Literature review

Introduction:
This chapter of the dissertation will be a collation of the current key sources of academic literature, and it will examine the key topics surround the question:

Should all frontline Police officers carry taser?

This chapter aims to answer what is a taser and to provide an analysis of what options are currently available to UK officers whilst completing frontline duties. It will also look at the increase of violent crime and how equipped officers are to combat this. Alongside this, the chapter will look at the public’s perception of police and the concept of routinely arming officers with taser. The review will help to highlight the gaps in the research.
The literature review will contain information from several sources which will be obtained from the internet. Sources have been obtained from The University of Wales Trinity St David’s online library, Google Scholar, Sage journals and online documents.  These sources provide a range of academic information to collate information surrounding the research topic. To establish an overall understanding of the topic, research will be conducted around modern-day policing and how effective the UK Police are. This will provide an insight to how the police are perceived and what factors affect this whilst providing an understanding of how effective the police currently are. The search term used to obtain the information will include ‘effectiveness of British Police’, ‘Violent crime UK’, ‘Assaults on police’, ‘Should the UK police be armed’ and ‘Perception of UK Police force’.

1 – The role of Frontline police officers.
Police officers provide a critical role in the frontline battle of crime. Officers detect, prevent and investigate crime whilst playing a key role in providing reassurance to the communities they serve. Constables are to maintain the highest of standards and provide a service which improves the quality of life for the citizens they serve (College of Policing, 2023).  The role of a police officer is often described as ‘front line’ which is seen as officers who are actively answering the calls from the public, delivering a service to the public all whilst completing proactive and visible patrols. These frontline officers also investigate and prevent crime (Politcs.co.uk, 2011). His Majesty's Inspectorate of Constabulary and Fire & Rescue Services (2011) completed research and released a report into the suitability and viability of the police. The report finds that only 41% of officers are currently frontline. The report does not undermine the importance of the non-frontline roles but stressed what is required of a modern-day police force and if current frontline levels are enough to cope with demand. The report emphasises the demand put on the low level of frontline officers and given such factors such as illness, injuries and other uncontrollable factors, are the police equipped to fulfil the frontline role. His Majesty's Inspectorate of Constabulary and Fire & Rescue Services (2011) goes onto explain the knock-on effect on the public’s perception of the UKs police force if the service cannot be delivered effectively.

In the UK all frontline officers carry the following equipment – 
Handcuffs. 
Retractable Baton.
PAVA (Irritant spray).
Stab proof vest.

These items are issued to all officers and are expected to be always carried. Further specialist equipment is available such as taser however this is only issued to officers who have trained to use that specialised equipment, and it is not always wildly available (Brook, 2025). Brook (2025) also raises the question whether the basic issued equipment enough giving the demanding role of a frontline officer. Hall (2015) explains how far the UK has changed from what is known as traditional policing due to the years of cuts and the rise of significant terror events such as the 7/7 bombings and the Manchester arena attacks. UK forces are faced with an ever-changing threat and a much higher level of threat with practices and procedures constantly being adapted or created. Again, as emphasized by Hall (2015) this reiterates the question of how equipped frontline officers are to deal with these often-random events.

2 – Violent and organised crime.
There has been a steady increase in the level of violent and organised crime within the UK. In 2023 The National Crime Agency (NCA) were actively investigating over 800 of these cases within the UK (Cathy Haenlein, 2023). The article explains how year on year these cases grow and that the ‘conventional toolkit’ of the British police is outdated and states these problems faced by the UK are unlikely to go away.  Statistics published by The Ben Kinsella Trust (2024) shows an 87% increase in the past 10 years in the number of recorded offences involving a knife or sharply pointed objects. The information has been collated which shows overall in England and Wales there was 54,587 police recorded offences up to December 2024. It’s suggested that the UK is in a knife epidemic due to the number of young persons involved in knife crime increasing. This is linked to a number of factors, mainly socioeconomical (Skarlatidou et al., 2021). However, the journal references the distrust young people have for police. Young people do not trust the police therefore resort to ‘policing themselves’ with often tragic consequences. Skarlatidou et al (2021) suggests that a big factor which contributes to the lack of trust in the police is the ‘stop and search procedure’ carried out as people often feel targeted due to their perception that they believe the police are racist which in turn breaks down trust further. 

