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Po/ice Violence 
Addressing The Issue 
By 
DANIEL B. BOYLE 

A young man lies dead in the 
street. Kneeling next to 
him, a woman holds his 

head and screams "police brutality!" 
A crowd begins to gather as the 
woman continues her outcry. The 
subtle whispers of "brutality" over
come the onlookers, who believe the 
woman but have no idea what actu
ally took place. 

The police officer who shot the 
man stands alone, visibly shaken, as 
he awaits medical and supervisory 
assistance. No one notices that he, 
too, has been wounded-the cries of 

brutality overshadow his injuries. 
Coming upon this scene, an unin
formed individual might perceive 
police brutality. However, in reali
ty, the police officer interrupted the 
man committing an armed robbery. 
When the young man shot at the 
officer, the officer returned fire, 
killing him. 

Oftentimes, citizens believe an 
incident constitutes police brutality 
even though they did not witness the 
incident or learn all the facts regard
ing the case. In addition, media re
ports, eyewitness accounts, and 

\ ' 
". , 

even film coverage may be biased in 
their depictions of the event. Indeed, 
they may tell just one side of a 
complicated story. 

Recent events highlighting al
leged excessi ve force by police have 
heightened public awareness of the 
police brutality issue. Conse
quently, many people believe that 
the police often use excessive force. 
In reality, police brutality occurs 
less often than the public perceives. 
The discrepancy arises, in part, be
cause brutality means different 
things to different people. To some, 
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it means the unjustified use of an 
officer's firearm, while to others, it 
means verbal harassment by an 
officer. 

Indeed, no clear definition of 
brutality exists. One researcher who 
conducted a study on the use of 
force by police stated that the use 
of force is " ... a product of interact
ing variables that can be traced to 
the individual, the situation, or the 
organization."1 Consequently, since 
no two arrests are exactly alike, 
what may constitute excessive 
force in one situation might not in 
another. 

The police stand as barriers be
tween the good and the bad with no 
clear direction on how to combat the 
violent criminal. However, if police 
officers learn effective ways to 
handle specific situations, and they 
apply these methods consistently, 
cases alleging police brutality 
should decrease. 

" 

This article discusses several 
methods that police administrators 
can use to address police violence. 
These include the preselection and 
selection processes; police acad
emy, field officer, and inservice 
training; evaluations; community 
relations; and discipline procedures. 

Preselection and Selection 
Processes 

An effective program to elimi
nate excessive use of force begins 
before a candidate is even selected. 
First, the department must provide 
the foundation for the program by 
establishing and enforcing clearly 
defined procedures, policies, and 
rules of conduct for all behavior, 
including the use of force. The top 
administrator must commit to the 
department's programs and instill 
the same attitude in all the 
department's officers, including 
the selection officer. In turn, the 

Educating the public as 
to the conlpiexities of 
policing can align the 
communitywith the 

Lieutenant Boyle serves with the 
Syracuse, New York, Police Department. 

police instead of 
against them .... 

" 

selection officer should attempt to 
recruit applicants who best exem
plify the philosophy and goals of the 
department. 

The selection process should 
involve several comprehensive 
stages, including a written examina
tion; an interview; psychological, 
polygraph, and physical examina
tions; and an extensive background 
investigation. When reviewing an 
applicant's file, the selection officer 
should pay particular attention to 
any area that might indicate overly 
aggressive tendencies. For example, 
the background investigation might 
reveal that an applicant constantly 
instigates fistfights. Or, psychologi
cal testing might indicate a volatile 
temper. Obviously, candidates who 
exhibit such behaviors may not be 
suited to serve as law enforcement 
officers because of their predis
positions to either overreact or 
underreact to given situations. 

Police Academy 
The police academy provides 

crucial training and education on the 
use of force. This formal training 
serves as the foundation for recruits 
to step into the organization's cul
ture. Instructors can mold new re
cruits to fit the agency. They advise 
the recruits of the rules, regulations, 
policies, and procedures of the de
partment and the consequences for 
breaking the rules. No one in the 
department should bend with regard 
to the use of excessive force so that 
recruits do not get a false image of 
the organization's policies. 

Like selection officers, acad
emy instructors must believe in the 
department's goals, objectives, and 
ethical policies in order to instill 
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them in recruits. Once established, 
instructors can move on to formal 
training in the law, firearms, philos
ophy, cultural awareness, etc. In 
other words, instructors set the tone 
prior to the learning process. 

In the past, training dealt with 
such mandatory requirements as 
criminal procedures, basic law, de
fensive driving, and firearms 
training, just to name a few. 
Today, administrators must en
sure that contemporary train
ing in ethics, human behavior, 
stress management, cultural 
awareness, and sensitivity does 
not take a back seat to tradition
al training. 

