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Abstract

This article examines police officers’ perceptions and tolerance of abuse of force. Data were collected from 3,230 sworn
personnel in thirty American departments. Officers rated the seriousness of an excessive force violation, their support for
discipline, and their willingness to report such misconduct. Novice officers, highly experienced veterans, and supervisory

personnel were more likely than officers with moderate levels of experience to view excessive force as serious and worthy of
more severe discipline. Officers in these groups also indicated greater willingness to report such incidents.
D 2005 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

Introduction

The central feature of the police role is its state-mandated

authority and the capacity to overcome resistance to that
authority through the use of force (Bittner, 1995). Law
enforcement officers are nonetheless expected to employ

force only as a last resort and only as necessary or
reasonable under the circumstances (MacDonald, Manz,
Alpert, & Dunham, 2003). Excessive force occurs when

officers use a greater degree of force than is necessary to
counter a suspect’s resistance (Crank & Caldero, 2000).
Furthermore, whether or not a certain level of force is
necessary in a particular situation is frequently a matter of

opinion. It involves conflicting perceptions of whether some
people are resisting arrest, or whether they pose a threat to
the safety of the officer (Klockars, 1995). Using force that is

unnecessary, unreasonable, and excessive amounts to
brutality, an abuse of power that is considered very serious,

especially where the consequences involve the injury or
death of civilians (Fridell & Pate, 1997).

Police use of force is a statistically rare event (Adams,

1999; Friedrich, 1980), with most occurrences involving
various low-level behaviors such as grabbing or holding
(Bayley & Garofalo, 1989; Garner, Buchanan, Schade, &

Hepburn, 1996; Pate & Fridell, 1993). A recent study found
that police used some kind of force in less than 1 percent of
all encounters with citizens (Langan, Greenfeld, Smith,

Durose, & Levin, 2001). Some other studies also found that
officers used force in about 1 percent of all interactions.
Nearly two-thirds of all uses of force are justified, given the
circumstances, and one-third is unjustified or excessive.

Therefore, police use excessive force in an estimated one-
third of 1 percent of all public encounters (Adams, 1995;
Reiss, 1971).

Incidents involving the excessive use of force by police
are often a response to the actual or probable violence of
civilians subjected to interventions (e.g., stops, searches,

interrogations) that are bunexpected, unreasonable, and
arbitraryQ (Toch, 1969). Two other violence-eliciting factors
include engaging (or being suspected of engaging) in
criminal conduct and defiance of police authority (Che-

vigny, 1995; Reiss, 1968; Toch, 1985; Van Maanen, 1995;
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Westley, 1970). Crime suspects’ defiant attitudes to police
officers and their authority comprises bcontempt-of-cop,Q
examples of which include directing profanity at an officer

and fleeing after being stopped for questioning. For some
officers, a verbal affront is no different from a physical
attack in that verbal defiance can lead to a loss of control,
which in turn increases the risk of danger. To maintain or

regain control of a situation, some officers may resort to
force (Barkan & Bryjak, 2004).

Use of excessive force is problematic for several reasons.

First, citizens in a free and democratic society have the right
to be free of unjust and unwarranted government intrusion
and restriction (Kappeler, Sluder, & Alpert, 1998). Not only

does use of excessive force undermine the sanctity of
citizenship, but it also represents a serious public safety
hazard because it engenders fear in its victims, as well as

increases their risk of injury or death (Bayley, 1995). For
police, using force to reduce danger often has the opposite
effect as both the violent officers and their nonviolent
colleagues are identified with brutality, loathed, and targeted

for resistance and retaliation (Kraska & Kappeler, 1988).
Second, many members of racial minority groups hold

the perception of excessive force (Alpert & Fridell, 1992;

Bayley & Mendelsohn, 1969; Chevigny, 1995, p. 45;
Lersch, 1998; Worden, 1995). Holmes (2000) found that
in some of the nation’s largest cities, Blacks and Latinos

were more likely to file civil rights complaints alleging
brutality than were Whites. Excessive force reinforces
political, economic, and cultural arrangements that disad-
vantage segments of the citizenry whom police view as

potential threats to order and civility, but who nonetheless
are among society’s most vulnerable (Walker & Katz, 2005).
Unlawful violence creates and exacerbates troubled relations

with society’s impoverished and minorities both by provid-
ing them with unequal justice and protection under the law
and by disproportionately targeting them for abuse (Harring

& Ray, 1999).
Third, police brutality is a problem of bpolitical

legitimacyQ as the perception that the police are lawless

can lead to an overall lack of public respect for
government and rule of law (Bayley, 1995, p. 276; Marx,
1992). Real or perceived police misconduct reduces the
likelihood that citizens will report criminal activity, provide

information to authorities, and testify in court (Decker,
1981). Furthermore, excessive force and the lying, report
falsification, and the perjury to which it gives rise, spur

juries to distrust police on the witness stand and encourage
courts to overturn convictions upon appeal. Each of these
factors hampers the ability of police to solve crimes, to

construct winnable cases, and to control crime effectively
(Walker & Katz, 2005, pp. 443–444).

Fourth, police administrators are compromised in their
ability to serve as role models and in their capacity to

administer discipline (Chevigny, 1995, p. 41; Sherman,
1974). Since command personnel routinely rise from
within their agency’s lower ranks, their past indiscretions

are often common knowledge. To avoid being labeled
hypocrites, command personnel are encouraged to be less
strident in rooting out and curtailing the use of excessive

force (Reiss, 1971, p. 162). This avoidance strategy often
represents the course of least resistance in that proof of
guilt in excessive force cases is not easily established.
Furthermore, efforts to investigate and prosecute officers

are not conducive to harmonious working relations within
the force (Goldstein, 1975). For these reasons, corrective
actions are most likely initiated only in cases where the

incident is egregious, evidence is highly compelling, and
the case is widely publicized. The low visibility of police
work facilitates a wide range of police misconduct,

including the occasional use of excessive force (Brown,
1981; Ericson, 1981). Time, place, and persons present
influence the visibility of the incidents to which police

respond. Much police work is undertaken out of sight of
supervisors and civilian observers with officers and
suspects the only ones present late at night in high crime
urban neighborhoods (Goldstein, 1960).

