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Police Accountability and Use of Force

ABSTRACT

This term paper delves into the intricate dynamics of police accountability and the use of
force, presenting a comprehensive analysis of these critical facets of law enforcement. It
explores the definitions and types of force employed by police, the accountability
mechanisms in place, and the challenges they face. The historical evolution of policing, the
role of technology, and international perspectives are considered, offering a well-rounded
perspective.

The paper examines real-world case studies that underscore the consequences of police
conduct and the responses of accountability systems. It also highlights reform efforts aimed at
enhancing transparency and trust, along with the potential directions for future research and
policy development.

By navigating these complexities, the aim is to contribute to a deeper understanding of the
challenges and potential solutions within the domain of policing. The pursuit of police
accountability remains a collective responsibility, reflecting the core values of transparency,
justice, and the safeguarding of individual rights in modern society.

Keywords: Police Accountability, Use of Force, Law Enforcement, Accountability
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INTRODUCTION

Law enforcement agencies play a fundamental role in maintaining social order and ensuring
public safety. Yet, the exercise of police power, particularly when it involves the use of force,
has been a subject of intense scrutiny and debate. The relationship between police
accountability and the use of force has emerged as a pressing concern in modern society
(Smith 7). As incidents of excessive force and misuse of authority gain national attention, it
becomes paramount to understand the mechanisms in place to hold law enforcement

accountable for their actions.

This term paper delves into the complex and multifaceted issue of police
accountability and the use of force, examining the challenges, consequences, and reform
efforts within the criminal justice system. Through a comprehensive analysis of this topic, a
better understanding of the evolving landscape of policing and the vital importance of

accountability measures in a democratic society can be gained.

In the pages that follow, an exploration of the definitions and types of force employed
by law enforcement, the various accountability mechanisms in place, and the obstacles they
face will be conducted. Case studies will illuminate the real-world consequences of police
conduct and the responses of accountability systems. The evolution of policing, the role of
technology, and the global context will be delved into to offer a well-rounded perspective on

this critical issue.

Navigating the complexities of police accountability and the use of force reveals that
this is not merely a concern for law enforcement but a matter of public interest, civil rights,

and social justice. By delving into this subject, the aim is to contribute to a better
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understanding of the challenges and potential solutions in this domain, ultimately promoting

a safer and more just society for all.

USE OF FORCE IN POLICING

Policing, as an institution, is vested with the authority to use force to maintain law and order,
protect public safety, and uphold the rule of law (Kelling 56). Understanding the nature of
force used by law enforcement is crucial in evaluating its accountability mechanisms and
potential areas for improvement. This section explores the definitions, types, and factors

influencing the use of force in policing.

Definition and Types of Force. The use of force by law enforcement is a multifaceted aspect
of policing that encompasses various actions and approaches. It includes a spectrum of
responses, from verbal commands and minimal physical contact to the use of firearms. These
responses are typically categorized into different types, each tailored to the specific
circumstances at hand. Physical force, as one category, involves the use of hands, body
weight, or physical tools to gain control over a situation. Less-lethal force methods, such as
Tasers and pepper spray, are employed when officers need to subdue individuals with less
potential for lethal outcomes. Lethal force, involving firearms, is the most extreme form of

force and is authorized when officers perceive a deadly threat (Wexler 23).

Factors Influencing the Use of Force. The use of force by police officers is influenced by a
myriad of factors, which often interplay in complex situations. The level of resistance or non-
compliance encountered during an interaction is a crucial determinant. Officers must assess
the perceived danger to themselves, other individuals, and the community. Their judgment is
informed by their training, experience, and the context of the situation (Garner 371). A

critical principle guiding the use of force is the concept of proportionality. This means that
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officers are trained to employ the minimum amount of force necessary to control a situation
effectively. The escalation of force is intended to be a gradual process, with de-escalation

techniques employed whenever feasible.

Historical Perspective. The historical perspective of the use of force in policing provides
valuable insights into the evolution of law enforcement practices. Policing has adapted over
time, influenced by changing societal norms, legal standards, and technological
advancements. Examining this historical evolution is crucial for understanding how the
perception and application of force have changed over the years. It also aids in recognizing
how past practices and challenges have informed the development of contemporary policing

and accountability mechanisms (Fyfe 134).

A comprehensive understanding of the use of force in policing provides the
foundation for evaluating the accountability mechanisms and challenges discussed in
subsequent sections. It allows us to appreciate the complexities of policing and its impact on

society.

POLICE ACCOUNTABILITY MECHANISMS

Overview of Accountability Mechanisms. Police accountability is vital in ensuring that law
enforcement agencies uphold ethical standards and are answerable for their actions. Various
mechanisms exist to hold officers accountable for their conduct. Understanding these

mechanisms is essential to evaluate their effectiveness in addressing the use of force.

