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[Abstract]

The police, when using its force, may exert a grave impact on public life, liberty, 

and property, for which reason its problematic use of force has drawn special 

attention from stakeholders in the United States. With all the abundant previous 

studies, discussions, commission meetings, and reform efforts, the police abuse of 

force has been persistent to the public’s frustration. This article examines the impacts, 

reasons, frequencies, types, and levels of the police use of force in view of the 

previous studies. It also explains those determinant and measurement issues which are 

imperative in understanding the problematic police use of force in the U.S. Then it 

discusses how to prevent those problematic uses of force. Finally, this study suggests 

that the police’s problematic uses of force can be decreased and its force can be 

reduced through the social and political supports as well as the police’s own reform 

efforts. 
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1. Introduction

Due to its potential grave consequences to the publics’ health and safety, social 

expenses for compensatory damage for victims, and distrust in social institutes 

(Bayley 1996), governmental use of force, especially police use of force, has greatly 

attracted publics, scholars, practitioners, and news media’s paramount attention in the 

United States of America (Terrill 2001). The attentions on the police use of force 

have mainly concentrated on three issues: an impact of the police illegitimate use of 

force, factors causing police misbehavior, and prevention of the problematic police 

use of force. Since not all of police use of force is under our concerns because 

ultimately police are supposed to resort to use of force under a certain condition, 

clarifying the inappropriate, unjustified, or problematic police use of force comes into 

our attention first. Since it is those illegitimate police use of force that threatens the 

public safety and trust on the police, it is worth to examine the nature of illegitimate 

force. In addition, in terms of etiologic point of view, numerous U.S. studies have 

investigated the reasons of problematic police use of force. Such studies are roughly 

categorized by three groups (Lee & Vaughn 2010b): individual/ personal approach 

(bad apple), socio-ecological approach (bad orchard), and organizational approach 

(bad branch). These diagnoses for the causative agent of police misbehavior are 

essential to prescription of remedies for the social malfunction. Finally, a practical 

concern is about whether we can prevent the problematic police use of force, and if 

we can, then how. In order to further the discussion of the prevention for the police 

misbehavior, an appropriate diagnosis for the actual circumstances of problematic 

police use of force should be preceded. Thus, the second and third issues are deeply 

related together. Overall, these three questions cover current major concerns arisen 

out of the problematic police use of force. 
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Because of its complex aspects being composed of human behaviors both police 

officers and citizens, circumstances where the encounter brought, and the social 

structure and conditions to where they belong, studies of police use of force have 

been sporadically dispersed along with various topics. Keeping the three major 

concerns about problematic police use of force in mind, this paper examines the 

existing studies to discuss the impact of problematic police use of force, find out the 

source of the police misbehavior, and suggest implications for restraining and 

controlling police use of force comprehensively. Also a theoretical frame of police 

use of force and a measurement of variables are suggested.

2. Previous Studies

2.1. What Is the Problematic Police Use of Force?

Since the police use of force has been considered as a function of the officer’s 

personal characteristics, situational context, and organizational settings (Brandl, 

Stroshine & Frank 2001), defining the force used by police is better to start from the 

examining its range with the continuum of force instead of naming every behaviors 

thought as use of force. Klockars (1996 p. 20) declares straightforwardly that force 

is “application of physical strength for coercive purposes, including on occasions 

when the use of that strength is multiplied or amplified by weapons.” According to 

this account of force, verbal or nonverbal gestures for persuading or threatening, 

threatening somebody with brandishing a gun or baton, and pointing a gun at 

somebody are excluded from the concept of the force; instead, they are classified as 

coercive threats (Klockars 1996). The advantage of the definition by Klockars is 
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articulateness in figuring whether it is force or not. However, in terms of Reiss’s 

definition of excessive force which includes the use of profane and abusive language 

and commands to move on or get home, Klockars’ coercive threats becomes one 

types of force (Reiss 1968). Even Garner, Schade, Hepburn, and Buchanan (1995) 

include mere police presence with various arms to the force on account of its 

threatening. As a result, to them all encounter of police and citizen seems to be 

accompanied by force.

2.2. What Are the Impacts of Police Use of Problematic 

Force?