Finally, the monetary costs of litigation involving cases
of police brutality and other forms of misconduct are far
from trivial (del Carmen, 1991). It is not unusual for police

civil liability cases to result in a six or seven figure award
against a city. In a study of federal court cases between 1978
and 1990, it was found that the average award handed down

against a police defendant was over $134,000 (Kappeler, del
Carmen, & Kappeler, 1993). Furthermore, a recent National
Institute of Municipal Law Enforcement Officers survey of
215 municipalities found almost four and a half billion

dollars in pending liability suits (Kappeler, 1997). In 1995,
New York City paid thirty-two million dollars in brutality
suits, a figure more than double that of 1990 (Gaines,

Kuane, & Miller, 2000). In the late 1980s, the Los Angeles
Police Department (LAPD) faced approximately three
hundred excessive force suits that cost the city in excess

of twenty million dollars. Detroit paid out twenty million
dollars in 1990 (Skolnick & Fyfe, 1993). These estimates
are conservative in that they omit costs of legal staff and

trials and disregard the escalating insurance rates and
increased taxes required to cover the bills (Walker & Katz,
2005, p. 493).

This article investigates several dimensions of police

officers’ support for the use of excessive force and explores
the degree to which officers view such conduct as a serious
breach of departmental norms and regulations. It examines

the type of discipline advocated in response to such a
transgression, as is the extent to which officers are willing to
report the use of excessive force by their colleagues.

Differences between line officers and supervisory personnel
are also explored. In developing hypotheses and subsequent
analyses, the nature and impact of police subcultures for
both rank and file and management members are discussed.

The article concludes with an examination of the implica-
tions for policies aimed at improving police practice by
reducing the use of excessive force.
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The subculture of policing

Understanding the distinctive values and perceptions that

are shared by the police subculture is central to understand-
ing police violence, its breadth, and its persistence (Brandl,
Stroshine, & Frank, 2001; Herzog, 2000; Skolnick & Fyfe,
1993, p. 7). The police possess a bworking personalityQ
(Skolnick, 1994) as a result of their socialization into the
police subculture. Police develop shared values that
influence their view of human behavior and their role in

society. The police subculture is characterized by suspi-
ciousness, cynicism, clannishness, secrecy, and isolation
from others in society (Brown, 1981, p. 82; Crank, 1998;

Niederhoffer, 1967; Regoli, Culbertson, Crank, & Powell,
1990; Rubinstein, 1973; Sherman, 1974, p. 196; Sparrow,
Moore, & Kennedy, 1992; Waddington, 1999).

According to Skolnick (1994, p. 43), the police officer’s
working personality forms in response to two major
elements associated with police work. There is the constant
exposure to danger and the need to use force and authority

to reduce and control threatening situations. As a result,
police become suspicious of the public they serve and
defensive about the actions of their fellow officers. Police

officers on the street see themselves working in a hostile
environment comprised of people who are ill mannered,
unpredictable, unkempt, pugnacious, threatening, and po-

tentially deadly. Their world, in short, is one fraught with
the ever-present potential for danger (Crank, 1998, p. 123;
Herbert, 1998; Manning, 1980; Reiner, 1992; Skolnick &
Fyfe, 1993, p. 241).

These personality traits develop in officers as a result of
socialization and experience on the police force itself,
wherein initiates learn the subculture from veterans in both

formal and informal contexts (Broderick, 1977; Crank,
1998, p. 166; Niederhoffer, 1967, p. 43; Van Maanen,
1973). Beginning in the academy and spilling over onto the

street, instructors and field training officers formally
inculcate in young and malleable recruits, skills that are
associated with self defense, criminal apprehension, weapon

use, driving tactics, and criminal law (Bahn, 1984; Bayley,
1976; Cohen & Feldberg, 1991; Kraska & Paulsen, 1997).
These formal lessons continually emphasize, as the central
aspects of police life, danger as well as the centrality and

utility of coercive power in the control of crime (Crank,
1998, pp. 123–124; Van Maanen, 1973, p. 411).

There are some key variations in the police subculture,

especially based on age and rank. Ferdinand (1980) found
that among the rank and file working the streets, those most
integrated into the police subculture were comparatively

young officers in mid-career. Less integrated were cadets
just embarking on their careers and older officers nearing
retirement. Once involved in policing as a full-fledged
officer, police tend to associate heavily with one another and

to experience less contact with those outside their ranks.
This tendency diminishes after officers reach the age of
forty.

Furthermore, Reuss-Ianni (1983) observed that police
officers on the street tended to develop a different view of
their job from that of their managers. Her research found

two distinct subcultures within the same police organization,
namely a bstreet cop cultureQ and a bmanagement cop
subculture.Q Police managers must be concerned with both
ends (i.e., results) and means (i.e., how the results are

achieved), whereas officers may be concerned mainly with
ends (i.e., making an arrest is more important than
protecting constitutional rights). Managers are concerned

with departmental priorities, policies, and procedures,
whereas officers are concerned with doing the job
baccording to the street,Q a view often acquired not from

the department’s vision of reality but from the officer’s
perspective, determined by trying to bsurvive.Q Such
differing perspectives can produce an adversarial relation-

ship where street cops maintain their own bcodeQ (Royberg,
Crank, & Kuykendall, 2000).

Street cop culture

Police rely on informal cultural norms in the use of force,
produced from the significance of danger and authority

associated with their work (Crank, 1998, p. 65; Hunt, 1985;
Reuss-Ianni, 1983, p. 13; Shearing & Ericson, 1991; Van
Maanen, 1995, p. 308). These informal standards also help

to explain how and why police violence is extended from its
legitimate to its illegitimate use. According to Hunt (1985,
pp. 318–319), police have working notions of bnormalQ
force, which are standards of acceptable force learned on the

street. They are different from what police learn in training,
for example, that they should not hit a person on the head or
neck because it could be lethal. She also observed that it was

a much graver error for a street cop to use too little force and
begin developing a reputation among fellow officers as a
bshakyQ officer than to engage in excessive force and be told

by colleagues to calm down. When officers do not use
enough force they are subject to reprimand, gossip, and
avoidance in the police subculture. Using excessive force

may establish an officer’s status as a bstreet copQ who does
breal police workQ rather than as an binside manQ (Hunt,
1985, p. 321).

