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ABSTRACT:
Policing and the multitude of roles within it is undergoing change that is arguably at its fastest ever rate. Images of open hostility and instances of the use of force against law enforcement agencies are beamed all over the world to homes at relentless speed.
Technology is emerging that has the ability to afford officers greater safety, yet there appears to be debate over when and where such technology or indeed it’s training should be provided. The traditional police officers pocket notebook has, in most cases, been assigned to history having been replaced with equipment that sees evidential matters not just digitally recorded but transferred across criminal justice agencies and partners.       
So, if the technology exists to keep officers safer, should it not also be taught from the outset of an officers training alongside other matters, so as well as providing an awareness of general policing powers and duties, equipment that could keep officers safer could also be provided and trained from the outset of their careers – or much like officers trained in the police use of firearms as an example, should an acceptable level of prior experience and assessment take place before consideration is given to such access? 
Commentary appears to exists to support both sides of the argument and the researcher chooses to focus specifically on whether a Conducted Energy Device (hereafter CED), but also known under the registered trade name of Taser®, should therefore feature as part of such basic training – or wait until greater experience is secured first.
What therefore is the present opinion and position? An initial literary search offers a range of academically-based produce and consequently supports divided opinion and a lack of evidence-based doctrine which could tend to support one side of the argument, or the other. 




INTRODUCTION:
[bookmark: _Hlk165309615]At the commencement of their training, each police officer swears an Oath of Office to serve the King that, summarised, commits them to the best of their power to keep the peace and prevent offences, to the best of their skill or knowledge, according to law (Police Federation of England and Wales 2019). 
Whilst discharging the said duties, suitably trained officers may be called upon to use reasonable force upon others as a method of exercising such powers, for example in forcing entry to property, arresting someone or indeed to protect themselves or another from those who default to the use, or threat of, violence. (Police and Criminal Evidence Act 1984).
Each year, to maintain the authority to use force upon another, officers must undergo refresher training to upkeep the law, their powers within it and the approved permitted practices and procedures at that time and such training would include improved ‘tactical communications.’ 
Only after the satisfactory completion of this training are officers then permitted to carry and use, if necessary, such equipment that includes handcuffs, a baton and even CS incapacitant spray, or similar (Association of Chief Police Officers 2009). This equipment taken together with other items is referred to as an officer’s Appointments.
Currently, officers who then wish to be considered for still further training, then seek to apply for further training and authorisation to carry a CED in addition to the other equipment.  
The aim of this research is to critically analyse whether Student Police Officers should leave their Initial Police Training as authorised users of a CED (College of Policing 2022), colloquially known under the registered trade name of Taser, or not.  

DEFINITIONS:
· Student Police Officer – a police officer undergoing graduate professionalising approved Police Constable Degree Apprenticeship (PCDA) over three years of study
· Initial Police Training – approximately twenty-one weeks of classroom-based initial learning covering the requisite theory and knowledge, with practical scenarios to develop core policing skills plus the associated support (Lincolnshire Police 2024)
· Tactical Communications – verbal instructions, part of the skills used by officers to secure compliance and control at incidents that could involve harm or force (College of Policing 2023).
· Authorised Firearms Officer (AFO) – a police officer selected, trained, accredited and authorised by a Chief Officer to carry a firearm operationally (College of Policing 2024).
· CED/Taser – A Prohibited Weapon (Firearms Act, 1968) not a firearm, but permitted only for use by authorised officers. A less than lethal weapon that emits an electrical current that temporarily incapacitates the neuromuscular system of a subject whilst at the same time offers intense pain (British Transport Police 2024)