As the fear of crime is deemed to affect a neighborhood’s psychological stress, 

using public places, and willingness of taking collective action as well as property 

values, perception of police problematic use of force can be considered to affect a 

neighborhood’s trust on the police, willingness of contacting with, and assisting the 

police as well as respect for the authority (Bayley 1996). To public, police integrity 

functions as one of the fundamental social infrastructures. As a gatekeeper of 

criminal justice system who can initiate a criminal process with a certain degree of 

discretion, the significant influence of police integrity over citizens cannot be 

overemphasized in U.S. society. On the other hand, as substantial studies have 

indicated that the police cannot control crime and public order effectively without 

public assisting and cooperation, the public also greatly affects to police performance, 

too (Bayley 2006; Greene 2000). 

In this sense, distrust of public over the police on account of problematic use of 

force can call upon a devastating result to both community in terms of public safety 

concerns and the police in terms of performance. In addition, local, state, even 
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federal government also can lose public support and suffer from huge amount of 

financial damages due to police misconducts. Besides, being questioned the 

legitimacy of entire police organizations, the incidents of police abuse of force can 

bring a police department decreased budget due to political pressure (Brandl et al. 

2001). In extreme case, police organization insensitive to public and political 

criticism can experience its decline, crisis, even disband (King 2009). An individual 

police officer also can suffer from administrative discipline or dismissal to criminal 

punishment with civil liability. Likewise, police use of excessive force invites 

extremely unwanted consequences to U.S. society.

2.3. What Is the Reason of Problematic Police Use of 

Force?

Like other social phenomena, problematic police use of force has also numerous 

variables intertwined. Even though scholars in different discipline such as sociology, 

political science, psychology, and others, have attempted to locate the reason of 

problematic police use of force for a long time, no single theory explains 

predominantly over others yet (Worden 1996). These endeavors seeking for the 

ground of the police use of problematic force can be typically categorized by 

individual/ personal, socio-ecological, and organizational theory (Friedrich 1980).  

Voluminous number of the early U.S. literature focused on the decision to use 

force examined primarily individual level characteristics (Lawton 2006). Individual/ 

personal theory addresses the reason of police misbehavior with personal 

characteristics and experiences as well as attitudes (Terrill 2001). Based on the 

assumption that personal characteristics and experiences predispose a person to act in 

a unique way, individual/ personal theory attempts to predict the police misbehavior 
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with the personal features, such as age, race, gender, education, training, length of 

police service, and so on (Brandl et al. 2001; Worden 1996). The well-known rotten 

apple theory, frequently taken by police executives trying to protect their department 

by attributing police misbehavior to personal affairs, is based on this approach 

(Ivković 2005).   

Contrary to a level of individual study, a level of community research gives 

priority to the patterns of misconducts in geographic sectors, such as neighborhoods 

and communities (Stark 1987). The environmental approach is thought to be initiated 

from the social disorganization theory of Shaw and McKay (1942). In context of the 

opportunity aspect, the theory explained for the reasons of crime and deviance with 

community environmental characteristics such as proximity of urban areas, economic 

status, economic inequality, rate of joblessness, population density, family disruption, 

ethnic diversity, and residential instability (Osgood & Chambers 2003). These 

negative components discourage neighborhood residents from sharing virtues or 

resolving community-related troubles; hence, deteriorate informal social controls and 

social networks. Subsequently, the unsteadiness of neighborhoods engenders high rate 

of crime and delinquency in the community (Bursik 1988; Bursik & Grasmick 1993; 

Kane 2002; Kornhauser 1978; Sampson, Morenoff & Earls 1997). Therefore, the 

normal and usual responses by ordinary people to anomalous surroundings tend to be 

crime and delinquency (Bursik 1988). Black argues that the environment makes 

police officers use force differently (Black 1980).

Organizational theory turns its attention to formal structure to where an individual 

officer belonged (hardware), managerial style by which an organization is operated 

(software), and a subculture assumed to have a great influence on officers within the 

organization (Terrill 2001). Organizational structure, such as centralized or 

decentralized, hierarchical or ad hoc, specialized or generalized, and closed or opened 
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to the neighborhoods, has been assumed to have a great influence on its members’ 

behavior (Wren 2005). In his study of delinquency in two cities, Wilson (1973) 

found that the city with centralized force had a much higher arrest rate than the city 

with decentralized force while two cities had similar juvenile offense rates. 