Many uses of police force are legitimated by the

application of situational and abstract or moral criteria that
may be illegal, but are nonetheless defined as necessary and
bnormalQ (Hunt, 1985, p. 325). The street cop subculture

supports the belief that excessive force can be an appropri-
ate, or at least an understandable, response to threatening or
disrespectful actions by certain groups of people. It is these

bprovocateursQ against whom forceful responses are justified
and against whom excessive force is an understandable
product of strong and perhaps uncontrollable emotions.
Defiant, threatening, disrespectful, and disorderly indivi-

duals, many of whom possess the low socioeconomic and
minority status attributes of the marginalized, also represent
what Skolnick refers to as bsymbolic assailants.Q Skolnick
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(1994, pp. 44–47) describes the anticipation of danger in
terms of symbolic assailants, people who give signs that
they may be dangerous because of their dress, the way they

walk, and bulges in their clothes that might indicate a
weapon. Officers are suspicious of individuals who display
these indications of trouble.

Symbolic of defiance, threat, and disrespect for authority

are such actions as resisting arrest, flight, attack, offensive
speech, recording an officer’s badge number, ripping up a
traffic ticket, or destruction of police property. These actions

also represent contempt-of-cop, a transgression warranting
the extraction of the customary pound of flesh (Alpert,
Kenney, & Dunham, 1997; Cancino, 2001; Fridell & Pate,

1997, p. 236). Leading police in a vehicle pursuit is a
particularly potent form of contempt-of-cop and fits the
defiance hypothesis quite well (Chevigny, 1995, p. 140).

According to Skolnick and Fyfe (1993, p. 11), motorists
fleeing even minor traffic violations are bprime candidates
for painful lessons at the end of police nightsticks.Q

One consistent finding was that police were more likely

to use force against suspects who were disrespectful
(Chevigny, 1995, p. 43; Toch, 1985, p. 10; Worden &
Shepard, 1996). According to some classic studies, the

maintenance of respect was an important norm among
officers. Disrespect for police, as explained by Westley
based on a study of one police department, was symbolized

by bthe dwise guyT, the fellow who thinks he knows more
than they do, the fellow who talks back, the fellow who
insults the policemanQ (Westley, 1970, p. 123). Furthermore,
more than one-third of the officers surveyed felt that they

were justified in using force against disrespectful citizens in
order to compel deference (Westley, 1970, pp. 121–122).

Van Maanen found a similar situation in his study of the

bUnion CityQ police. He observed that the cultural norms of
police permitted or encouraged the application of bstreet
justiceQ to the basshole,Q in the form of a beating or

bthumping,Q with charges of disorderly conduct or resisting
arrest filed in order to construct a legally justified account of
the interaction. Assholes, according to Van Maanen,

involved individuals whose behavior was viewed as a
challenge to the authority of the police, such as the case
where a motorist rudely questioned why a police officer was
not out chasing dangerous criminals. Assholes were prime

candidates for street justice, physical attacks aimed at
teaching an individual a lesson, at rectifying an insulting
behavior (Van Maanen, 1995, p. 310).

More recent research also showed evidence of police
expectations of deference and the use of force against
disrespectful individuals. A national survey of police

officers found that almost 15 percent of the respondents
reported that officers in their departments sometimes, often,
or always responded to verbal abuse with physical force,
and 54 percent said that officers bseldomQ did so; only 32

percent indicated that officers in their departments never
responded to verbal abuse with physical force (Weisburd &
Greenspan, 2000).

According to Hunt (1985, p. 325), abstract criteria also
legitimate the use of excessive force when it is aimed at
maintaining society’s conventional moral order. The usual

targets are criminals (e.g., child molesters) or deviants (e.g.,
homosexuals) whose conduct or blooksQ challenge or
symbolize a threat to the conventional moral order. Based
on his field study involving the LAPD, Herbert (1998, p.

357) observed that police could excuse their excessive use
of force by capitalizing on their occupational self-identities
as protectors of the innocent. He found that labels such as

bbad guysQ and bpredatorQ were used frequently by LAPD
officers to convey a sense of bevil devouring good.Q

A police department’s organizational philosophy and

policies also influence officers’ use of excessive force
(Blumberg, 1994). In its examination of the LAPD in the
wake of the Rodney King incident, the Christopher

Commission identified the force’s bassertive style of law
enforcementQ as a reason for baggressive confrontations with
the public.Q The commission linked this style of policing to a
bprofessional organizational cultureQ that was cultivated by

LAPD administration both through its training and its
incentive structure (Christopher Commission, 1991).

First, officers were rewarded for hard-nosed enforcement

aimed at producing arrests and at bringing police into
conflict with citizens. Second, police administration failed to
discourage the improper use of force because the complaint-

intake process discouraged citizens from filing complaints.
Third, many complaints were not substantiated due to
inadequate resources and bureaucratic procedures for
investigating complaints. Fourth, the sanctions imposed on

officers against whom complaints were substantiated were
also too lenient, both as a deterrent and as a message that
such behavior was inappropriate. Finally, the commission

drew attention to the failure of officer performance evalua-
tions. It found that forty-four officers with the highest
number of citizen complaints had received excellent

performance evaluations (Christopher Commission, 1991,
p. 43).

The code of silence among officers further impedes

efforts not only to detect the use of excessive force, but also
to investigate allegations when they occur (Worden &
Catlin, 2002). The code of silence refers to unwritten
expectations of group solidarity and support among bstreet
copsQ against outsiders (e.g., bassholes,Q other offenders,
general public), but also against police supervisors, man-
agers, and internal affairs investigators. Fostered by the bus
versus themQ mentality, which work in a dangerous and
hostile environment can produce, and by a punitive style of
police management, cultural norms require that officers

neither report nor incriminate fellow officers who engage in
misconduct (Banton, 1964; Crank, 1998, p. 201; Reuss-
Ianni, 1983, pp. 14–16; Skolnick & Fyfe, 1993, p. 122;
Stoddard, 1995; Westley, 1970, p. 113).