One important area of po
lice training that could stand 
revision is conflict manage
ment. Most police departments 
currently teach their new offi
cers to deescalate, or defuse, 
tense situations by using phys
ical defense tactics. A more ap
pealing option would be to help 
officers avoid physical confronta
tion entirely. In fact, one clinical 
psychologist suggests that "law 
enforce men t academy trai ni ng 
courses, specifically those that uti
lize primarily tactical or physical 
techniques, should regularly debrief 
students from both a psychological 
and physical standpoint."2 In other 
words, officers should be taught to 
use diplomacy instead of aggres
sion, their brains instead of their 
brawn. 

Field Officer Training 
Once in the field, new police 

officers start to apply what they 
learned in training. However, 
through experience, they begin to 

realize that the realities of the street 
do not always compare to life at the 
academy. For the first time, they see 
where the thin blue line of excessive 
force lies, and they will learn to stay 
within its boundaries if coached in a 
positive manner. 

Now comes the job of the field 
training officer (FTO), which is 
probably one of the most important 
positions to hold. FTOs can have 
either a positive or negative effect 
on new officers. IfFTOs abuse their 
power, new officers will probably 
follow along, because they 
desparately want to fit in and be 
accepted as team players. However, 
FTOs who adhere to the philoso
phies, ethics, and professional de
meanor of an organization set an 
example that will last new officers 
throu[,hout their careers. 

FTOs must also evaluate the 
new officer's ability to do the job. 
Even with a good preselection pro
cess, an unsuitable candidate can 
still slip through. A private coun-

selor for officers suffering from 
stress warns that police officers, as 
well as supervisors, must weed out 
those with the inclination to llse ex
cessive force. He states, "Police are 
out there looking for troubled 
people, they ought to be able to spot 
troubled COpS."3 

Troubled police officers may be 
easy to spot, but would their 
fellow officers turn them in? 
Officers rarely inform on one 
another for fear of being ac
cused of "whistle blowing," 
"breaking the blue code," or 
"breaking the code of si
lence." Consequently, train
ing and education must 
change officers' attitudes re
garding the reporting of un de
sirable behavior by their 
peers. 

Inservice Training 
Even experienced offi-

cers can benefit from addition
al training. Therefore, police admin
istrators should schedule inservices 
that reinforce the department's poli
cies, procedures, and directives, es
pecially in the area of excessive 
force. These inservices allow offi
cers to brush up on deescalating and 
technical techniques, as well as any 
areas in which they demonstrate 
deficiencies. Quality of training 
should take precedence over quanti
ty, and as always, the most qualified 
instructors should teach. 

Teaching officers about human 
behavior can also lessen claims of 
police brutality. Officers who learn 
what makes people aggressive can 
possibly defuse potentially volatile 
situations without creating conflict. 
If a confrontation appears to be 
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inevitable, however, police officers 
can still help to resolve the situation 
by thinking before they react. This, 
too, can be covered in inservice 
training. 

Training sessions should also 
include stress management. Offi
cers suffering from personal or job
related stress may overreact in 
certain situations, becoming aggres
sive and using excessive force. Su
pervisors should watch out for those 
who exhibit this type of behavior. 
Teaching officers how to recognize 
and relieve stress can reduce the 
number of such incidents. 

Stress can be mental, as men
tioned above, or physical, as in the 
case of the rush of adrenalin that 
officers experience during a heated 
confrontation or a pursuit. Officers 
who are surprised by their bodies' 
reactions to such situations may be 
unprepared to handle these reac
tions. Effective training increases 
officers' awareness of these re
sponses and provides practical 
means to deal with them. 

Evaluations 
An effective evaluation pro

gram can enlighten administrators 
as to officers' performance and can 
serve to combat officers' tendencies 
to use force. If officers demonstrate 
deficiencies in their work perform
ance, their evaluations should re
flect these inadequacies. Supervi
sors should address and correct 
problem areas through either train
ing or discipline. If all else fails, the 
department might consider termi
nating the officer. 

Community Relations
Educating the Public 

In many regards, a police de
partmentis only as productive as the 

community perceives it to be. 
Sometimes, however, the public's 
perception of a police department is 
prejudiced by a lack of knowledge. 
For example, because citizens do 
not normally face violent, aggres
sive criminals, they might not real
ize the force required to subdue such 
indi viduals. Therefore, police ad
ministrators need to educate the 
public as to the nature of the police 

" . .. officers should be 
taught to use 

diplomacy instead of 
aggression, their 

brains instead of their 
brawn. 

" 
officer's job, as well as the 
department's policy, procedures, 
and the law regarding the use of 
force. The police and the commu
nity should have the same under
standing of what the overall job re
quires, and residents should know 
that force is sometimes necessary 
to end a violent confrontation. 

