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Police use of force data varies widely between 
jurisdictions in the quality, extent, and format of 
the data provided. We argue in this article that 

standardization of police use of force data would allow 
for more effective statistical analysis, leading to more 
effective comparisons across jurisdictions and within 
individual jurisdictions. In this article, we first establish 
a definition of use of force, outline the data that is 
currently available, and explain why lack of standard-
ization is an issue that statisticians and communities 
should care about. We outline what information should 
be included in use of force reports and discuss next steps 
for the statistical community.

What Actions Constitute  
“Use of Force”? 
Definitions of what constitutes force exerted by law 
enforcement vary widely but can generally be divided 
into empty-hand control, less-lethal (also called less-
than-lethal) force, and lethal force. This terminology, 
particularly in contrast to terms like “non-deadly force,” 
reflects the understanding that less-lethal force can 
still cause significant bodily harm or death in some 
circumstances. Empty-hand control techniques do not 
use tools or weapons but instead use grabs, holds, or 
joint locks to restrain (soft controls). An escalation of 
empty-hand control (hard controls) includes punches 
or kicks to control a particularly combative individual. 
Less-lethal force includes (a) blunt impact like batons 
or projectiles (e.g. rubber bullets) to immobilize a com-
bative civilian, (b) chemical sprays (oleoresin capsicum 
aka pepper spray) or projectiles like pepper balls or tear 
gas, and (c) conducted energy devices like tasers or stun 
guns. Finally, lethal force is any use of force that creates 
a substantial risk of death or serious bodily harm. While 
many cases of lethal force use lethal weapons (typically 
firearms) to gain control of the situation, the weapons 
themselves are not necessary to constitute classification 
as exerting lethal force. The policies for scenarios that 
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justify lethal force vary by agency but should always be 
a last resort to protect officers and other civilians. 

When law enforcement first comes into contact 
with the public, they are expected to be professional 
and nonthreatening. As an interaction with the public 
evolves, law enforcement officers are typically trained 
to use a continuum of force similar to that displayed in 
Figure 1 to match their actions to the level of resistance 
or combativeness of the civilian with whom they are in 
contact, increasing their level of assertiveness, control, 
and force accordingly. “Contact controls” techniques 
consist of “soft” empty-hand control techniques, while 
“compliance techniques” include more forceful language 
as well as the “hard” empty-hand control techniques, and 
“defensive tactics” include most cases of less-lethal force 
methods. However, because this continuum governs 
the officer’s actions, the escalation of levels in the con-
tinuum of force relies solely on the “reasonable officer’s 
perception” of the situation and does not account for the 
civilian’s perception of the situation. Furthermore, while 
a continuum arranged in this way implies a linear tra-
jectory of escalation of force, modern law enforcement 
policies acknowledge that these interactions evolve 
quickly, and the officer may need to skip certain steps, 
going directly to less-lethal or deadly force if their 
assessment of the situation requires it. 

In addition to the variance in policies and defini-
tions, the threshold for and process of documenting a 
use of force event can also vary across jurisdictions and 
agencies. Many agencies document use of less-lethal 
weapons (defensive tactics) or firearm deployment 
(deadly force) via radio, a transmission that dispatches a 
supervisor to visit the scene specifically to investigate the 
use of force incident. However, for empty-hand control 
types of force, data collection relies on officers to self-
report their actions and document when they use force, 
initiating any subsequent investigation by supervisors or 
third parties. This reliance on self-report and initiating 
investigations into their own actions can pose a threat 
to the reliability and validity of the data.
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Throughout the Ingram Olkin Forum on Statistical 
Analysis of Police Use of Force, many questions were 
prompted about the standardization and reporting of 
use of force data. Some examples of these questions 
include the following: 

•	 When a “use of force” incident occurs, how is 
it reviewed for compliance with agency use of 
force policies and federal guidelines? 

•	 Are there different levels of review for dif-
ferent types of force application? For exam-
ple, does use of a taser or gas generate a 
different level of review than a take-down  
followed by handcuffing? Does an incident 
resulting in injury to the subject require a higher 
level of review than an incident involving the 
same force application but no injury?

•	 Is there a mechanism for monitoring individual 
officers? 

•	 Are use of force incidents reviewed within the 
chain of command, by an inspector general's 
office, or an independent review panel?