Internal accountability mechanisms are processes within law enforcement agencies
that scrutinize officer conduct. These typically involve internal affairs units tasked with
investigating officer behavior and misconduct. Civilian review boards, on the other hand,

offer an external form of accountability. Comprising community members, they provide
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oversight by independently reviewing allegations of police misconduct and making

recommendations (Walker 112).

Internal Affairs Units and Their Role. Internal affairs units play a pivotal role in maintaining
police accountability. They are responsible for investigating allegations of officer
misconduct, which may include excessive use of force, discrimination, or other violations of
department policies. These investigations are intended to ensure transparency, maintain
public trust, and identify officers who require corrective action or disciplinary measures

(O'Hara 25).

External Oversight Bodies. Civilian review boards serve as a supplementary layer of
accountability, particularly when public trust in internal investigations is lacking. Comprising
community members, these boards independently evaluate cases of alleged misconduct. They
assess the findings of internal affairs investigations and, in some cases, recommend
disciplinary action or policy changes. Their involvement aims to enhance transparency and

build community confidence in policing (Smith 67).

Legal and Ethical Standards Governing Police Conduct. In addition to internal and external
accountability mechanisms, legal and ethical standards guide police conduct. These standards
encompass the constitutional rights of individuals and the expectations placed on law
enforcement officers. For example, the Fourth Amendment prohibits unreasonable searches
and seizures, and the use of force must be "objectively reasonable™ according to the standard

set by the Supreme Court (Crawford 38).

Understanding these standards is crucial, as they serve as a framework for evaluating
police behavior and assessing whether accountability mechanisms are effectively upholding

the law and ethical principles.
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ISSUES AND CHALLENGES

Incidents involving the use of force by law enforcement have raised several critical issues and

challenges, highlighting the need for effective accountability mechanisms and reform efforts.

Incidents of Excessive Force and Their Consequences. Instances of excessive use of force by
police officers have garnered significant public attention and concern. These incidents often
result in physical harm, injury, or loss of life. Such events not only have immediate
consequences for the individuals involved but also erode public trust in law enforcement

(Geller 85).

Racial Disparities in the Use of Force. Racial disparities in the application of force have been
a recurring issue. Studies indicate that individuals from marginalized communities,
particularly Black Americans, are disproportionately affected by police use of force (Smith
56). Addressing these disparities is a central concern for accountability mechanisms and

broader reform efforts.

Resistance to Accountability Measures within Law Enforcement. Resistance to accountability
measures within law enforcement agencies can hinder the effective investigation of
misconduct and the application of disciplinary actions (O'Neill 49). The "blue wall of
silence," a code of silence among police officers, can create obstacles to transparency and

hinder the reporting of wrongdoing.

Public Perception and Trust in Law Enforcement. Public perception and trust in law
enforcement are directly impacted by issues related to the use of force and accountability.
When communities perceive that accountability mechanisms are inadequate or that officers
are not held responsible for misconduct, trust in the police can erode. Restoring and

maintaining this trust is a paramount challenge (Kappeler 71).
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CASE STUDIES

Examining real-world incidents involving the use of force and the subsequent accountability

measures sheds light on the complexities and challenges in this domain.

Case Study 1: The Rodney King Incident. One of the most iconic cases of excessive use of
force is the 1991 beating of Rodney King, a Black motorist, by Los Angeles police officers
(Nash 105). The incident was captured on video and led to public outrage and protests. It

exemplifies the role of public awareness and media scrutiny in exposing police misconduct

and influencing accountability efforts.

Case Study 2: The Ferguson Shooting. The 2014 shooting of Michael Brown, an unarmed
Black teenager, by a white police officer in Ferguson, Missouri, ignited nationwide protests
and renewed discussions on racial disparities in the use of force (Wilson 47). The case
underscores the importance of transparent investigations and the community's demand for

accountability.

Case Study 3: The Chicago Police Torture Scandal. The Chicago Police Department's torture
scandal, involving the abuse and coercion of suspects, including African American men, by
Detective Jon Burge and his colleagues, exemplifies a historical lack of accountability within
law enforcement (Walker 123). The case demonstrates the enduring impact of unchecked

misconduct on communities.

Case Study 4: The Shooting of Laquan McDonald. The 2014 shooting of Laquan McDonald,
a Black teenager, by a white Chicago police officer, Jason Van Dyke, raised concerns about
the suppression of evidence and the need for independent oversight (Sanchez & Jimenez).

The subsequent conviction of the officer highlights the role of accountability mechanisms in

delivering justice.



[Surname] 8

These case studies offer real-world examples of incidents involving the use of force,
their consequences, and the accountability mechanisms employed. They underscore the
importance of thorough investigations, transparency, and the influence of public opinion in

shaping accountability.

REFORM EFFORTS

Efforts to improve police accountability and address the use of force have been ongoing,
encompassing a range of initiatives and reforms aimed at enhancing transparency and

preventing misconduct.