When officers must use force, 
they should document the entire in
cident to avoid misunderstandings 
by the public or the press. The de
partment should also maintain and 
make the public aware of statistics 
regarding situations resolved with
out force, as well as the number of 
officers injured by force against 
them. Police managers should in
vestigate all police brutality cases, 

keeping the public abreast of the 
process and the outcome. Withhold
ing information from the public 
only clouds the issue by creating the 
perception of a coverup. 

Open communication with the 
public also counteracts the false per
ceptions that the public might hold 
regarding a case. To many people, a 
videotape presents undeniable proof 
that an act of brutality has occurred. 
However, in many instances, the 
person filming might not have pre
sented all the facts. The dead man in 
the street, the officer with the gun, 
the woman screaming police brutal
ity-what the camera recorded and 
what actually occurred may be two 
different things. 

Discipline Procedures 
All of the issues discussed so 

far-the preselection and selection 
processes; police academy, field, 
and inservice training; evaluations; 
and community relations-are all 
attempts to keep citizen complaints 
of brutality to a minimum. A police 
department that administers these 
areas effectively and efficiently, us
ing qualified personnel, should ac
complish this goal. Ideally, admin
istrators, field officers, citizens, Rnd 
the media would all be working to
ward the same goals-education 
and understanding. 

However, should a citizen file a 
complaint that proves valid, man
agement should discipline the 
officer(s) involved. The department 
can maintain integrity with the pub
lic and its officers by dispensing fair 
and consistent punishments. In turn, 
officers will conform to the estab
lished policies and procedures to 
avoid suffering the consequences, 
while the public will trust the de
partment to protect its interests. As 



noted above, the department should 
advise the public of the outcome of 
the case and the disciplinary action 
taken. 

Conclusion 
Police violence is a complicated 

and controversial issue. Most 
people do not even agree on what 
constitutes excessive force, let alone 
how to combat it. Educating the 
public as to the complexities of po
licing can align the community with 
the police instead of against them, 
thus decreasing brutality charges. 

In addition, police administra
tors must select the best possible 
officer candidates and provide them 
thorough training, not only at the 
police academy but also throughout 
the officers' careers. Furthermore, 
management must continually 
evaluate the policies, procedures, 
and statistical data on their 
department's use of force, revising 
policy when necessary and disci
plining violators. Police managers 
should accept no less than full com
pliance from their employees. 

Law enforcement, as a profes
sion, continues to make headway, 
even when confronted with difficult 
issues like police violence. Indeed, 
if dealt with effectively, the issue of 
police violence may be reduced to a 
mere mention in the annals of law 
enforcement. .. 

Endnotes 

I Robert 1. Friedrich, "Police Use of Force: 
Individuals, Situations and Organizations," The 
Anlla/s, November 1980, 82-92. 

1 John Nicoletti, Ph.D., "Training for De
Escalation of Force," The Police Chief, July 
! 990, 37·39. 

J Lance Mon'ow, "Rough Justice," Tillie, 
April I, 1991, IS. 
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Test for Drug Use 

A Research in Briefpublished by the National Insti
tute of Justice summarizes the results of a study conducted 
on hair testing for drug use. The study compared tests of 
hair for signs of drug abuse with urinalysis tests and with 
self-reports of drug use. 

The published report covers the scientific basis for 
hair testing and provides an overview of the research 
project's findings. It also tells of the unique advantages 
that hair analysis has over other currently used drug 
testing methods. 

Copies of this report, NCJ 138539, can be obtained 
FOIn the National Institute of Justice, P.O. Box 6000, 
Rockville, Md. 20850. 

Juvenile Justice Standards 

The Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency 
Prevention (OJJDP) offers, through its c1earinghouse, all 
24 volumes of Juvenile Justice Standards prepared by 
the American Bar Association and the Institute of 
Judicial Administration. These standards can help 
jurisdictions adapt their practices to emerging law 
pertaining to juveniles. 

Each volume deals with a different topic, inc1ud
ing rights of minors, prosecutions, police handling of 
juvenile problems, and juvenile records and information 
systems. The standards analyze issues, provide case 
citations, and suggest additional readings. 

To obtain a listing of the standards or to place 
an order, call the Juvenile Justice Clearinghouse at 
1-800-638-8736 or 301-251-5500 in the Washington, 
DC, metropolitan area. Prices for the individual stand
ards vary. The above 800 number can also be used to 
obtain the training video on Juveniles in Custody, which 
was summarized in the April 1993, issue. 

'".{i 
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Focus on Training 

The Americans 
with Disabilities Act 
By John A. Leonard 

I n July 1990, President George Bush signed into 
law the Americans with Disabilities Act 

(ADA). This milestone legislation, which is intended 
to end discrimination based upon physical or mental 
disabilities, presents new challenges to law enforce
ment administrators. These administrators must now 
ensure that their agencies comply with the provisions 
of the new law. 