The answers to these questions vary by jurisdiction 
and are often difficult to find in a publicly available 
space, making accountability efforts difficult due to lack 
of transparency. 

Disparate Collection Requirements
According to a recent report by the Center for  
Policing Equity, “Law enforcement agencies track ‘force’ 
in many different ways. In fact, there’s no national stan-
dard requiring departments to track when force was 
used. Even when departments record force, they might 
not distinguish between drawing, displaying, or using 
a firearm or taser—which prevents communities from 
having an accurate, complete picture of officers’ behavior. 
Some departments don’t even report basic demographic 
information, like race or gender, about the person who 
an officer used force against. In fact, report protocols 
may be so inconsistent that definitions of ‘force’ vary 
within the department.” This report reiterates the need 
for standardized reporting and release of police use of 
force data. For this article, our team looked into several 
cities in the United States to find examples of what 
information is publicly available about requirements for 
use of force reporting.

Figure 1. Use of force continuum, adapted from training materials from the Federal Law Enforcement Training Center.
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•	 Portland: Police officers in Portland, Oregon 
are required to submit reports after any incident 
involving use of force. "Use of force" includes 
everything from handcuffing or control against 
resistance to use of a weapon such as a baton, 
taser, or firearm. Use of force incidents are sub-
ject to different levels of review depending on 
the type of force involved and whether it resulted 
in injury. The category of force plays a part in 
determining the level of review, either going 
to the shift lieutenant, precinct commander 
or chief ’s office. All use of force incidents are 
then reviewed by the Office of the Inspector 
General Lieutenant. The investigating sergeant 
can always elevate the level of review of a use of 
force investigation. Level I is deadly force and 
is handled differently. 

•	 Houston: The Houston Police Department has 
guidelines for reporting use of force incidents 
publicly available on their website and outlined 
in their General Order 600-20 issued on March 
4, 2022. Officers are required to document all 
reportable force incidents by either using a 
short or long form, depending on the nature and 
severity of the force used. The documentation 
must include specific details about the incident, 
such as the type of force, the reasons for its 
use, and any injuries sustained. Additionally, 
officers must notify a supervisor immediately 
following the use of force and complete the 
necessary reports before the end of their shift. 
General Order 600-17 provides additional use 
of force definitions and states that the use of 
force must be lawful, objectively reasonable, and 
proportional, emphasizing de-escalation and 
immediate medical assistance while requiring 
intervention in cases of excessive force

•	 Saint Paul: The St. Paul, Minnesota Police 
Department has committed to examining use 
of force data as part of their effort to train 
their officers in better de-escalation techniques 
and teach officers how to intervene success-
fully in circumstances where misuse of force 
may occur. When evaluating the use of force 
reports completed by officers, the department 
considers both the levels of resistance or aggres-
sion of the citizen and the officer’s perception 
of the person’s intent to harm. When force is 
used above and beyond applying handcuffs to 
a cooperative citizen, SPPD requires officers to 
notify a supervisor and complete both a police 
report and a use of force report. These reports 

are reviewed by unit command, presented and 
reviewed by the department’s use of force com-
mittee (including senior patrol and training 
officers), and undergo a final review by internal 
affairs. Some elements included in the report 
include the type of force, whether the subject 
or officer were injured, the district, and subject 
race and gender demographics.

o	 In nearby West St. Paul, the policy of 
the police department is more specific 
about the type of information a super-
visor must review when a use of force  
incident has been reported. The super-
visors are responsible for reviewing all 
related reports, but also capturing whether 
any witnesses or subjects were interviewed 
and that injury and complaints of pain 
are well documented at the scene. The 
operations division commander is also 
requested to prepare an analysis report 
each year for the chief, reporting on any 
training needs and trends in force used by 
the department.