The police code of secrecy is frequently the result of a
fear of loss of autonomy and authority as external groups try
to limit police discretion and decision-making (Crank, 1998,
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p. 226). Another factor supporting the development of a
code of secrecy is the fact that policing is characterized by
the potential for mistakes. Police feel they are called upon to

make split-second decisions that can be reviewed by others
not directly involved in policing. This bsplit-second
syndromeQ rationalization, however, has been used by police
to provide after-the-fact justification for unnecessary police

violence (Fyfe, 1997).
Officers who break the code of silence by informing on

their colleagues are socially shunned for their breach of

loyalty and ostracized as informants or bratsQ (Kappeler et
al., 1998, p. 103). Since providing information about
colleagues’ transgressions qualifies an officer as inherently

untrustworthy—a bratQ or a bsquealerQ—violation of the
secrecy code can result in various informal sanctions
ranging from mild rebuke to outright expulsion from the

informal work group (Hunt, 1985, p. 322). While Skolnick
and Fyfe (1993, pp. 108–110) do not conclude that officers
face physical danger at the hands of their peers as a result of
their violation of groups’ norms, the officers nevertheless

suffer emotionally. The Christopher Commission also
confirmed that the enforcement of rules and regulations
governing the use of force was limited, finding that bperhaps
the greatest barrier to the effective investigation and
adjudication of complaints is the officers’ unwritten dcode
of silenceTQ (1991, p. 168). According to a recent study, two-
thirds of the police surveyed indicated than ban officer who
reports another’s misconduct is likely to be given the cold
shoulder by his or her fellow officers.Q Furthermore, more
than half agreed that bit is not unusual for a police officer to
turn a blind eye to improper conduct by other officersQ
(Weisburd & Greenspan, 2000, pp. 3–4).

In the early stages of their careers, recruits are taught to

lie through specific instructions and examples (Fielding,
1988; Harris, 1973; McClure, 1984). Lying represents an
important protective strategy wherein bacceptable liesQ is

an important criterion for group membership in a police
organization. Novices first are formally instructed that
being untruthful is a legitimate and permissible strategy in

certain specified circumstances, such as interrogations and
working undercover (Barker, 1990; Manning & Redlinger,
1977). Second, trainees are informally socialized to the
morality of policing. Hunt and Manning (1996) found that

recruits learned several types of lying as means of
negotiating between their official role and their individual
senses of morality and justice. Included in their repertoire

were lies that mitigated personal responsibility in the face
of disciplinary action (cover lies). The most common
cover stories involving criminal matters are constructed to

protect the officer against charges of brutality or homicide.
Such cover stories serve to bridge the gap between the
normal use of force, which characterizes the informal
world of the street, and its legal use as defined by the

court. Self-protection is the presumed justification for
cover stories. Since officers equate verbal challenges with
actual physical violence, both of which are grounds for

retaliatory violence, either may underlie a story (Waegel,
1984).

Also inherent in the street cop culture is the belief that the

criminal justice system is too weak, ponderous, inefficient,
and constrained to effectively address problems of crime and
disorder (Brown, 1981, p. 166). At fault are liberals, civil
rights advocates, and court officials whose actions surrender

the upper hand to the enemy. According to this view, pro-
criminal interpretations of the Constitution, appeal proce-
dures, the exclusionary rule, and various writ applications

give criminals advantages that effectively handcuff police.
Nonetheless, these social and political obstacles are forces to
which police management is seen as highly sensitive. Rank

and file officers view management’s response to such
concerns as further btying their hands,Qmaking crime control
and peacekeeping more difficult, more dangerous, and less

effective (Reuss-Ianni, 1983, pp. 14–16).
These seemingly liberal impediments encourage belea-

guered frontline police to undertake strategies aimed at
outmaneuvering police administrators and nullifying man-

agement directives (Reuss-Ianni & Ianni, 1983). One
manifestation of this process is the bDirty HarryQ syndrome
(Klockars, 1980), wherein police undertake extra-legal

resolutions to the problems they confront by dispensing
curbside justice to teach well-deserved lessons to fitting
recipients.

Management cop culture

With increases in size, budget, scale of operations,

complexity of task, and public visibility, police agencies
have embraced business-like productivity models with their
ethos of scientific management and public administration

(Reuss-Ianni & Ianni, 1983, p. 258). With ever increasing
emphasis on efficiency and accountability, police super-
visors must address system-wide priorities and allocate

resources in ways that are sensitive to external political,
social, and economic constraints. In pursuit of these
objectives, they emphasize rational decision-making, cost

effectiveness, objective accountability indicators, and merit
along with organizational rules and their consistent
application.

With different priorities come different identifications

and allegiances that shift attachments and loyalties from
traditional rank and file entities and concerns to the broader
social and political networks comprised of other supervisors,

city managers, local government officials, taxpayers, and the
public at large (Reuss-Ianni & Ianni, 1983, p. 270).
Management cannot always support expediencies favored

by line officers, especially where they contravene effective
community relations. For supervisors, mavericks among the
rank and file are potentially embarrassing liabilities with
economic and political costs for the organization that must

be minimized. For their part, officers working the streets see
management’s cost minimization strategies as evidence of a
lack of support for their position. Consequently, line officers
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are at best wary of management and at worst unsupportive
or resistant to their initiatives and directives (Reuss-Ianni &
Ianni, 1983, p. 257).

Vertical segmentation is reinforced by virtue of the fact
that police supervisors are likely to be drawn from that subset
of line officers most cognizant of, sympathetic to, and sup-
portive of management goals (Reuss-Ianni & Ianni, 1983, p.

270). It is members of this group of line officers who have
high aspirations, exemplary performance records, and who
are less tightly integrated into street cop subculture in the first

place. It is this type of rank and file officer who is likely to
view police brutality as a very serious transgression, to favor
reporting the offense, and to support harsher discipline.

Data, methods, sample, and hypotheses

Data for this study were derived from a National Institute
of Justice sponsored investigation of police corruption in the
United States (Klockars, 1999). The data were collected in

1997 through the administration of a questionnaire to over
3,000 officers and command personnel in thirty U.S. police
agencies.

While the number of agencies and respondents was
large, the sample design involved the use of a nonrandom
sample for three interrelated reasons (Haberfeld, Klockars,

Ivkovich, & Pagnon, 2000). First, police agencies in
America are highly decentralized and disparate. Numbering
just under 18,000, they vary considerably in terms of size,
mandate, function, organizational structure, governance, and

political accountability (Walker & Katz, 2005, p. 62). Such
variance makes it difficult to identify a population from
which a representative sample can reasonably be drawn.