Concerning to the discrepancy in the arrest rates between two cities, Wilson (1973) 

explained that the officers in the centralized force were compelled to work harder 

because they believed that their supervisors monitor them always and evaluate their 

performance strictly while the officers in the decentralized force were less pushed to 

work under lax supervision but with more discretionary power than the counterpart in 

the centralized force. This findings show that officers’ behavior is significantly 

affected by the organizational structure (Watson & Sterling 1969). 

2.4. How Often Do Police Use Force against Citizens?

In order to know whether the police use of force creates public concerns, one 

needs to know numbers about how often do the police exercise force with what type 

and the level of severity. To the question of how often do the police use force 

against citizens, there is a little quarrel that the use of force is infrequent event 

(Adams 1999; Brandl et al. 2001; Terrill 2001; Worden 1996). For example, while 

surveying 1,585 arrestees in the Phoenix Police Department, Garner et al. (1995) 

found that a police department, which had more than 3,000 employees and policy 

that all use-of-force incidents should be documented, reported roughly 150 

documented use-of-force incidents per week. The number shows that only single 

use-of-force incident occurred out of every 140 employees in the Phoenix Police 

Department. 
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2.5. What Type and Level of Force Is Used?

The type and level of police use of force applied to an incident are deeply related 

with officer’s perceptions toward situation and judgment for appropriate steps suitable 

for the incident. Once, if officers go for decisions to use force for a situation they 

face, field officers have to decide what type of force is appropriate for the scene and 

what level of force should be exerted spontaneously or with some considering time. 

While investigating the data collected from the Riverside County Sheriff’s 

Department, from 1990 through 2004 with 648 sample, McElvain and Kposowa 

(2008) found that very few encounters of police-citizen contacts led to an arrest or 

a shooting and any use of force were much less. With regarding to the police use of 

any weapon, Lee, Jang, Yun, Lim, and Tushaus (2010) found that the only 2.3 

percent of cases out of 7,512 of adult custody arrests in the six municipalities 

adopted any weapons to control the case between 1996 and 1997. Examining 241 

dispute cases of the Police Foundation’s Metro-Dade Police/Citizen Violence 

Reduction Project data collected during 1985 and 1986, Klinger (1995) found that 

following by no force at all (60 percent), police most often used voice command (39 

percent), firm grips (17 percent), pain holds (7 percent), neck holds and baton blows 

(2 percent), and punches or kicks (1 percent). Thus, this finding also indicates that 

typically police do not use coercive force when they encounter with citizens and 

when they employ coercive tactics, it is usually lesser coercive forms such as verbal 

command and grabbing rather than kicking or striking (Klinger 1995). Likewise, 

substantial U.S. studies show that police use of high level of force is infrequent 

events.  



An Issue in Policing in the U.S.: The Problematic Use of Force  317

3. Determinants and Measurement Issues

3.1. Determinant Issues

Then, what are the key factors which ignite or escalate the police use of force? In 

order to provide a clear vision of the environments provoking the police use of force, 

the key factors, its legal responses by the law enforcement agencies, and 

consequences are desired to be measured by number. For that purpose, this paper 

focuses on quantifiable objective facts, especially individual/ personal level is heavily 

relied on Black’s theory of law.

At individual/ personal level, in police-citizen encounter, a status or location of a 

citizen in social space of vertical, horizontal, symbolic, incorporate, and normative 

space decides amount of law applied to him or her, sometimes groups. In fact, 

biological characteristics of sex, race, or age is not a social status because they do 

not have location in social space; but practically, they sometimes correlate with other 

social status in social space as unsophisticated indicators (Black 2007). Of the 

biological characteristics, race is still considered to play a central role in the police 

use of excessive force in the shape of bias-based policing or racial profiling (Human 

Rights Watch, 1998). Since the National Advisory Commission on Civil Disorders 

(also known as the Kerner Commission) pointed the existence of a “double standard” 

of police practice – one for whites and the other for blacks (Kerner 1968), repeated 

incidents involving police abuse of minorities, African-American, Hispanic-American, 

or others, bolster general belief of police racial profiling practice (Human Rights 

Watch 1998). According to a survey taken by the Los Angeles Police Department 

(LAPD) for the attitudes of its sworn officers, around a quarter of 650 officers 

admitted there was racial prejudice in the police force toward racial minorities which 
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affects use of excessive force (Christopher Commission 1991). By investigating 273 

excessive-force complaints against Chicago police, Kerstetter and Van Winckle 

(1989) found that 72 percent of police abuse victims were minority group members. 

