Chapter 2 – Literature Review

2.1 Introduction

The purpose of this chapter of the dissertation is to help select and then analyse some of the more relevant and crucial aspects of academic research surrounding the topic of Tasers as a use of force by UK Police officers. This is an important part of the dissertation as it allows for identifying potential holes in research as well as popular discussion points to include throughout.

In addition to analysing this research, this chapter of the dissertation will help with breaking down and supporting a discussion surrounding the 3 objectives of the dissertation which are: to find out public perception of Taser as a use of force, find out Police perception of Taser as a use of force, and to break down potential issues with Taser as a use of force. By providing an analysis of research selected within this dissertation, it will help to break down these objectives and provide some insight into them prior to my own personal research.

I will look to locate research through the use of the UWTSD e-learning online library database, as well as news articles, and posts by organisations and charities. These pieces of work will be carefully selected to provide as much clarification and understanding of the topics surrounding use of force and specifically Taser usage. There will also be some use of government databases and publications to provide a hopefully more accurate representation of figures surrounding this topic. By including these types of research this will provide the foundation of the discussion of the topics of public versus police perception and will then provide the subject for the final topic by highlighting potential issues with Taser usage within UK police forces.

Finally the final objective will be covered by utilising research identified that discusses the issues surrounding Taser usage. Research from charities and organisations such as College of Policing that identifies issues raised with this use of force but also discusses how these issues are controlled as well as possible.

In order to gather the information used to cover the topic of ‘Perception of Taser as a use of force’ some search terms used are: “Taser usage UK”, “Taser less lethal”, “Are Tasers beneficial?”, “What issues are there with Tasers?”.
 
2.2 Lethal or Non-lethal

Controversy surrounding Taser use in the UK is not a new topic, since their introduction to UK police forces in 2003 after two whole decades of use they are still a hot topic of discussion. There are organisations within the UK that understand their uses but still feel as though the Taser is not a crucial piece of policing. Amnesty international talks about how the use of Tasers have been linked with at least two deaths following police contact within the UK but are likely to have been involved in a much higher number than that (Amnesty International, 2018). 

If Taser usage is linked to deaths then it is clear to understand why people may be against the use of them, however, when Tasers were introduced they were not described as non-lethal but instead as a less lethal alternative to things such as firearms. A Taser is a less lethal use of force with the intention to incapacitate a subject, but this does not mean they are without risks, (College of Policing, 2022).

Tasers are designed by an American company called Axon and they are specifically marketed as a less-lethal alternative due to police officers in the United States carry firearms this means that if a firearm is drawn the chance of a lifechanging injury or possibly death is significantly higher, in fact a claim made by Axon suggests that Tasers had saved 75,000 lives in 2011 (Wikipedia, 2023). If this statistic is correct then the concept of ‘less-lethal’ is accurate while also being an effective policing tool.

The idea behind these pieces of research is to show how different types of organisations can have opposing views, this is the main aim of the dissertation is to provide a more in-depth argument of how these two views can offer differing opinions. The article from a human rights charity offers a more opposed view with considerations of why they are beneficial whereas, the article from the policing website provides a more positive argument for Taser usage with considerations of potential risks.


2.3 Portrayal of Tasers in media

Police usage of Tasers in the news is criticised for many reasons such as, criticising the necessity of the usage as well as if the usage is having the desired effect. According to media, if police forces across the UK do not address concerns over Taser usage then they may end up losing trust in the communities they serve, (Express and Star, 2021). This has a negative connotation linked to the use of Tasers by police forces and it suggests that the public do not trust them as a legitimate use of force. 

There are multiple news and media sources that outline problems with Tasers the above example is not alone in this, and it’s not just UK news. Sometimes incidences from other areas of the globe can have an impact on the portrayal of Taser usage here in the UK. More high-profile cases draw the spotlight on Taser usage and highlight statistics such as five hundred deaths have occurred as a result of Taser usage since 2001 in the United States, (The New York times, 2021). This statistic looks bad when it is highlighted like this and can causes concern amongst human rights groups and the public alike however, this statistic fails to mention how many times since 2001 Tasers have been used in the United States it also does not speak of the type of incidences they were used at. This portrayal of Tasers in the media is designed mainly to highlight the negative aspects of Taser usage which does not do well for public perception.

There are also high-profile cases in the UK that cause concern for the public when it comes to Taser usage. An incident where a man who was shot by a Taser and has ended up falling into the river Thames was a very high-profile incident in the UK. Although an investigation by the Independent Office of Police Conduct (IOPC) has yet to clarify if the usage was appropriate and necessary or not, the media has already begun to sway the narrative in the direction that it was not appropriate. It was reported that the male was tasered and as a result had fallen into the river Thames, leaving him in critical condition, (BBC News, 2022). This type of reporting is misleading and suggestive, this particular sentence suggests that the male was perhaps on the edge and was Tasered causing him to fall into the river which is not the case, the male was Tasered on the bridge and he has ten got up and thrown himself off.