Second, police abuse of force is an extremely touchy and
volatile issue in the United States. Therefore, openness to
research on the part of police administrators and their

granting access to officers in the agencies under their
commands are highly problematic. Furthermore, the will-
ingness of rank and file officers and supervisory personnel

to participate in research and to fully and truthfully disclose
information is less than entirely forthcoming (Klockars,
Ivkovich, Harver, & Haberfeld, 2000). Nonrandom samples
in which respondents are selected on the basis of personal

contacts, key informants, and snowball techniques are well
known to facilitate access, cooperation, and the acquisition
of sensitive information on highly politicized issues in

potentially uncooperative or hostile environments in the
criminal justice realm (Champion, 1993).

Third, given its nature and qualities, police malfeasance

is both underreported and under-recorded rendering mis-
conduct difficult to estimate, describe, explain, and control.
Enhancement of knowledge in this area, while vital, is not
readily amenable to achievement through random sampling

techniques (Haberfeld et al., 2000, p. 51).
While the sample contained a large number of agencies

and respondents, several potential biases were worthy of

note with regard to agency type, regional representation, and
willingness to participate. First, municipal forces were
overrepresented while sheriffs’ departments and county

agencies were underrepresented. No state level forces were
included. Second, most police departments in the sample
were located in the northeastern United States. A few forces
were situated in the South, Southeast, and Southwest and

none were located on the West Coast, northwestern, or
midwestern regions. Third, some agencies that were con-
tacted declined to participate despite assurances regarding

confidentiality, anonymity, and the fact that no questions
would be asked about actual incidents of misconduct. It
might well be that participating agencies were more open to

research, had less to conceal, and were less concerned about
disclosure than forces choosing not to take part (Haberfeld
et al., 2000, p. 52). Assessments of misconduct-related

propensities might therefore err on the side of conservatism.
To administer the instrument, researchers contacted police

administrators with whom they had already established per-
sonal relationships. Subsequently, a police officer liaison at

each agency first distributed and later collected the ques-
tionnaires. The instrument outlined a number of hypothetical
scenarios depicting various forms of police misconduct. The

use of excessive force scenario was worded as follows:

Two police officers on foot patrol surprise a man who is

attempting to break into an automobile. The man flees. They
chase him for about two blocks before apprehending him by
tackling him and wrestling him to the ground. After he is

under control both officers punch him a couple of times in
the stomach as punishment for fleeing and resisting.

Officers were first asked to score the use of excessive
force violation in terms of its seriousness. Second, they were

asked to indicate both the level of sanction such a violation
should theoretically receive and the level of sanction such a
violation would actually receive in their respective depart-

ments. Third, officers were also queried about their
willingness to report such an incident. Finally, respondents
were asked about the appropriateness of varying degrees of

disciplinary action. A hypothetical scenario was used in an
effort to obtain a more realistic report of officers’ views on
violence than would have been obtained if officers had been
asked about their own or fellow officers’ misconduct

(Klockars et al., 2000, p. 4).
Questions about seriousness of misconduct and the

likelihood of its being reported were measured on five-point

Likert scales. Additional information was collected about
officers’ rank, supervisory status, duration of service in
policing (in general and with their current agency), and the

size of the current agency. Since it was decided that the
inclusion of questions on age, sex, or race might stir respon-
dents’ fears of identification and therefore reduce partici-
pation, these items were omitted from the survey (Klockars et

al., 2000, p. 6). Sample descriptives are presented in Table 1.
This instrument measured respondents’ beliefs about

their own behavior and the behavior of others under
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specified circumstances. It did not measure actual behavior.
Thus, the questions exemplified aspirations or baction-in-
theoryQ that might not necessarily be met in practice or that

might not coincide with reality. In other words, it was easier
to say that one would report another officer’s misconduct
than to actually do so. Therefore, these data in all likelihood
overstated the probability of actions such as reporting the

rule breaking of others.

Hypotheses

First, it was hypothesized that the misconduct depicted in

the scenario would be viewed as serious, as a violation of
policy, as requiring severe punishment, and as worthy of
reporting by most but not all police. According to Barker
and Carter (1994), specific acts of police deviance were

ranked in what these authors judged to be an increasing
level of severity, such as physical abuse of subjects and use
of deadly force rank at the high end of the scale. According

to Hunt (1985, p. 318), police officers classify and evaluate
acts of force as either legal, normal, or excessive. Excessive
force—deviant and unnecessary according to cop cultural

norms, and also frequently illegal—is used less frequently
than normal force. Police violence that cannot be legitimated
by police officers is defined as bexcessive.Q It occurs when,
in the belief of peers, the force used is as follows: out of
balance (e.g., more severe or frequent than is warranted by
the conduct of the suspect); too emotional (e.g., the officer is
out of control); and/or random (e.g., force not focused on the

appropriate persons and/or the realization of specific cop
cultural objectives).

Second, perceptions of line officers on these dimensions

will differ according to years of experience in policing with
recruits and highly experienced (and older) officers showing
lower levels of support for subcultural values and norms

(Muir, 1977; Niederhoffer, 1967, pp. 166–167; Regoli &
Poole, 1979; Shearing, 1981; Van Maanen, 1973, pp. 410–
414). Novices and senior veterans will be more willing than

line officers with moderate levels of experience to see
violence as serious, to report illegal assaults, and to favor
severe sanctions.

Finally, it was hypothesized that, compared to the rank

and file, supervisory officers would view the use of

excessive force as more problematic. Supervisors would
be more likely to view such conduct as serious and to favor
its reporting and the application of harsher punishments.

Several researchers noted the hierarchical divisions within
the police subculture along the lines of management and
street cops (Chan, 1997; Holdaway, 1983; Manning, 1977;
Punch, 1983; Reuss-Ianni, 1983, pp. 14–16). They noted

that the depth of the gulf was due to the different, often
contradictory functions of the two sides. Given their
bureaucratic control responsibilities, supervisors are more

inclined to identify with the management cop culture and be
more accepting of rules on police practice, and with formal
procedures designed to control discretion and ensure police

accountability. By comparison, line officers are more
inclined to identify with the street cop culture and a tough,
personalized way of dealing with people on the street.