Especially, substantial studies about police use of lethal force found that compared to 

their proportion in the total population people of color (primarily black males) were 

extremely high percentage of the victims shot by police officers (Binder & Scharf 

1980; Fyfe 1978; Geller & Scott 1992; Hovarth 1987). After examining the New 

York Police Department (NYPD) numbers for fatalities by race during 1989 to 1990, 

Chevigny (1995) suggests that the police shoot at racial minorities disproportionately 

more. Also, ethnic minority group has a strong perception of police violence (Lersch 

1998). On the other hand, race of an officer might affect the citizen’s attitudes 

toward officer or officer’s performance, too. For example, Cohen and Chaiken 

(1972), investigating citizen complaints against officers’ use of force with 1,915 New 

York City police officers from 1957 to 1968, found that older (age), white (race), 

and more educated (education) officers received significantly fewer citizens’ 

complaints. Also, Friedrich (1977) suggested that white officers were less aggressive 

or use force less often than their non-white counterparts. However, examining the 

use-of-force reports of the Rochester and Syracuse police departments during 1984 

and 1985, Croft and Austin (1987) found that only age and length of service were 

related to use of force while officer’s race, gender, education, civil service test 

ranking, or prior military service were not . 

Other determinants of police use of force include a direction of conflict 

engendered by social interaction, such as downward or upward from one party to 

another which decides severity of law applied to them, a distance between parties 

and participants, such as cultural, relational, or functional closeness which outlines 

the type of social control, and political, economic, social, and cultural atmosphere in 
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the socio-ecological level which determine the general appearance of law (Black 

2007). Black (2010) suggests that in the context of these directions, distances, and 

atmospheres, police officers use more force to the poor and the minority than the 

rich and the majority. 

Finally, at the level of organization, a structure of police agency and its 

department policies, practices, and customs also reflect the amount of law. For 

example, as mentioned previously, officers in centralized agency feel more strict and 

high-level of supervision comparing to officers in the decentralized agency and try to 

comply with supervisors’ intention (Watson & Sterling 1969; Wilson 1973). By 

comparing two police departments with their process for reviewing police use of 

force incidents, Skolnick and Fyfe (1993) found that while the Los Angeles Police 

Department(LAPD) which just stuck to an official use of force policy and 

demonstrated passive attitudes in reforming officers’ practices in using chokehold 

deteriorated citizen complaints, the New York City Police Department(NYPD) which 

Commissioner Patrick V. Murphy developed a new deadly force policy about 

firearms discharge in 1972, experienced the drastic drop rate of killing people by 

police firearms discharge by more than half in the New York City.

3.2. Measurement Issues

Another arduous challenge comes along with the determinants of police use of 

force is how to measure the variation of determinants and its consequences with a 

numerical value, if possible, with precision instead of dichotomous identification, 

nominal, or ordinal measurement. One of the most apparent advantages of a 

numerical value is data comparison across location and time period. Even though the 

NIJ report in 1996 pointed out the obstacles of collecting data (McEwen 1996), 
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measuring variable, favorably with a uniform interval measurement, is fundamental 

for study of the police use of force. Without a uniform interval measurement, most 

of findings of studies, if not all, cannot contribute comparative study of the police 

use of force which provides insight about reality across locations and improvement 

across time. 

Creating an interval measurement for the police use of force starts from an 

establishing a standard definition of police use of force. Even though establishing the 

standard definition of use of force has been deemed as not a simple work, it is not 

an impossible work to achieve, either. First and most important option for the work 

would be a task force and the precedent can be found from the Police Use of Force 

Workshop convened by the National Institute of Justice and the Bureau of Justice 

Statistics in May 1995. In the workshop, more than 40 experts from practitioners, 

lawyers, scholars, federal agency, and civilian review board got together to discuss 

the section 210402 of the Violent Crime Control and Law Enforcement Act of 1994 

and produced several important contributions for use of force study (McEwen 1996). 

