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Title - A critical review of the use of Conducted Energy Devices (Tasers) by police forces in England and Wales. 

Aims - Within my research, I aim to identify if Tasers are fit for purpose and establish if they are the safest means of protecting both the public and the police. Furthermore, I will review the primary uses of Taser and ascertain in what context they are used. Finally, I will identify how the weapons is perceived by both, the public and the police to gain an understanding of how people view the weapon.

When considering the research aims it was essential that, I chose the right methods to collect and obtain useful and reliable information. A method that allowed for the opportunity to find out how the police and the public feel about the use of Tasers is key in answering the aims of my research. Having read a considerable amount of literature on research methods (Gill, 2008; Daley, 2013; Dencombe, 2010; McNiff and Whitehead, 2005; Drever, 2003) it was clear that to obtain a range of responses to fulfil the objectives of the study both, questionnaires and interviews would be need to be used. The literature emphasises the importance of using a range of methods to ensure depth and triangulation (Daley, 2013; Dencombe, 2010; McNiff and Whitehead, 2005; Drever, 2003) and for this reason I have chosen to use a variety of research methods. Ensuring triangulation will allow me to collect reliable and comparable data.

The first research method will be a questionnaire/survey, which is an “investigation of the opinions or experiences of a group of people based on a series of questions” (Oxford Dictionary, 2018). According to Bell (2010) questions provided in the questionnaire are predetermined and mainly aimed at extracting specific data from a particular group of people regarding their opinions and behaviours. He also suggests that “the success of a research project depends on the population sampled and how representative it is of the target population”. When considering the sample used for this research the aim is to make reliable and accurate interpretations to a broader population, often referred to as “representation” (Bates, Brick & Baker, 2013). 

For the purpose of this research, I aim to explore both the public and the police perceptions and opinions on the use of Tasers. Therefore, I will firstly be administering the questionnaire to a sample of 25 police officers. All officers asked to complete the questionnaire will have been Taser trained and be currently working for a police force in England or Wales. Additionally, another 25 questionnaires will be given to the public. The members of the public selected to complete the questionnaire will be from various places within England and Wales. The public will be asked questions regarding their understanding of the use of Tasers and explore their knowledge, attitudes, perceptions, feelings and ideas regarding the use of the device. Two different questionnaires will be created to establish and compare the police and the public’s perception on the use of Tasers. The questionnaires will be different, as many questions given to the police will not apply to the public.

Prior to administering the questionnaire, a pilot/trail will be given to 5 people to ensure the questions are easy to understand and establish if there are any errors or need for additional questions to be added. This will be done for both the police and public questionnaire. An essential requirement that should be considered prior is consent. All participants will be asked to give their consent before completing the questionnaire. This will be done in the form of an information sheet as the first page of the questionnaire, which participants will have to read and agree their consent. Mahon (2013) states the need for this when conducting any ethical research.

Additional reasons for choosing questionnaires as a method is the element of time. Considering the time scale in which this study needs to be conducted a questionnaire allows for the collection of reliable, valid, and unbiased data from a representative sample in a timely manner and without resource constraints (Mutepfa & Tapera, 2018). The questionnaires will be distributed online, using a survey platform called Smartsurvey.co.uk. 

When administering and using questionnaires as a method of research it is also important to acknowledge the limitations of using such methods. A common issue with online data collection is the response rate. Recent studies into the effectiveness of online data collection have raised concerns regarding the uptake in completing the questionnaires and the ability for people to ignore or delete requests to complete (Carbonaro & Bainbridge, 2000). Furthermore, the technical nature of online data collection can be a limitation, online surveys require the participant to have access to the internet and have a basic understanding of technology (Lefever et al, 2006). However, researchers have identified that,  online  data  collection protects  against  the  loss  of   data  and  simplifies  the  transfer  of   data  into  a  data base for  analysis saving the researcher time and effort.

The second method I will be using is an interview to obtain more qualitative data on the topic of Tasers. The purpose of qualitative research is to explore and describe the ‘quality’ and ‘nature’ of how people behave, experience, and understand (Kvale, 2003). I have chosen to conduct an interview as well as questionnaires as in comparison to questionnaires an interview is more useful in eliciting narrative data and allows me to investigate the officer’s views in greater detail (Cohen et al (2007: 29). Furthermore, the interactive aspect an interview allows me to press for complete, clear answers and investigate topics that emerge from the pre-planned questions (Kallet, 2005a). Drever (2003) adds that interviews assist in “broadening the scope of understanding investigated phenomena, as it is a more naturalistic and less structured data collection tool”.

For the purpose of this research, I will be interviewing a South Wales Police staff member. His current role within the police is to train officers in a variety of aspects, one of those being Taser training. He was a police officer for 30 years and has since retired and re-joined as police staff in the training department. I seek to get his opinion and explore his experiences with Taser use. In order to draw comparison and look at different arguments, I will be interviewing a member of a human rights group. The member has asked to remain anonymous, however, I can confirm that they work alongside police forces in England and Wales in regards to use of force and stop search.  For the purpose of this research, it is essential to critically analyse the data collected and by conducting two interviews; Opinions and views of opposing arguments can be listened to and evaluated.

The interviews conducted will be done in a one-to-one environment, which is the most common form of interview (Kallet, 2005b). The interview will be semi structured which will allow me to take the questions in different directions where appropriate and allow for more flexibility. The use of semi-structured interviews will also enable me to interact and have better discussions (McNiff, and Whitehead, 2005). Hitchcock & Hughes (1989) similarly state that semi structures interviews “allow depth to be achieved by providing the opportunity on the part of the interviewer to probe and expand the interviewee's responses”. Throughout the interview, I will likely want to explore the answers given and semi-structured interviews will allow for this. I will be planning core questions to ask, this is suggested by Berg, (2007) he recommends using a basic check list to help cover all the main elements and to keep some structure. When using interview as a method of data collection the person getting interviewed may want to take the discussion in different directions and having a core set of questions planned will enable me to keep the interview focused and ensure the discussion does not deviate too far from the research aims. The interview will be recorded and transcribes to depict key themes and opinions from the interview. 

Having established the benefits and reasons for conducting a semi-structured interview, the limitations also need to be considered. Planning and conducting an interview can be time consuming and finding an appropriate time that both the researcher and interviewee can both attend can be challenging (Castellan, 2010). Furthermore, building a sense of trust and a safe environment can be difficult when interviewing. Ideally the interviewee needs to feel calm and at ease in order to give true and reliable responses (Oppong, 2013). On some occasions, having a semi structured interview plan can lead the conversation to deviate and discussions that are off topic can happen and provide information or data that does not relate to the research aims (Roshan, & Deeptee, 2009).
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