Findings

Of the more than 3,200 rank and file and supervisory
officers responding to the survey, over two-thirds (72
percent) expressed the opinion that the violence depicted

in the scenario was highly serious. Only 15 percent ranked
this misconduct as low on the seriousness scale, and the
remainder saw the incident as being of moderate serious-

ness. It was noteworthy, nonetheless, that a significant
proportion of the sample (about one in seven) did not view
this sort of excessive force as particularly grave.

Using their own departments as a reference point, over

90 percent of respondents reported that this incident would
contravene official policy and the majority saw it as being
subjected to a comparatively severe sanction (53.8 percent

suspension, 18.8 percent dismissal). Over half (52.1 percent)
of all personnel indicated a reasonably high probability of
their reporting the sort of violence depicted in the scenario.

Once again, however, it was significant that almost one-third
of respondents (31.6 percent) indicated that it was unlikely
that they would report a fellow officer’s use of excessive

force as depicted in the scenario.
Tables 2–4 display the results of bivariate data analyses

for the approximately 2,500 rank and file (non-supervisory)
officers in the sample, grouped by years of experience into

four segments-novice (less than one year), junior veteran (one

Table 1

Characteristics of the police agency sample

Agency size (number

of sworn officers

Percentage of

national sample

Sample

size

Supervisory

percentage

Percentage

patrol/traffic

Mean length of

service (in years)

Very large (500+) 59.9 1,937 14.8 64.2 9.18

Large (201–500) 19.7 638 23.2 60.3 12.05

Medium (76–200) 9.0 292 29.9 59.0 12.29

Small 8.5 275 30.8 66.1 11.70

Very small (b25) 2.9 93 35.9 64.8 11.29

Total/average 100.0 3,235 19.8 63.1 10.30
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to ten years), intermediate veteran (eleven to twenty years),

and senior veteran (more than twenty years). Evidence
provided some support for the hypothesis that number of
years of experience in policing was associated with line

officers’ assessments of (1) the seriousness of the depicted

incident involving excessive force, (2) the way in which such
violence should be punished, and (3) their willingness to
report the violent transgressions of fellow officers.

As Table 2 illustrates, novice officers were more likely
than their more seasoned colleagues to see violence as
highly serious (82.4 percent). Highly experienced senior
veterans were only slightly less likely to subscribe to such a

view (78.0 percent), while their junior and intermediate
counterparts were significantly less likely to see this sort of
violence as highly serious (68.5 percent and 67.0 percent).

These findings suggested that novices with very little
experience and senior veterans with a great deal of
experience were more likely to see the use of excessive

force as a serious violation, while those with intermediate
levels of experience were more likely to view such violence
as less serious. It was the junior and intermediate groups that
the policing literature suggested were most likely to be

strongly integrated into and affected by the values, norms,
and beliefs of the street cop subculture.

Table 2 also shows that regardless of years of experience

and the associated integration into the police subculture,
officers tend to rate the depicted offense as more serious
than they thought their colleagues would. Over 82 percent of

novices reported that they thought the offense was serious,
but that only 77.1 percent of their colleagues would feel the
same way. For junior veterans, the comparable percentages

were 68.5 percent and 57.8 percent, and for intermediates,
they were 67.0 percent and 54.8 percent. For senior
veterans, they were 78.0 percent and 66.9 percent.

In terms of punishment, Table 3 indicates that novices

were least likely to advocate no punishment (4.6 percent
compared to 7.3 percent, 6.4 percent, and 6.1 percent
respectively for the groups with more experience). Junior

Table 3

Disciplinary action by length of officer service (percentages)

b1 year

(novice)

1–10 years

(junior

veteran)

11–20 years

(intermediate

veteran)

20+ years

(senior

veteran)

Disciplinary

action

If an officer in your agency engaged in this

behavior and was discovered doing so, what if

any discipline do YOU think SHOULD follow?

None 4.6 7.3 6.4 6.1

Verbal

reprimand

8.4 12.1 11.7 6.5

Written

reprimand

19.1 20.9 19.3 18.0

Suspension 43.5 45.0 46.7 53.6

Demotion 3.8 2.1 1.7 3.2

Dismissal 20.6 12.5 14.3 12.6

Chi square 25.07745

Significance .04891

If an officer in your agency engaged in this

behavior and was discovered doing so, what if

any discipline do YOU think WOULD follow?

None 2.3 4.0 5.0 5.8

Verbal

reprimand

6.9 6.2 7.7 2.9

Written

reprimand

19.1 17.0 15.3 11.5

Suspension 45.0 54.4 49.3 57.2

Demotion 3.8 1.7 2.1 2.5

Dismissal 22.9 16.7 20.5 20.1

Chi Square 31.32560

Significance .00794

Table 4

Willingness to report abuse of force by length of officer service

b1 year

(novice)

1–10 years

(junior

veteran)

11–20 years

(intermediate

veteran)

20+ years

(senior

veteran)

Probability of

reporting

Do you think YOU would report a fellow police

officer who engaged in this behavior?

Low 26.0 37.9 34.1 25.5

Moderate 19.1 17.7 16.9 16.5

High 55.0 44.4 49.0 57.9

Chi square 25.92749

Significance .00023

Do you think MOST POLICE OFFICERS IN

YOUR AGENCY would report a fellow police

officer who engaged in this behavior?

Low 32.1 40.9 37.6 27.2

Moderate 20.6 24.1 25.3 24.3

High 47.3 34.9 37.1 48.6

Chi square 28.97188

Significance .00006

Table 2

Seriousness of abuse of force by length of officer service

(percentages)

b1 year

(novice)

1–10 years

(junior

veteran)

11–20 years

(intermediate

veteran)

20+ years

(senior

veteran)

Seriousness How serious do YOU consider this behavior to be?

Low 6.9 17.9 18.3 11.2

Moderate 10.7 13.6 14.7 10.8

High 82.4 68.5 67.0 78.0

Chi square 27.26779

Significance .00013

How serious do MOST OFFICERS IN YOUR

AGENCY consider this behavior to be?