•	 Baltimore: The Baltimore Police Department 
has a policy that has required all instances of 
the use of force or threat to be documented and 
reviewed within its guidelines, as outlined in its 
consent decree since 2016. The policy and decree 
classify types of force into three categories, with 
level 1 being the least severe and level 3 being 
the most severe. Levels 1 and 2 undergo a similar 
review process by the officer’s chain of com-
mand, while level 3 incidents are more in-depth. 
These reviews involve multiple boards and units 
to ensure thorough investigations.

o	 For level 1 and level 2 incidents, the officer's 
chain of command conducts a compre-
hensive review, with level 2 cases addition-
ally reviewed by the audits and inspections 
division’s use of force assessment unit.  
Sometimes, a performance review board 
made up of members from various depart-
ment divisions checks a sample of level 
2 incidents for compliance with policies 
and training guidelines. Level 3 cases are 
investigated by the special investigations 
response team, composed of supervisors 
and detectives with specialized investiga-
tive experience.

o	 The BPD is tasked with collecting and 
monitoring all documents related to use of 
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force and misconduct allegations, includ-
ing various forms, investigations by SIRT, 
reviews by the Public Integrity Bureau, and 
supporting materials like recordings and 
downloads. Annually, the BPD evaluates 
the previous year's force data, identifies 
trends and issues, and produces a public 
report based on the gathered information. 

•	 Boston: Any discharge of a lethal or less-lethal 
weapon automatically starts the reporting pro-
cess for use of force. The deploying officer is 
responsible for notifying the operations division 
and verbally notifying a supervisor of the inci-
dent. Furthermore, the deploying officer writes 
a narrative of the incident from their perspective 
and the supervisor conducts an investigation of 
the incident and notifies the firearm discharge 
investigation team. The deploying officers are 
then responsible for attending all subsequent 
FDIT interviews until the investigation is com-
plete. Contact controls, batons, and OC spray do 
not have specific teams to review but do require 
supervisor investigation for all incidents.

•	 Nationally: The International Association of 
Chiefs of Police has a guide released in June 
2020 also giving guidelines on how to report 
police use of force. The guidelines include ver-
bal and written reports of use of force by both 
officers that used force and witnessed force. The 
guidelines also include extensive information 
about what information should be contained 
in the use of force reports, such as information 
about where/when/who was involved, includ-
ing both the officer and the civilian. There 
are extensive “minimal” guidelines, including 
detailed information such as pictures of sub-
ject/officer injuries (if applicable), the subject’s 
demeanor, and information about witnesses 
present at the time of the incident. There are 
also guidelines on reporting, such as an annual 
summary of all use of force incidents to be made 
publicly available and use of force resulting in 
death or serious bodily injury being reported 
to the FBI’s National Use-of-Force Data  
Collection reporting portal.

While most police departments have robust case 
management systems to document arrests and reported 
crime, our impression from this review is that the use 
of CMS specifically for use of force incident reporting 
and review is still rather new to the field in comparison. 
Review systems should allow internal users to capture 

whether incidents have occurred, to track the status of 
incident review, to collaborate on potential remedies 
and training, and to resolve investigations with ease. 
Commonly used solutions, such as BlueTeam by IAPro, 
allow officers to enter a use of force incident from the 
field, and for review to be done by supervisors, training, 
and command staff. In particular, BlueTeam also offers 
an early intervention solution where supervisors may 
be able to intervene earlier with officers that may need 
more training before an incident occurs. 

Despite the value that entering these incidents into a 
separate CMS offers agencies in terms of review, inves-
tigation, and follow up, it poses a new challenge in that 
the data related to use of force may be separated from 
the data related to crime and calls for service incidents 
themselves, further siloing researchers’ ability to evalu-
ate department practices and progress holistically. It 
also may hinder the ability of departments to release 
information to the public readily, depending on the 
complexity of the CMS system.