The main issue when it comes to how Taser usage is represented in the media is that there is few if any positive stories, this is because the media whether intentionally or not leave out important pieces of information and do not tell a full story. The purpose of this dissertation is to aim to highlight policing perspective and policing issues when it comes to Taser usage to offer a more balanced view on this use of force. By showing a more balanced view and highlighting police perspectives on this controversial use of force, the aim will be to offer the public some answers to some questions that they may have around Taser usage. This will hopefully result in a more open conversation around the topic as well as a better trust from communities in the use of Tasers.

2.4 Racial bias and Taser usage

Unfortunately like with most things when it comes to policing there is a disparity against Black, Asian Minority Ethnic (BAME) groups when it comes to Taser usage. As already discussed the media uses negative connotations when discussing use of Tasers, this unfair use of Tasers against BAME groups allows the media to have another opportunity to create a negative view of Tasers as a use of force. Tasers are disproportionally used against Black people compared to white people, but it was noted by the Independent Office of Police Conduct (IOPC) that Black people were Tasered for longer than the standard 5 second cycle 31% more of the time, (The Guardian, 2021). This statistic is not alone when it comes to the difference in treatment for BAME groups against white people when it comes to Taser usage however, when these statistics are published in media they are not often coupled with information to show why this may be the case. Regardless the data shows that BAME groups are more likely to be subject to Taser than white people, this information is likely to cause concern in communities throughout the UK especially those communities that fit in the BAME category.

There is a concern amongst groups that this type of racial bias is not specific to adults within the BAME community. One article talks about a report that was published where it was shown that children of an ethnic minority are approximately three times as likely to be subjected to Taser than their white counterparts, (The Mirror, 2020). Use of Taser against children is not an ideal solution in any scenario and can strike concern within communities, with the addition of being three times more at risk of having a Taser discharged on your child BAME communities are likely to be incredibly cautious of Taser carrying police officers. These types of statistics do not do favours with community trust and support for police forces across the UK and do even less for police forces that want to justify more of their officers carrying Tasers.

The importance of reviewing the disparity in the use of Taser amongst BAME groups is to get an idea of how these communities may perceive Tasers. This is critically important as the population of BAME groups continues to increase between 2011 and 2021 the population of the UK that identified as white British went down from 80.5% to 74.4% this shows a steady increase in BAME groups throughout the UK (Office for National Statistics, 2023). This shows that with the UK population growing increasingly diverse the views of these groups becomes increasingly important. Therefore if statistics show that BAME groups are more likely to be subjected to Taser or are more likely to be Tasered for longer the perception of this use of force within the police is going to be affected negatively. Overtime as diversity increases if things are not changed then the negative views of Taser will naturally increase with diversity.

2.5 Conclusion

Although Tasers were first introduced to UK police forces back in 2003, after two decades they are still not fully supported or trusted as a standard part of policing. This cautious approach to Tasers is not without justification, there have been a number of cases of misconduct involving Tasers that create a cause for concern. One such case that raises concerns is one of a police officer who has discharged a Taser at a 10-year-old girl this incident took place in the Metropolitan police area where a report of a 10-year-old girl was threatening someone with a hammer, this case was referred to the Independent Office for Police Conduct (IOPC), who found this officer should face misconduct charges, (The independent, 2022). This is a prime example of why there may be a negative public perception.

This dissertation aims to highlight these issues while also highlighting concerns from police officers and reasons why they may be supportive of Tasers. Unfortunately the public are very often only subjected to horror stories that likely make up a small amount of the total uses of Taser throughout the UK. This can skew public perception as seen from the research done for this dissertation the media are not the most favourable opinion when it comes to officers carrying Tasers. By offering a policing perspective on the topic it will hopefully show that there is more to this use of force and more consideration that goes into using it than the media would have the public believe.

Issues and disparity when it comes to policing BAME groups unfortunately is likely to continue to be an issue in the near future however, by opening a discussion on Taser usage and offering a policing perspective hopefully it will show that there are a number of considerations that are made when officers utilise Taser and that the colour of somebody’s skin isn’t and should never be one of them. This should also highlight to police officers how BAME groups could feel persecuted and may react differently to their white counterparts when it comes to being faced with Taser carrying officers. 

To conclude, a great amount of research has been reviewed covering several aspects of public view and perception, as well as organisations with differing opinions on the subject matter. By highlighting the issues on whether or not Taser can be considered a less-lethal alternative this builds foundations for where most of the opinions on Tasers comes from. The media seems to err on the side of caution and distrust of Tasers which from the research reviewed is the leading opinion of this particular use of force. It appears as though in the 20 years that police forces across the UK have had Taser trained officers little has been done to reassure the public of the positive points of this use of force. By opening a discussion on this topic it will aim to allow members of the public to air their concerns as well as police officers to voice their reasoning for why they may be an advocate for Taser use. This dissertation will aim to offer a different viewpoint to what is available at the moment and by reviewing both sides of the argument it can help bring a consensus of whether or not Tasers are a positive tool for policing.
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