Low 11.5 21.3 22.9 14.5

Moderate 11.5 20.9 22.3 18.5

High 77.1 57.8 54.8 66.9

Chi square 33.47963

Significance .00001
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and intermediate veterans were more likely than their novice
and senior veteran counterparts to advocate the relatively
mild sanction of verbal reprimand (12.1 percent and 11.7

percent compared to 8.4 percent of novices and 6.5 percent
of senior veterans). Written reprimands were favored by
each group in roughly equal proportions (19.1 percent, 20.9
percent, 19.3 percent, and 18.0 percent). The more serious

sanction of suspension was more strongly advocated by
senior veterans (53.6 percent compared to 43.5 percent for
novices, 45.0 percent for juniors, and 46.7 percent for

intermediate veterans). Novices were more likely than their
more seasoned counterparts to support dismissal (20.6
percent compared to 12.5 percent for juniors, 14.3 percent

for intermediates, and 12.6 percent for senior veterans). On
the whole, support for severe sanctions was strongest among
those segments less likely to be strongly integrated into

street cop subculture–beginners (e.g., dismissal) and those
most highly experienced (e.g. suspension).

Junior and intermediate veterans, as Table 4 indicates,
were more likely than novices and senior veterans to

indicate a low likelihood of reporting fellow officers for
the use of excessive force (37.9 percent and 34.1 percent
compared to 26.0 percent for novices and 25.5 percent for

senior veterans). Conversely, a similar percentage of both
novice officers (55.0 percent) and senior veterans (57.9

percent) indicated a high probability of reporting compared
to their junior and intermediate counterparts (44.4 percent
and 49.0 percent). It was interesting to note that officers in

each experience category saw themselves as more likely
than their compatriots to have a high probability of reporting
violent transgressions committed by fellow officers.

Table 5 displays the results of a bivariate data analysis

for the approximately 3,200 officers in the sample, about 20
percent of who occupied supervisory positions. Compared
to line officers, supervisors were less likely to view the

depicted episode of excessive force as lacking seriousness
(9.4 percent compared to 16.6 percent of line officers).
Conversely, 80.8 percent of supervisors saw the excessive

force as a serious violation, while only 70.0 percent of line
officers did. Respondents in both groups tended to perceive
themselves as seeing the violation as more serious than their

colleagues would.
In comparison to supervisors, line officers were more

likely to see the incident of excessive force as worthy of
comparatively mild sanctions. No disciplinary action was

favored by 6.8 percent of line officers, but only 3.3 percent
of supervisors. Verbal reprimand was more heavily advo-
cated by line officers (11.2 percent) than by supervisors (8.4

percent), as was a written reprimand (20.0 percent of line
officers compared to 12.5 percent of supervisors). Super-

Table 5

Seriousness, reporting, disciplinary action, and supervisory status

Non-supervisor Supervisor Non-supervisor Supervisor

Seriousness How serious do YOU consider this behavior to be? How serious do MOST POLICE OFFICERS IN YOUR

AGENCY consider this behavior to be?

Low 16.6 9.4 20.5 17.0

Moderate 13.4 9.8 20.5 21.3

High 70.0 80.8 59.0 61.6

Chi square 33.27757 Chi square 3.84969

Significance .00000 Significance .14590

Disciplinary action If an officer in your agency engaged in this behavior

and was discovered doing so, what if any discipline

do YOU think SHOULD follow?

If an officer in your agency engaged in this behavior and

was discovered doing so, what if any discipline do YOU

think WOULD follow?

None 6.8 3.3 4.4 4.3

Verbal reprimand 11.2 8.4 6.3 7.5

Written reprimand 20.0 12.5 16.0 10.2

Suspension 46.2 53.9 53.0 57.6

Demotion 2.3 3.5 2.0 3.0

Dismissal 13.5 18.4 18.4 17.5

Chi square 48.84601 Chi square 18.20098

Significance .00000 Significance .00270

Reporting Do you think YOU would report a fellow police officer

who engaged in this behavior?

Do you think MOST POLICE OFFICERS IN YOUR

AGENCY would report a fellow police officer who

engaged in this behavior?

Low 34.8 19.0 38.1 32.3

Moderate 17.5 11.6 24.2 22.8

High 47.7 69.4 37.7 44.9

Chi square 98.61366 Chi square 11.59059

Significance .00000 Significance .00304
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visors, on the other hand, were more likely than line officers
to favor suspension (53.9 percent compared to 46.2 percent)
and dismissal (18.4 percent compared to 13.5 percent).

There were major differences between line officers and
supervisors in their willingness to report fellow officers
involved in incidents of excessive force. Almost twice as
many line officers (34.8 percent) as supervisors (19.0 percent)

indicated a low probability of reporting. Indeed, more line
officers (17.5 percent) than supervisors (11.6 percent)
demonstrated only a moderate probability of making a report

about the incident depicted in the scenario. Conversely, while
well over two-thirds (69.4 percent) of supervisors indicated
that they would report such an incident, less than half (47.7

percent) of line officers responded similarly. Perhaps not
surprisingly, there was evidence to suggest that those most
likely to be firmly integrated into the street cop subculture

were least likely to demonstrate a willingness to report violent
conduct on the part of their colleagues. Members of both
groups, however, saw themselves as more likely than their
colleagues to report the use of excessive force. This tendency

was especially true for supervisors.
Several noteworthy patterns emerged from the data

analysis. First, a small but significant proportion of police

officers in this sample failed to see the sort of violence
depicted in the scenario as highly serious. Second, while a
majority of officers believed the excessive force depicted in

the scenario would be a policy violation in their agencies and
worthy of comparatively severe sanctions, such as suspension
or dismissal, not all respondents were in complete agreement.
Significant percentages favored mild sanctions and some

supported no sanctions at all. Third, a sizable minority of
officers indicated a low probability of reporting the violence
of fellow officers despite their perception that this violation

was serious. Finally, bivariate analyses indicated support for
the hypothesis that those least integrated into the street cop
subculture (novices, senior veteran officers, and supervisory

personnel) would be more likely to view use of excessive
force as serious, to support severe sanctions, and to report the
violent conduct of fellow officers.Where idealismmoulds the

perceptions of novice officers, pragmatism may shape the
assessments of senior veterans and supervisors. Age,
maturity, practical concerns about injuries, job loss, and
pecuniary detriment (salary, pensions) on the verge of

retirement may well move senior veterans and supervisors
to be less supportive of police misconduct. Supervisors must
also be mindful of the fiscal and organizational costs of

misconduct and its capacity to damage reputations and hinder
advancement.