In order to meet this challenge successfully, 
police executives must first implement training that 
focuses on the ADA and how this law may affect 
hiring practices. The legislation explicitly defines 
what is expected of employers; however, before 
employers can meet these expectations, they must 
develop training programs that focus on educating all 
employees within their agencies. This education 
process should accomplish two goals: It should 
educate employees on the specifics of the law, and it 
should allay their fears that the law may have a 
negative impact on the agency or its current 
employees. 

Early Training 
Aaency leaders should begin the education o . 

process by targeting selected personnel to receIve 
early training in the particulars of the ADA. The 
initial training sessions should include those employ
ees who will direct the implementation of the law. 
This encompasses the agency heads themselves, as 
well as their administrative staffs. 

Administrators should then target for training 
those involved in the hiring process. In order to 
ensure that hiring procedures adhere to the new 
regulations, background investigators, polygraph 
examiners, and oral interviewers must know what 
information they should obtain, how they can legiti
mately obtain this information, and what types of 
inquiries are inappropriate. Early training of these 
employees may avoid problems for the agency at a 
later date. 

Broadening the Scope of Training 
After key personnel receive training on the 

specific provisions of the ADA that directly affect 
their job responsibilities, all other personnel within 
law enforcement agencies should receive training to 
broaden their understanding of the law. Taking this 
critical step may help to minimize many of the 
misconceptions that occur when agencies lack train
ing of this nature. 

For example, any modification of hiring criteria 
by police agencies, either real or imagined, will likely 
be greeted with skepticism by some officers ~nd 
outright hostility by others. Some officers WIll 

immediately begin to speculate on how the new 
leaislation may affect them and whether it wi1llower 
th~ standards of the agency-a source of great pride 
to most officers. 

Early intervention by administrators in the form 
of training can do much toward allaying any un
founded fears that employees may have. Clearly, if 
employees view the implementation of the ADA as a 
reduction in hiring standards, concern-and even 
resentment-can build. This may, in tum, cause the 
employees' sense of pride, which is built on tradition
al practices within the department, to be challenged, 
lowering employees' morale. In addition, new recruits 
who do not meet the expectations of the existing 
personnel may never be fully assimilated into the 
organization. 



However, with effective training programs in 
place, employees learn not only what the ADA is but 
also what it is not. They will then understand that the 
employ~nent provisions of the ADA do not reduce or 
eliminate selection criteria-the law simply attempts 
to offer equal employment opportunities to qualified 
individuals with certain disabilities. 

Through effective training programs, employees 
also learn that persons with disabilities must demon
strate that they can perform the essential functions of 
the position they seek. The essential functions of a 
job may be determined by a variety of factors, 
including written job descriptions, collective bargain
ing agreements, the amount of time spent performing 
the task, the consequences that may occur if the task 
is not performed, and the employer's judgment. J 

Finally, effective training programs underscore 
the fact that the ADA expressly excludes certain 
individuals, including current drug users, transves
tites, kleptomaniacs, and pyromaniacs, among others. 
In addition, the law allows certain employers, such as 
law enforcement agencies, to exclude applicants with 
a history of illegal drug use if it is established that 
such an exclusionary standard is job-related and 
consistent with business necessity.~ 

Providing employees with this critical informa
tion reduces employee stress and the opposition that 
frequently accompanies change. Through education, 
employees gain both an understanding and an accept
ance of the law. 

Conclusion 
Law enforcement administrators who develop 

instructional programs that prepare employees for the 
changes the ADA brings to their agencies create an 
atmosphere where well-informed employees both 
understand and support the law. This, in turn, creates 
an atmosphere that fosters the successful fulfillment 
of this legislative mandate ... 

Endnotes 

I Jeffrey Higginbotham. "The Americans with Disabilities Act and the 
Federal Rehabilitation Act of 1973: An Overview," (unpublished 
manuscript. 1992). 

~ Ibid. 

Captain Leonard serves at the Connecticut State 
Police Training Academy in Hartford, Connecticut. 

Dial-the-8ulletin 

T he Bulletin is now 
available via three 

computer dial-up services. 
Authorized law enforcement 
practitioners and related 
professionals who have a 
personal computer and a 
modem can access, down
load, or print current issues 
of the Bulletill in their homes 
or offices by contacting these 
services. Those interested in 
obtaining information 
regarding the services should 
dial the following numbers 
directly: 

• SEARCH Group, Inc. 
(916) 392-4640 

• IACP NET 
1-800-227-9640 

• CompuServe 
1-800-848-8199 (Ask 

for Representative 346. 
The Bulletin is available 
only through their 
restrictecllaw enforce
ment library.) 
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