing, or shoving; weaponless tactics are employed in 80% of use-of-force 
situations.54 In Miami, 64% of use-of-force situations involved grabbing or holding the suspect,  

Figure 5.5  n  Situational, Tactical, and Perception Considerations in Use of Force
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The officer continuously assesses the situation and selects  the most reasonable 
option relative to those circumstances as perceived at that point in time.

Sources: Adapted from the Ottawa Police Service.