Conclusion

Police violence and associated forms of misconduct

darken the police image, inhibit police effectiveness, reduce
criminal justice system efficiency, usurp judicial authority,
promote selective and discriminatory enforcement, and

erode public trust and confidence in police and the
American system of justice more generally (Fridell & Pate,
1997, p. 250). Measures aimed at correcting the use of

excessive force are hampered by the view that police
violence is limited, isolated within small circumscribed
pockets of aberrant law enforcers, and a product of the
incredible pressures of the job. Such perspectives are

untenable given that police violence and the ancillary forms
of deviance to which it gives rise (lying, perjury, false arrest)
are widespread and deeply imbedded in police subculture

(Kappeler et al., 1998, p. 128). Effectively reducing the use
of excessive force is at once extremely difficult to achieve
and extremely important to accomplish. Efforts to succeed

in this endeavor must be focused on developing fresh
perspectives on the problem, as well as on improving
traditional control strategies. Both types of initiatives must

consider carefully the pervasiveness and intensity of
officers’ bonds to the occupational subculture.

Several initiatives are widely believed to have consider-
able potential to curb excessive force through their mitiga-

tion of the deleterious impacts of police subculture. Among
these are the development and implementation of community
policing models, the strengthening of department policy, and

the betterment of recruitment and training standards and
techniques.

The recent shift from traditional professional crime

control-oriented policing to a community policing model
provided some grounds for believing that the power of the
police subculture will be reduced commensurately and that
this diminution will serve as a barrier to excessive force

(Bracey, 1992) because the ideals of community policing
promote the establishment of a more flexible and adaptable
organization that is more in tune with the needs and problems

of its diverse constituents. The community policing model
offers an alternative to the rigid hierarchal paramilitary
bureaucracy, aggressive style, and focus on crime control

associated both with the professional policing model of the
late twentieth century and the particular form of subculture to
which it gave rise (Trojanowicz & Bucqueroux, 1998). More

generalist and humanistic in its operation, it is hoped that full
embracement of the community model, and the provision of
service that is its hallmark, will diminish the potential for
violence that is inherent in both formal and informal aspects

of the professional–expert model. Some preliminary research
pointed to the potential for success. Weisburd and Greenspan
(2000, p. 8) found that 51 percent of the officers they

surveyed reported that community policing reduced the
number of incidents involving excessive force. Another 42
percent reported that it decreased the seriousness of

incidents.
The transition to a fully implemented model of commu-

nity policing, however, is taking time (Klockars, 1991).
Strong vestiges of the professional–expert model and its

associated subculture remain. Therefore, in the short term at
least, other strategies continue to be necessary. The deve-
lopment of clear departmental policy guidelines aimed at
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loosening the grip of police subculture remains an important
step in curbing the use of excessive force (Alpert & Smith,
1993; Fridell & Pate, 1997, p. 248). Policy governing the use

of force must recognize that officers routinely confront
complex situations that require discretion. Nonetheless,
discretion must be firmly guided by departmental rules and
government statutes. Procedural rules and their consistent

enforcement are positive forces in creating or modifying the
formal organizational culture of policing. As such, formal
departmental guidelines should be laid out in ways that also

remain cognizant of the informal rules that govern officers’
conduct in order that subcultural forces can be more
effectively countered. Recipes for action in tense and

pressure laden situations must not be constructed from
personal emotion and subcultural guidelines favoring the
administration of curbside justice. Supervisors must enforce

rules governing appropriate conduct and do so with the
recognition that consistent enforcement will set a desirable
subcultural tone in which policy violations are less likely to
be tolerated or condoned. Furthermore, establishment of

bearly warning systemsQ to identify unique complaint
patterns against particular officers and to target them for
discipline and remediation enhances the positive impacts of

supervision and rule enforcement (Alpert & MacDonald,
2001; Klockars, 1995, p. 24; Toch, 1995).

Other approaches, such as recruitment and training, may

also reinforce the transition to community policing while
helping to mitigate the potentially undesirable effects of
police subculture (McCormack, 1996). Recruitment and
selection procedures need to be designed to draw into the

organization new members whose values and backgrounds
support respect for human life and liberty and sensitivity to
economic and cultural diversity (Grant & Grant, 1995).

Increased tolerance for difference is a product of higher
education and represents another potentially positive set of
outcomes ensuing from efforts to recruit college graduates

into policing. It is believed that increasing the tolerance of
police agencies is conducive to strengthening police ties to
their communities and to reducing the officer isolation,

alienation, and distrust that feeds the development and
maintenance of street cop subculture (Weisburd & Green-
span, 2000, p. 6). Also advocated are initiatives aimed at
carefully assigning recruits with these characteristics to

work in the company of others with similar traits and
orientations. Part and parcel of this approach are strategies
designed to increase in young officers an awareness of the

pitfalls associated with exclusive integration into informal
collegial groups embracing street cop culture and to
encourage them to develop and maintain ties and interper-

sonal relationships beyond the confines of policing (Skol-
nick & Fyfe, 1993, p. 136).

While police are trained to employ force as a last resort
and to use no more force than necessary and reasonable

under relevant circumstances, the applicable guidelines are
often vague and in need of clarification. In addition, much of
officers’ training in the academy, on the street with a field

training officer, and in service, places emphasis on two
domains. First, training is focused on practical knowledge,
skills, and procedures. Second, training concentrates on

crime control applications (Bayley & Bittner, 1984). Of
considerably lesser concern are critical thinking, creative
problem solving, stress management, and community rela-
tions. Indeed, paramilitaristic crime control-oriented police

training reinforces the expectations of seasoned personnel in
supervisory positions that officers should follow orders
without question and that things should be done as tradition

dictates. Such time-honored approaches continue to be
antithetical to values such as education and the development
of new and innovative skills and expertise aimed at service

provision, cultural awareness, community integration, and
long-term problem resolution. Importantly, longstanding
training strategies reinforce the traditional police subculture

of street cops, while contemporary approaches more strongly
associated with the community policing model do not
(Trojanowicz & Bucqueroux, 1998, p. 256).

Use of excessive force and its associated forms of

misconduct continue to plague policing. Were the police
subculture penetrated without difficulty and its power easily
ameliorated and were police violence and its concealment

readily amenable to elimination, these goals would surely
have been attained by now. Clearly, this is not the case.
Therefore, given the gravity of the problem, traditional

efforts to reduce police violence must be redoubled and new
initiatives developed and successfully implemented.
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