Inconsistent Data Availability
There are numerous localized data sources on police use 
of force that are individually or collectively hosted. For 
example, some urban areas have “Open Data” websites 
that publish regularly updated use of force data for their 
jurisdiction. There are some broadly reaching initiatives, 
such as the Police Data Initiative, that compile infor-
mation about where individual localities are hosting 
police use of force data, as well as other types of policing 
data, such as calls for service. The Police Scorecard is 
also a national initiative that compiles and documents 
information from individual police departments about 
use of force. In this initiative, information about lethal 
force used in arrests, unarmed civilians killed, and racial 
disparities in deadly force are used to evaluate police vio-
lence. There are non-governmental sources that compile 
information on police use of force, such as PoliceData.
org, through the organization Mapping Police Violence, 
and the Citizens Police Data Project, which is hosted 
by the Invisible Institute. Relying on news reports 
of serious force used, and on data they can formally 
request via public access laws, these agencies approach 
measuring force beyond administrative data sets alone. 
This poses its own challenges and limitations but lends 
additional insights into the experience of the public and 
the institutions that are meant to serve them. Together, 
open data portals populated by departments themselves 
and dashboards created by grassroots organizations 
committed to oversight could give a broader picture of 
use of force dynamics across the country. 
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Even in cases when use of force data is made avail-
able by individual agencies, it is provided in a variety of 
formats. For example, some agencies release incident-
based data sets, where there is information available for 
each use of force incident during a certain time period. 
Alternatively, some agencies only released summary 
reports of use of force incidents where, for example, 
they provide a summary of incidents that occurred 
over a given period (typically a month or a year) within 
the jurisdiction. These counts are occasionally broken 
down by other characteristics. Lastly, the format of the 
spatial/geographic information that is released can also 
vary widely. For example, some incident-based data sets 
include either coordinates (longitude/latitude), police 
beat or district, or anonymized addresses correspond-
ing to each use of force incident. Alternatively, some 
aggregated data sets release counts per beat or district. 

As mentioned in the article on spatial statistics in this 
CHANCE issue, the FBI has collected detailed data on 
use of force from thousands of agencies each year since 
2019 (71 percent of all agencies in 2023). However, 
reporting use of force data is voluntary and data is not 
available to download at this time other than a list of 
participating agencies and summary statistics.

Why Is It A Problem?
“Standardization” refers to the implementation of uni-
form definitions, metrics, and reporting formats for 
police use of force data across different jurisdictions. 
The lack of standardization in police use of force data 
presents significant problems in identifying trends and 
challenges within law enforcement practices. When 
different jurisdictions use varied definitions and metrics 
for what is considered use of force, it becomes difficult 
to make accurate comparisons across law enforcement 
agencies. This obscures the ability to identify systemic 
issues, such as racial disparities or excessive use of force 
trends due to the lack of uniformity in data. Conse-
quently, the result is an incomplete and often misleading 
picture of police behavior, as noted earlier, hindering 
efforts to develop informed policies and interventions 
aimed at reducing unnecessary violence and improving 
community relations.

Recommendations for improving this process involve 
the following:

1.	 Uniform Metrics: Implement comprehensive 
standard measures and variables for recording 
use of force incidents, such as specific informa-
tion about the type of force used, the context 
of the incident, and the demographics of those 
involved.

2.	 Standard Reporting Formats: Develop a consis-
tent way of documenting and presenting use 
of force data, whether through incident-based 
or summary reports, and ensure that spatial/
geographic information is uniformly recorded.

3.	 Clear and Detailed Consistent Definitions: Ensure 
that all police departments use precise and 
detailed descriptions of the criteria used to define 
use of force. If an agency wants to define force in a 
particular way, users of this data can appropriately 
disaggregate the information into a format that 
is in line with a uniform metric for reporting.

Standard Fields to Report
In order to improve standardization of the information 
that is collected for each use of force incident, we sug-
gest that every agency require use of force reports to 
begin with a brief narrative account of the kind of force 
that was used, the reason for the force, and any special 
circumstances. Beyond that, each use of force report 
should include the following: 

Identifiers:

•	 The case number of the associated incident or 
call, when applicable

•	 The National Incident-Based Reporting System 
record number or local incident number of the 
report criminal incident on the subject and/or 
the assault or killing of a law enforcement officer, 
if applicable

•	 Case numbers for the other agencies’ incident 
reports, if the incident involved multiple agencies

Situational Factors:

•	 Number of officers who applied force

•	 The types (and effectiveness) of force that were 
used

•	 Location and type of location, ideally in suf-
ficient detail to permit geocoding

•	 Whether the officer(s) approached the subject(s) 

•	 Whether it was an ambush situation 

•	 Whether a supervisor or senior officer was con-
sulted during the incident—if so, provide details 
of the request and response 

•	 What the reason was for the initial stop (e.g., 
traffic stop, routine patrol, call for service, etc.)
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•	 Whether the contact was due to unlawful activ-
ity, and if so, the most serious offense 

Officer Demographics:

•	 The age, sex, race, ethnicity, height and weight 
of the officer(s)

•	 The years of service of the officer(s)

•	 Officer rank

•	 Whether the officer is a full-time employee

•	 Whether the officer was on duty

•	 Whether the officer discharged a firearm

•	 Whether the officer was injured. If so, the type 
of injury the officer received

Subject Demographics:

•	 The age, sex, race, ethnicity, height and weight 
of the subject(s)

•	 Whether the subject was injured. If so, the type 
of injury the subject(s) sustained

•	 Whether the subject threatened the officer(s) or 
some other person(s)

•	 Whether the subject resisted. If so, the type 
of resistance or weapon involvement (threats, 
active aggression, firearm, etc.)

