Chapter 2: Literature review

2.1: Use of Force
In the United Kingdom, police officers may find themselves in situations where they are required to use force. The Criminal Law Act 1967, The Police and Criminal Evidence Act 1984, Common Law and the Criminal Justice and Immigration Act 2008 are the legislation that govern police officers when force is used (College of Policing, 2013). There are three core questions a police officer must ask themselves when considering using force. These questions are:
1. Would the Use of force have a lawful objective?
2. Are there any options other than using force capable of obtaining the lawful objective?
3. Considering the nature and gravity of the threat posed, what is the minimum level of force needed to obtain the lawful objective and would that level of force be proportionate?
If a police officer acts accordingly to the questions above then they will identify the correct tactic and level of force, and therefore would be acting lawfully (Kent Police, 2012).

Response Police officers are issued with rigid handcuffs, irritant spray (PAVA), an extendable baton, leg restraints and spit hoods which are all considered use of force tactics. To be competent in using these accessories, police officers must pass a 5-day Officer Safety course turning their initial training, which is then followed by a 2-day refresher course yearly (Lancashire Police, N.D.). From utilising the accessories mentioned, to physically restraining a person, all incidents where force was used must be recorded on a use of force form. These forms outline the tactic of force that was use, the person who was subject to forces’ details (including sex, age, ethnicity, and level of resistance), location of where the incident occurred and the outcome of the incident, did the person sustain injuries, were they arrested? (Scotland Police, N.D.)

2.2: Taser
A Taser is a Conducted energy device (C.E.D.) which is a hand-held electronic device used by trained police officers in countries such as The United States, The United Kingdom, Europe, New Zealand, and many other countries (University of Cambridge, 2018). UK Police officers were introduced and equipped with Taser’s in 2003 following authorisation from the then Home Secretary, David Blunkett. Initially, Tasers were only issued to firearms officers however this restriction was relaxed in 2007 by the then Home Secretary, Jacqui Smith, allowing all police officers to be trained to carry Taser (McGuinness, 2021). This restriction was further relaxed in 2019 when the Home Officer announced that Student officers working on response would be able to apply for Taser Training, where as previously, only police officers who had completed their probation period were eligible (GOV UK, N.D.). Taser training consists of a four-day intensive training course that include scenario-based incidents and classroom-based learning. The course assesses police officers on their decision making, communication, justification for use of Taser and recognising medical emergencies following the use of Taser (Lancashire Constabulary, N.D.).
Tasers are designed to use a laser sight and cartridges that are attached to a cartridge bay located at the front of the device. Upon trigger activation, the cartridges eject a pair of probes that are attached to insulated wires. When the two probes make contact with the target, the device delivers a five-second electrical discharge. The cycle can be stopped, extended, or repeated as necessary (College of Policing, 2022). The probes can travel up to 11 meters (35 feet) and are capable of penetrating clothing upon impact with the target. Once contact is made, the Taser delivers a 50,000-volt electric shock through the two probes, into the targets body which interferes with the nervous system, temporarily disabling the individual (College of policing, 2022).

2.3: Taser use and statistics
Each year the Home Office publishes a report on the Use of force statistics for England and Wales. These figures are compiled from the use of force reports officers submit following an incident where force was used. Taser does not have to be discharged to be considered a use of force. The mere actions of drawing the taser, aiming the taser or arching the taser (Sending a visible electric current through the front of the cartridges) are all deemed as a use of force that must be reported and recorded (Scotland Police, N.D.).



The Home Office (2020) published its Police use of force report from April 2019 – March 2020 and reported there had been 32,057 incidents whereby Taser was utilized. Of those incidents, it was reported that Taser was only discharged in 3,248 cases. The total number of incidents whereby Taser was not discharged amounted to 26,591. 
The Home Office (2022) published its Police use of force report from April 2021 – March 2022 and reported there had been 34,276 incidents whereby Taser was utilized. Of those incidents, it was reported that Taser was only discharged in 3,175 cases. The total number of incidents whereby Taser was not discharged amounted to 29,378.
This data shows the effectiveness of Taser without discharging with only 10.1% of the incidents it 2019/2020 reported of Taser discharge and 9.2% in 2021/2022. The data indicates that even with a 6.9% increase in reports of incidents where Taser was utilized from 2019 to 2022, reports of Taser discharge dropped by 0.9%.
Since the introduction of Tasers into British Policing, The Scientific Advisory Committee on the Medical Implications of Less Lethal Weapons (SACMILL) (2016) states that there have been 17 deaths where the discharge of Taser featured as one of the uses of force tactics in the use of force reports. SACMILL reports that it was concluded that in two of the seventeen deaths the discharge of Taser has been a casual or contributory factor.