Also, creating the interval measurement of police use of force can start with the 

force continuum which demonstrates available options for police officers from mere 

presence or verbal warning to deadly force (Garner et al. 1995; McEwen 1996; 

Terrill 2001). Numbering the middle of the range, less-than-lethal force with or 

without weapon, is the essential work and needed comprehensive examination by the 

task force workshop due to its multitudinous options. For example, while Pate and 

Fridell (1993) examined a nationwide police use of force, they collected data on 

firearms, vehicle rammings, dog attacks, leg restraints, handcuffs, neck restraints or 

unconsciousness-rendering holds (carotid sleeper or chokehold), firm grips, swarms, 

twist locks/ wrist locks, metal flashlights, batons, chemical agents (Mace and pepper 

spray), and electrical devices (TASERs and stun guns). 
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In addition to measuring all force, from verbal to deadly force, by coding them 

into commands, threats, pat downs, handcuffing, firm grips, pain compliance 

techniques, takedown maneuvers, striking with parts of the body, or striking with an 

external mechanism, Terrill (2001) even suggested measuring citizen resistance by 

coding it into passive, verbal, defensive, or active categories as well. The lists of data 

show diverse types of use of force. By framing of the definitions of the police use 

of force, numeric measurement, quantified determinants, and codified categories, 

prediction and explanation of the impact of determinants for the police use of force 

and the foundation of comparison of research findings can be prepared. By definition, 

the preferred data for prediction and explanation are incident-level which provide 

context of police use of force with descriptors such as date, time, number of officers 

and participants involved, nature of encounter, officer and participant characteristics 

(age, race, sex) and officer’s number of years in department than aggregate-level 

usually provided by tabulations (McEwen 1996). 

4. Prevention of the Problematic Use of Force

A diagnosis previously discussed inherently implies a remedy and prevention, and 

a way of prevention comes from mainly two dimensions: formality (formal or 

informal implication) and locus of control (internal or external) (Table 1).
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Table 1: Various approaches for police misbehavior

Formal Informal

Internal

Establishment of guidelines
Selection, training, and education
The role of supervision
Centralized administration
Internal affairs (IA)
Early warning systems
Disciplinary actions

Organizational & subcultural
Organizing against deviance
Subcultural influences

External
State liability actions
Federal liability actions
Accreditation

Political influence
Citizen oversight
Media 

4.1. Formal/ Internal Preventions and Remedies

To prevent police officers from using problematic force, manifold tactics have 

been recommended by researchers, practitioners, civil rights groups, and 

Commissions. The traditional steps taken to control police deviance have been 

internal/ formal tactics, such as establishment of clear and articulated department 

policies, procedures, and rules, careful selection in the hiring juncture, appropriate 

training (pre-service and in-service) and educating both of recruits and veterans, 

effective, efficient, and aggressive supervision, centralized administration, creating 

internal affairs (IA), employing early warning systems, and establishing an 

accountability system (Kappeler et al. 1998). A good example of the early warning 

system comes from the Internal Affairs Division in the Chicago Police Department. 

Using commercially available computer program costing $795, BrainMaker 

Professional, the IA got results otherwise a million dollars and more than 30 

investigators were required annually to get the same results (Kappeler et al. 1998). 

As an administrative tactics to prevent use of excessive force, Klockars (1996) 
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suggests two parts: a force policy and the technology of controlling excessive force. 

The force policy refers to a general standard to guide police officers use minimum 

force, and the technology of controlling excessive force includes monitoring the 

officer’s use of force, evaluating police skill, and educating police officers for using 

minimum force (Klockars 1996).

4.2. Formal/ External Preventions and Remedies

Along with the formal/ internal means for prevention of problematic police use of 

force, formal/ external means focus mainly on the legal actions including state and 

federal liability actions. While criminal prosecutions and convictions of police officers 

for the use of problematic force are rarely successful thence rarely used, civil actions 

against police for use of excessive force are common (Klockars 1996). Accreditation 

can be a useful tool to make a police agencies checks its comprehensive tactics to 

restrict officers’ deviances.