•	 Whether the subject had a known or apparent 
impairment (mental health condition, drug or 
alcohol use, physical disability, etc.)

•	 Whether the subject was believed to have  
a weapon

This detailed information being a crucial compo-
nent of reporting is largely echoed by the International 
Association of Chiefs of Police Reporting Use of Force 
guide. This core information described above enables 
many sorts of useful data analysis, but there are some 
purposes for which it is insufficient. For example, 
if the chief of police in a large city wanted to study 
whether there were officers who regularly engaged 
in problematic use of force, the record would have 
to include the badge numbers of the officers. Such 
information would probably not be made available 

to academic researchers who study police use of force, 
but, for internal use, it could be a powerful tool for the 
improvement of policing.

Where Do We Go from Here?
A “standard” definition of police use of force1 may be 
widely used in the scientific and research spaces, but this 
only helps in a very limited capacity. If law enforcement 
is not using a shared definition, then it is still unlikely 
that we can truly measure force toward a meaningful 
end. In collaborating with law enforcement to define use 
of force, they will be able to have confidence in this defi-
nition while also providing important context. It is also 
critical to consider the way that a standard definition 
will satisfy the needs of both research practitioners and 
the agencies/policy makers themselves. If a definition 
is broad enough to cover the needs of both, it will most 
necessarily include clear components and flexibility for 
each stakeholder’s needs.

We also know that the use of force continuum is 
not as cut and dry in practice as it may seem in theory, 
thus making it an inefficient measuring tool. Both of 
these are dated back to the mid-nineties, and it is time 
to update these definitions in a uniform way that spans 
more than research use.

One way to achieve standard definitions and reports 
would be to lean on existing groups of stakeholders 
(i.e., the IACP, federal government groups, nonprofits 
focused on sustainable measurement, etc.) and create a 
working group invested in this charge. Then, the chiefs 
from IACP can bring the new standards back to their 
department for implementation.  

Further Reading
Baltimore Reporting Policy. www.baltimorepolice.org/

transparency/bpd-policies/1115-use-force.
Boston Reporting Policy. https://police.boston.gov/rules-

procedures.
Houston Reporting Policy. www.houstontx.gov/

police/general_orders/600/600-20%20Use%20of%20
Force%20Reporting.pdf.

International Association of Chiefs of Police Reporting 
Use of Force guide. www.theiacp.org/sites/default/
files/2020-06Reporting%20UoF%20June%202020.pdf.

1 Klahm, C. F. & Tillyer, R. 2010. Understanding police use of force: A review of the evidence. The Southwest Journal of Criminal Justice 
7(2)214-238.
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Improving use of force policy community toolkit. Center 
for Policing Equity. www.policingequity.org/use-of-
force/78-community-toolkit-use-of-force/file.

Measure for Justice. Roundtable on improving data 
for racial equity in policing summary report. https://
measuresforjustice.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/01/
Roundtable-on-Improving-Data-for-Racial-Equity-
in-Policing.pdf.

Measures for Justice. A National Standard for Mea-
suring Policing. https://measuresforjustice.org/what- 
we-do/how-we-measure/police-measures.

National Use of Force Data Collection. www.fbi.
gov/how-we-can-help-you/more-fbi-services-and- 
information/ucr/use-of-force.

PoliceData. http://policedata.org.
Portland Reporting Policy. www.portland.gov/policies/

police-directives/report-writing-0900/091000-use-
force-reporting-review-and-investigation.

St. Paul Reporting Policy. www.stpaul.gov/sites/default/
f iles/2024-05/Use%20of%20Force%20Report%20
2023.pdf.

West St Paul Reporting Policy. www.wspmn.gov/ 
DocumentCenter/View/3698/WSPPD_Use_of_ 
Force_Policy.
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