Efforts to Improve Accountability. One significant reform effort is centered on enhancing the
accountability of law enforcement agencies. The use of body-worn cameras by police officers
has gained prominence as a means of documenting interactions and ensuring transparency
(White 77). Such technology aims to hold officers accountable for their actions and provide a

clear record of events during critical incidents.

De-Escalation Training and Community Policing. Reform efforts have also emphasized the
importance of de-escalation training for police officers (Scott 95). This training focuses on

defusing potentially volatile situations without resorting to force. Additionally, community
policing strategies aim to build stronger relationships between law enforcement and the

communities they serve, reducing tensions and enhancing accountability (Rosenbaum 53).

Legislative Changes and Policy Revisions. Proposed legislative changes and policy revisions
seek to clarify the standards for the use of force and the accountability of officers (Bass 41).
Reforms can include legal standards that require officers to use force only when it is

"objectively reasonable™ and necessary, as determined by the Supreme Court's decisions.
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These reform efforts are crucial in addressing the issues and challenges discussed earlier in
the paper. They reflect a commitment to enhancing the transparency, fairness, and

accountability of law enforcement in their interactions with the public.

INTERNATIONAL PERSPECTIVS

To gain a holistic understanding of police accountability and the use of force, it is valuable to
consider international perspectives, as law enforcement practices and accountability

mechanisms vary worldwide.

Comparative Approaches to Policing. Different countries employ varying approaches to
policing, reflecting cultural, legal, and historical differences. For example, some European
countries emphasize community-oriented policing and de-escalation techniques, which can

inform best practices for enhancing accountability (Tuffin 88).

Global Accountability Mechanisms. International bodies such as the United Nations and
Interpol have established guidelines and standards for policing practices, emphasizing the
importance of human rights and accountability in law enforcement (UNODC 72). These

global initiatives contribute to shaping national accountability mechanisms.

Challenges and Success Stories. Examining case studies from other countries can reveal both
the challenges and successes in police accountability. For instance, the experience of South
Africa's Independent Police Investigative Directorate (IPID) in addressing police misconduct
offers insights into the complexities and potential solutions in achieving accountability

(Mbhele 103).
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Understanding international perspectives on police accountability and use of force
contributes to a broader dialogue on best practices and the potential for cross-border

collaboration to address shared challenges.

FUTURE DIRECTIONS

The complexities of police accountability and the use of force require ongoing attention and
continuous improvement. Several directions for future research, policy, and reform efforts

can shape the path forward.

Technological Advancements and Accountability. The integration of advanced technologies
like artificial intelligence and data analytics in policing shows promise in improving
transparency and accountability (Smith 73). Future research should explore how these

technologies can be harnessed to monitor and assess police conduct effectively.

Community-Centered Accountability. Strengthening community-oriented policing and
involving the public in accountability mechanisms remains a pivotal direction for the future
(Lum 62). Empowering communities to be active participants in oversight can build trust and

enhance accountability.

Transnational Collaboration. Given the global nature of law enforcement and the shared
challenges in accountability, transnational collaboration among countries can lead to the
exchange of best practices and strategies (Harkins 44). Future efforts should focus on

building international networks to address misconduct and promote accountability.

Evaluating Accountability Mechanisms. Continued research is needed to assess the

effectiveness of internal and external accountability mechanisms. This involves examining
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the impact of reforms, such as body-worn cameras and civilian review boards, on reducing

instances of misconduct and improving public trust (Braga 35).

Future directions should prioritize research, policy development, and international
collaboration to create a more transparent, accountable, and just law enforcement system. The
path forward involves ongoing evaluation, adaptation, and the commitment to addressing the

challenges that emerge in policing.

CONCLUSION

The issues surrounding police accountability and the use of force are pivotal to the fabric of
modern society. This term paper has delved into the complex landscape of law enforcement
conduct, the mechanisms designed to ensure accountability, and the challenges that persist.
The examination of international perspectives and future directions underscores the global

significance of these topics.

As this paper has highlighted, instances of excessive force, racial disparities, and
resistance to accountability mechanisms remain profound challenges. However, it is
encouraging to witness reform efforts, advances in technology, and the emergence of

community-centered accountability as potential pathways to progress.

In a world where transparency, fairness, and justice are paramount, the pursuit of
effective police accountability remains an enduring mission. It is not only a duty to those who
entrust law enforcement with the responsibility of upholding the law but also to the broader
community. The commitment to examining these issues, implementing reforms, and building
trust between the police and the public is a collective responsibility that defines our society's

character and aspirations.
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As we navigate the path forward, the exchange of best practices, transnational
collaboration, and the evaluation of accountability mechanisms will remain vital. The pursuit
of a more equitable and accountable law enforcement system will require ongoing research,

policy development, and a commitment to addressing the challenges that emerge in policing.

Ultimately, the strength of a society is reflected in how it handles the delicate balance
between the authority bestowed upon its police and the mechanisms in place to hold them
accountable. With continued dedication and a collective sense of purpose, we can strive to
ensure that law enforcement remains a force for good, safeguarding the rights and well-being

of all citizens.
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