4.3. Informal/ Internal Preventions and Remedies

Often the informal goal or value of officers in the police agency is considerably 

different from the formal those of the agency (Kappeler et al. 1998). As an extreme 

example, if formal policies of an agency are attenuated or replaced by informal 

customs and practices, then most of formal accountability systems for preventing 

police deviances become no more than a paper tiger to officers. Even though the 

stated department policy is intolerable to excessive force, if supervisors show their 

tolerance to excessive use of force, then it is obvious that officers will rely on their 

immediate superiors operating the stated statement rather than the distant statement 
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keeping silence. Therefore, without considering these conflicts and discrepancies 

between the explicit policies and implicit realities in agency, most of discussions for 

a formal accountability system might lose its ground for practicality. In this vein, 

investigating an overall atmosphere in the agency, informally powerful individuals 

and groups, and subculture rooted in a police agency which affects personnel in their 

behaviors greatly are essential information to control officers’ deviance (Kappeler et 

al. 1998). 

4.4. Informal/ External Preventions and Remedies

Theoretically, a community in a democratic country provides every resources, 

conditions, and environments for police. Since politicians are concerned about the 

public opinions, police budget might be decreased if the public do not support the 

police. When the public bear more hostility than favors to the police, police are 

likely to suffer from the high crime rate with low clearance one due to the lack of 

public cooperation. Thus, the importance of the public attitudes toward the police 

cannot be overemphasized. In reality, however, the public itself does rarely express 

the collective opinion. Instead, most of the case, it is a political party, civil rights 

group, non-government organization (NGO), or mass media which represents the 

public opinion. Especially, since the mass media play an important role in leading 

the public opinion, the function of the mass media in controlling the problematic 

police use of force should not be ignored. In addition, a role of the civil rights group 

and NGO in oversight of police deviance is another valuable resource to control the 

police practice. 

In general, despite of various endeavors to reduce the problematic police use of 

force, still media report grave police misbehaviors in use of force daily-basis. 



An Issue in Policing in the U.S.: The Problematic Use of Force  325

However, those repeated media reports do not mean no improvement or endeavor to 

improvement in police practice across the time. Modern policing in the United States 

is highly evaluated in its endeavor for reform of policing practices including the use 

of force. Nevertheless, increased public concerns about police use of force, media 

sensationalism, and almost always available affluent information network might make 

police use of force stick out like a sore thumb. At this juncture, without comparable 

empirical data across location and period, decisive statements over the trend in police 

use of force must be extremely careful.  

5. Discussion and Conclusion

As having examined the problematic police use of force, conceptualization and 

operationalization, figuring out the generally accepted reasons of the police deviances, 

and creating the prevention of the police misbehaviors are regarded as intractable 

work to achieve. Basically, it is because the topic of the problematic police use of 

force is necessarily related to value-laden argument accompanying a judgment not 

value-free plain statement (Adams 1996). Furthermore, when it comes to appreciation 

of a social value of the police use of force, it needs agreed relevant criteria and 

application of these criteria in a same manner as well as considering police officer’s 

recognition on the spot (Adams 1996).  

Empirical researches with high quality data are extraordinarily desired for greater 

public protection from the governmental abusive use of force in U.S. As efforts of 

acquiring empirical data, the International Chief of Police Association (IACP) has 

attempted to collect data for the police use of force and the Violent Crime and Law 

Enforcement Act of 1994 also directs General Attorney to collect data for police use 
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of excessive force (Adams 1996). Still, as other social studies suffer from a lack of 

data, study of police use of force, especially, police use of problematic force, also 

suffocates for lack of empirical data. According to McEwen (1996), predicaments in 

data collection on police use of force stem from five key issues: definitions of use 

of force, incident versus aggregate level data submission, rates of police use of force, 

misapplications of use-of-force, and anonymity of submitting agencies. In other 

words, not only lack of unified definition of use of force, but also hesitation of local 

police departments in collecting incident-level data due to heavy workload, technical 

problems in getting rates of police use of force by the selection of the  numerator 

and the denominator, frustrating police force by using the collected data for 

comparison to other departments or a possibility of filing a sue against local 

government or its officials with the police misbehavior data, and the technical 

difficulties of guaranteeing anonymity of submitting agencies discourage law 

enforcement agencies in the data collection (McEwen 1996). These issues have been 

considered to be intractable for a long time; however, as Black (1980 p. 214) said 

that “every kind of measurement in every science is a human creation that is 

imposed upon the natural world,” establishing a standard definition and formulations 

for getting comparable rates is ultimately artificial process, hence achievable. In 

addition, to facilitate participation of police agencies in submitting the data, using the 

data only for pure researches, training officers, and policy development, and a way of 

guaranteeing the anonymity should be elaborated. 