2.4: Investigations following incidents involving Taser
In May 2017 a man by the name of Marc Cole died in Falmouth, Cornwall following an incident involving Devon and Cornwall police whereby Marc was tasered. The charity, Inquest (2020) reported that following the death of his father, Marc Cole’s mental health deteriorated. In the weeks leading up to Marc’s death, family members stated they believed that Marc was severely depressed and delusional. On the day of Marc’s death, its reported that Marc attended a friend’s house stating that people ‘Were coming to get him’ before Marc obtained a knife, jumped into a neighbour’s garden, and injured said neighbour with the knife.
Reports of Marc being in possession of a knife were made to Devon and Cornwall police and on arrival, its reported that Marc began self-harming with the knife. Officers have the tasered Marc however, its reported that Marc was subject to 43 seconds of near continuous electrical current. Marc was detained but sadly died shortly after due to a cardiac arrest.
Coroner, Geraint Urias Williams (2020) reported that the cause of death was found to be due to cocaine ingestion, an episode of altered behaviour including self-harm, exertion, excitement, restraint, and the use of Taser Device. Williams wrote a regulation 28 which is a report coroner’s issue to organisations and local authorities when they believe that action should be taken to prevent further deaths. Williams concluded the regulation 28 report saying, “I am concerned, based upon the evidence that was led before the jury, that there is insufficient independent data as to the lethality of Taser use and that, therefore the advice and training provided to police officers may be deficient or incomplete”.
In July 2013, a 23-year-old male by the name of Jordan Begley, sadly died in hospital shortly after being tasered and restrained by Greater Manchester Police officers. BBC News (2015) reported that officers were called to Jordan Begley’s home address in Gorton, Manchester in July 2013 following a report from Jordan’s mother stating there had been a verbal altercation between Jordan and his neighbour where Jordan had threatened to stab the neighbour. Officers arrived at the home address shortly after where Jordan would not comply with police officer’s commands resulting in Jordan being tasered and restrained. Approximately two minutes after being restrained, Jordan suffered a medical episode and was immediately conveyed to hospital but unfortunately died shortly after.
The Independent Office for Police Conduct (2018) released a report of the investigation they had conducted into the death of Jordan Begley. The report found that the officer who discharged the taser had activated the device for a total of between 8 and 9 seconds. Following the discharge of taser, its reported that Jordan went in and out of consciousness resulting in Jordan being conveyed to hospital where he sadly died. The report contains the conclusion from the coroner who investigated the body of Jordan Begley who stated that they believed that Jordan died due to stress-induced cardiac dysrhythmia. In summary, the coroner states that although they do not believe that Taser alone is what lead to the death of Jordan Begley, it was a factor in a series of stressors resulting in Jordan suffering from a stress-induced cardiac dysrhythmia episode. The Independent Office for Police Conduct (2018) later released a report of their investigation into the police officer who fired the Taser stating that the police officer (who no longer works for Greater Manchester Police force) would have had a case to answer for however the dismissal of said officer would not have been justified.