ISSUES:
First introduced into police forces across England and Wales in 2003, Taser was initially only issued to AFO’s who already had advanced training and the prior responsibility of carrying firearms operationally (McGuinness 2016). It added value to the (National Police Chiefs Council 2011) argument justifying its use and effectiveness in securing control in violent circumstances even without its discharge when its mere presence was enough to secure safer outcomes. 
A relaxation of that original stance occurred in 2007 which meant that non-AFO officers, once trained, were also permitted to carry Taser upon completion of the requisite training (McGuinness 2016). That secondary training regime was completed by 2013, by which time the roll-out of the device was completed in all UK forces, supported by staff associations keen to protect both communities and officers when faced with danger (Police Federation n.d.).
Since its inception, (Rees 2019) discusses the sheer increase of Taser usage at incidents across Wales with a rise of nearly thirty per cent, or a thousand more incidents annually reported. Add to that (Home Office 2024) recent rises in knife-enabled incidents show a clear indication that officers are encountering the said weapons in increasing numbers once more, having waned during the Covid pandemic, with the consequential need for Taser or other technologies to negate this threat.
Despite use of Home Office approved training techniques, the police use of force remains as controversial as ever (Morris 2023) when deployed by officers – with or without Taser – where any use of force is likely to attract a level of significant scrutiny and be portrayed negatively within communities and social media, more than ever before.  
Is the Student Officer exposure to incidents where violence is offered a challenge in itself and is the additional training load of Taser likely to strengthen or weaken their new skill set – and what are the factors in debating both?
To start to take this apart further, it was necessary to conduct a Literature Review, or ‘comprehensive review and analysis of the published literature on a specific topic or research question.’ (Winchester and Salji 2016).
There is a school of thought that suggests Taser should be offered to Student Officers at the commencement of their careers, a point once supported by a pilot study (Home Office 2019) where a selected number applied for such training under strict conditions and against the traditionally accepted view was that only those officers who had successfully completed the two-year probation period in place at the time, were eligible.
Following on naturally and to delve a little deeper, there is an argument that suggests the availability of Taser allows officers not only to engage, but to do so safer. The introduction of Taser allows for distance to be created in such incidents (College of Policing 2013), allowing what is described as perhaps the most precious gift of all to officers, namely ‘time’. 
Further doctrine (National Police Chiefs Council 2019) then supported the lowest recording of assaults and injuries caused to officers when in possession of Taser. This is supported (Drummond-Smith 2019) where a safer distance tactic significantly reduces the potential for injury compared to the more traditional appointments that are used at a far closer range.
The contrary view of course is that of the status quo and the completion of the PCDA probationary period, that now requires three years of service before such consideration is merited. Such increased use remains controversial with (Baker 2019) citing the Police Federation view of ninety-four per cent of frontline officers supporting its wider issue, with signatures petitioning for such change running into six figures. 
The decision to authorise training presently remains with Chief Officers at each force (College of Policing 2022) with The Police Federation arguing in the above article that the Home Office should train all officers – but the question that doesn’t seem to be easily or readily found is precisely when that training should occur?
The enhanced argument of self-protection or indeed that of others is again made, but controversy continues to follow the debate. According to Amnesty International (White 2021), Taser training isn’t suitable for all officers as some fail the course – or is that actually a vote of confidence in the delivery of exacting standards that not all students can aspire to, that realises the high levels of training necessary to stand such scrutiny? 
From a public perspective, less than ten per cent of complaints received from the public over such uses of force were as a result of the discharge of Taser (Drummond-Smith 2020) where, astonishingly, eight times that number of complaints were recorded over the police use of force where Taser was not available. Why? 
Does the significantly lower percentage of Taser-related complaints reinforce its efficiency as a tactic to keep frontline officers and the public safer whilst dealing with those previously described hostile and challenging incidents?  
Amnesty International also offered that at that time of the above study, that eighteen people had lost their lives since Taser was introduced in the United Kingdom – but where further analysis (Baker 2019) revealed that several of the related Inquests did not record the device as the cause of death in proceedings. 
An additional argument is offered (Miller 2023) in the provision of the increased protection afforded by Taser, is the ‘over reliance’ on the device – plus that better training, out of concerns that policing could lose the legitimacy argument in terms of its use, is needed. Such a dependency could create even more risk with officers having lost other opportunities to reduce threats through traditional training methods to secure compliance at incidents. This would clearly tend to support a delay in Taser training to first learn the policing art of speaking with people first? 
This may have some traction as legitimacy worries and are again cited (Independent Office for Police Conduct 2021) as fears grow, in spite of Taser providing valuable protection, with some groups suggesting justification for its use when later reviewed has tended to find officers hadn’t correctly identified the level of threat or risk faced, as would have been expected.
This tends to sit opposed to another view (Dymond 2019) where studies identified that officers equipped with Taser tended to deal with such matters in a more confident manner and is also understood to have played no small part in improved overall decision-making and better incident resolutions generally. This also tends to support another (White 2014) assertion that Taser possession increases officer safety. 
Over reliance and safety versus the art of speaking to somebody? 
This puzzle is further challenged by the same author (Dymond 2019) who offers that Taser trained officers become more complacent by defaulting to its use even if upon reflection such use would have been thought unnecessary – an argument supported by the opinion (Adams and Jennison 2007) where officers were perceived as more aggressive or ‘trigger-happy’ at incidents as a result of weakened conversational skills. 
Reassuringly, the pendulum swings back however, when officers charged with attending incidents of violence suggest a combination of the above issues as preferable (Somers et al 2020) with the mere presence of Taser supported by effective tactical communications, to realise less use of the device as offenders seeing the device is a powerful deterrent in itself.
Academically, things are seldom that simple and further reading realises (Ariel 2018) that the visibility of the weapon realised more hostility where officers, accepting it has been seen, became more aggressive knowing it’s availability – a phenomenon referred to as ‘the weapon effect.’
So, arguably never a more opportune time to restore trust and close what has been referred to (Independent Office for Police Conduct 2021) as a public confidence gap. Without the training, student officers may have a reliance on the mouth as opposed to a device. That doesn’t isolate the doubt, however, that Taser keeps the police and public safe (Independent Office for Police Conduct 2021) but adds that greater scrutiny that should be applied whenever it is used at incidents. 
That would tend to support structured training in its use before the onset of any external pressures or bias have had the opportunity to present themselves to Student Officers. The Literary Review has failed to yield a definitive view on when such Taser training ought to be considered and whether a change is need to alter that position. The researcher therefore intends to conduct primary research with practitioners at varying levels of service and rank to determine the view from the shop floor, which would tend to inform future thinking and improve the debate on the subject.
  
SUMMARY:
The Review has failed to yield a definitive view on precisely when such Taser training ought to commence and whether a change is need. What is however clear is that, as is often found in policing matters per se relating to technology and equipment, there is very little evidence-based study specifically relating to the question. As a result, opinion continues to be divided.  
This is the reason the researcher has chosen to study the issue further. 
Recently trained, the researcher is all too aware of the challenges presented by both sides of the Taser argument. The above exercise to establish current thinking shows that opinion appears to differ greatly.     
Simply, to investigate to whether Taser should, or indeed should not be incorporated into the initial police training to recruits or whether an argument exists to first settle into that new role, without the added pressure and concerns relating to the carriage and use of Taser.
The researcher hopes to deliver a greater understanding of the issues raised by adding relevant, topical and current argument which will provide the reader with a fundamentally better understanding of whether Taser training is a strength or indeed a liability to the newly qualified officer through primary research add evidenced value to the debate as well as securing subject matter expert opinion, should the need arise for still further clarity. 
All provided from the view of the practitioner, it could also inform the training needs and direction involved in engaging with the technologies of the future.
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