In order to ameliorate police use of inappropriate force in U.S., the most important 

party in a situation of problematic police use of force is police officers themselves. 

Therefore, from the recruiting stage police department should examine the personal 

backgrounds thoroughly including mental illness and violence career, and conduct 

psychological test as well. Once recruited, during police academy period and 
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in-practice, well-planned frequent training for police use of force is essential to 

maintain officers’ proper decision process and integrity on the field. Along with 

being armed with institutional systems for scrutinizing officers’ misbehaviors, such as 

internal affairs unit, early warning system, discipline procedure, and legal actions, 

noninstitutional constituents (e.g. political influence, citizen oversight, media 

surveillance) are valuable resources for correcting police malpractice. 

When it comes to public welfare, public health, and safety, police use of force by 

which so many people got injured, sometimes even got killed, is one of the top 

priority concerns in U.S. In spite of numerous studies, discussions, committee 

meetings, and investigations regarding the police use of problematic force, still 

distressing news fill up the media every day in U.S. Even though extirpating all of 

the police use of problematic force is deemed insurmountable, well-coordinated and 

cooperated plan among the public, researchers, practitioners, and governments can 

decrease the frequency and minimize the amount of force to inescapable level. For 

the effective and efficient controlling of the problematic police use of force in U.S., 

social and political support for police reform is strongly desired. As Skolnick and 

Fyfe (1993) demonstrate the most important difference between two parties, August 

Vollmer and O.W. Wilson who failed in police reform and Patrick V. Murphy who 

succeeded in changing the NYPD, is that the former did not have favorable social 

and political environment, but the latter did enjoy a prevailing social and political 

support for the police reform. The research finding suggests that the U.S. police 

alone cannot have complete metamorphosis without favorable environment, i.e., social 

and political support. 

This study has several limitations. First, each prevention strategy against 

problematic police use of force was not be explained concretely due to page limit. 

Second, the study did not provide all prevention strategies against problematic police 
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use of force discussed in U.S.

In spite of the limitations, this research may help our society academically and 

practically. It will give much information when researchers study similar topic about 

our society. Also, it implies that problematic police use of force in Korea can be 

minimized by social and political support in addition to Korean police own efforts. 
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국문초록

미국 경찰활동의 한 이슈: 문제의 소지가 있는 경찰력 사용

김 정 림 (탈튼대학교)
임 형 진 (경찰대학교 치안 정책연구소)

경찰력의 사용은 공중의 생활, 자유, 그리고 재산에 중대한 영향을 준다. 특히 문제

의 소지가 있는 경찰력 사용은 미국사회에서 이해관계자들에게 큰 관심을 받아 왔다. 

많은 연구, 토론, 위원회 회의, 그리고 개혁 노력에도 불구하고, 미국에서 계속되는 경

찰력의 남용은 대중들을 실망시켜왔다. 본 연구는 선행 연구들을 통하여 미국사회에

서 경찰력 사용의 영향, 이유, 빈도, 유형, 그리고 그 수준에 대해 고찰한다. 본 연구는 

또한 미국의 문제의 소지가 있는 경찰력 사용을 이해하는 데 있어 중요한 두 가지 이

슈로서 경찰력 사용의 결정요소와 경찰력 사용의 측정 문제에 대한 설명을 시도한다. 

그 후, 문제의 소지가 있는 경찰력의 예방에 관해 논의한다. 마지막으로, 경찰 자체의 

개혁노력 뿐만 아니라 사회적인 그리고 정치적인 지원을 통해 문제의 소지가 있는 경

찰력 사용의 빈도를 줄일 수 있고, 사용되는 경찰력의 양이 줄어들 수 있다는 점을 제

안한다. 

주제어 : 경찰력 사용, 법의 이론, 결정 요인, 측정, 예방 
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