2.5: The Public’s perception on use of Taser
A senior lecturer at the University of Cambridge, Dr Barak Ariel (2018), conducted a field experiment in London titled "The Less than Lethal weapons effect". Dr Ariel states that he chose London for the experiment due to (Unlike America) the vast majority of frontline officers not being equipped with firearms, therefore the experiment could focus solely on the effect Taser has on police-public interactions.
The City of London Police force facilitated the experiment, providing an equal number of officers to two clusters made up of Taser equipped officers and non-Taser equipped officers. The experiment was conducted over the period of one week and the findings concluded that Taser equipped officers experienced more aggressive interactions than the non-taser carrying officers. Dr Ariel concludes that he believes a reason for the increase in aggression towards police officers who carry Taser is caused by “The Weapons Effect”. The weapons effect is a psychological phenomenon in which the visual cue of a weapon in public-police interactions can lead to the increased aggression (Kroll, 2019).
The Police Federation of England and Wales (N.D.) is an organisation that represents police officers in all matters affecting welfare and efficiency. The Police Federation conducted surveys in years 2016 and 2017 following the roll out of Taser, asking serving police officers for their opinion on the matter. Both surveys provided positive feedback from Police officers regarding the roll out of taser with 82% stating more frontline officers should be issued with Taser.
Further to this, The Police Federation commissioned Ipsos (2016) (An independent data supplier) to conduct an online survey on the publics opinion on Police officers being armed with Taser. The survey found that 71% of participants considered it fairly or completely acceptable for police officers to carry a Taser when on patrol and 75% confirmed that if a police officer were carrying a Taser, it would make no difference to their likelihood to approach the officer for assistance.
Following this, the broadcast journalist, Nick Ferrari (2019) led a campaign called “Time for Taser” where he wrote to the Home Secretary demanding that all police officers should be equipped with Taser. The Police Federation backed a survey conducted by the British Radio station, LBC (2019) led by Nick Ferrari, asking the UK public their opinion on the arming of police officers with Taser. The survey found that 72% of overall participants supported the equipping Police officers with Taser.
Since 2019, there has been no further public surveys conducted on the public’s perception of police officers being equipped with Taser. This research aims to conduct an up-to-date survey of the public opinion of police officers armed with Taser given the rise in deployable police officers from 123,000 in 2019 (Police statistics, 2019) to 227,649 recorded at the end of September 2022 (Home Office, 2023).

2.6: The media’s portrayal of Police & Public perception
Media is any channel of information generated from an outlet from printed information to digital data. Anything that can reach or influence people, including phones, television, and the Internet can be considered a form of media (Stoltzfus, 2020). A survey conducted by journalist; Aisha Majid (2023) consisted of asking over five thousand members of the UK public what media outlet did they receive their news from. The survey findings shown as:
· 47% of participants stated they received their news from websites of professional publishers.
· 35% received their news via television.
· 33% received their news via social media.
· 24% received their news via Radio.
· 15% received their news via printed publications.
The relationship between the media and the police after 2011 changed when police forces across the UK created social media accounts that represented their force area (Colbran, 2022). Prior to this, police forces would seek the assistance of the press should they need an appeal made to the UK public. However, The College of Policing (N.D.) states that its is crucial that the police and media have a successful working relationship so that the public can assist in solving crimes, bringing offenders to justice, and keeping communities safe. The College of Policing also state that openness and transparency when working with the media is key to maintaining and improving a positive relationship between the police and the public.
Research shows that the majority of the public learn about criminal incidents and justice processes through media exposure rather than personal experience (Surette, 2007). A survey conducted by Ronald Weitzer (2004) found that members of the public who have more exposure to negative media regarding the police lack confidence in the police more than those who report having less exposure to negative media of the police.
Chermak (1995) examined the presentation of crime and his research found that news media’s portrayal of crime and criminal justice was often inaccurate leading to an increase of distrust from the public towards the police. An example of this can be taken from the above stated case of Jordan Begley. BBC News (2015) article states that an officer at the scene (Following Jordan being tasered) noticed a bump over his right eye from an inquest. However, the article fails to mention a statement from said inquest (Independent Office of Police Conduct, 2018) that Jordans mother had hit Jordan the night before in an argument. This lack of transparency creates a biased view of the incident which subsequently portrays the police negatively.
2.7 Literature review summary and reasons for research
The research conducted shows that the vast amount of literature surrounding police officers being equipped with taser is predominantly from the United States. The last survey conducted on the UK’s public opinion on police officers being armed with taser was conducted almost ten years ago. Since then, there has been a significant increase in the amount of taser trained police officers and incidents involving taser.
There is evidence that the media is negatively portraying police to the public, and this has shown to reduce the publics confidence in the police. This dissertation aims to investigate the public’s perception on officers armed with taser in 2023, given the change in landscape since the last survey was conducted almost ten years ago.
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