The College of Policing (2017) describes stop and search as statutory power police hold to detain and search a person depending on circumstances when they have reasonable grounds to suspect that person or persons may be in possession of unlawful items. The police utilise these powers however they are often heavily contested by the public when such powers are acted upon. This often means that police are stuck between having a resource that can be used to combat issues such as carrying knives but this is faced with the back lash and repercussions from public and further distrust (Halford, 2023). Statistics published by The Home Office (2022) state that since the increased number of stop searches in 2019, 50,000 knives and offensive weapons have been taken off the streets which shows what a good power stop search is for the police.

3 – Violence against police.
Research conducted by the College of Policing (2019) found that police officers are 8 times more likely to be assaulted than any other profession. In the financial year of 2018-2019, 30,000 officers were assaulted of which 10,000 of the assaults resulted in injury and this number continues to grow. The Police Federation (2023) published in 2023 the number of assaults against police rose to 40,330 with an average of 110 assaults per day. The article explains how an overwhelming factor in the number of assaults against officers is due to the lack of funding. Officers are often single crewed and without access to the latest equipment, training and funding the number of assaults will continue to grow each year. The tragic killing of PC Keith Palmer and 5 others has been described as a preventable tragedy due to the officer being left in a vulnerable position with no equipment. The coroner ruled that this could have been prevented giving the circumstances to which the officer was in (Collier, 2018).  
Following the growing number of assaults against police officers a nationwide procedure for documenting assaults on police was put in place called OP Hampshire. Introduced in 2015, it aims to help support officers that have been physically or mentally affected following an assault on duty and it also aims to make sure that assaults are investigated. Op Hampshire records all the relevant data surrounding assaults on officers and gives clear and concise statistics surrounding the growing issue (Oscar Kilo, 2023).

4 - What is Taser?
A conducted energy device (C.E.D) which is more commonly known as a taser is described as a less lethal option that incapacitates a subject by the use of electrical current that disrupts the body’s neuromuscular system causing the person to be incapacitated while also causing the subject pain (College of Policing, 2022). The College of Policing (2022) state that there are 3 types of tasers that can be carried by UK officers, these are – 
TASER X26e.
TASER X2.
TASER 7.

Taser was first introduced into UK police forces in 2003 following a trial period within the armed response section. The trial set out to establish the effectiveness of a less lethal option, however due to strict criteria and guidance set out by the Association of Chief Police Officers, taser was only allowed to be carried by authorised firearms officers until 2007 where the guidance changed so that any officer with the correct training can carry a taser (McGuinness, 2021). 
Recent research conducted by the University of South Wales (2024) described the use of taser by police as one of the most contentious tools available at the police’s disposal. Although described as a contentious tool, the research carried out by the University of South Wales (2024) indicates an overall support from the public. In 2016, a survey was conducted with 9000 members of the public responding of which 79% supported more officers carrying taser. A following survey was conducted in 2019, with 4000 members of the public with the findings suggesting that 66% of people would feel safer with all officers carrying taser. 
The Independent Office for Police Conduct (IOPC), (2021) raised concerns over the legitimacy of taser, stressing that if community concerns are not addressed through national guidance, training and scrutiny then police will lose public confidence and backing within the use of taser. These warnings were issued following a review of 101 separate investigations into the use of taser between 2015 and 2020. This subsequently led to a report where 17 recommendations were made. The IOPC’s review found that there needs to be greater scrutiny and monitoring into the use of taser finding that 68% of the complaints indicated a breach in the professional standards or that they committed a criminal offence (IOPC, 2021).
The University of Cambridge (2018) suggests that officers who routinely carry tasers and are visibly armed with tasers are more likely to use force. The research found that officers carrying taser used force 48% more often but are also more likely to be assaulted than officers who are not carrying taser. The University of Cambridge (2018) expressed that the presence of a taser often provokes a pattern of behaviour making the subject more aggressive towards officers to which officers respond more forcefully. Ariel et al, (2018) has complied research surrounding the use of taser stating the roll out of taser across England and Wales is “A Randomized Controlled Trial”. The research indicates how across the world taser has been routinely carried by law enforcement for over 40 years compared to the UK where not all officers routinely carry it. The article raises concerns over the how equipped British officers are with the relatively new use of force tactic and whether the presence of a taser itself escalates subjects’ behaviour. The article however does not undermine the risk that British police officers face, with concerns over how often officers are not equipped in often violent situations. The findings recommend the concealment of taser may provide a way of preventing escalation however stresses the importance of effective tactical communication prior to any force being used.
The Police Federation (2019) expressed that police officers are requesting to carry taser if the appropriate training is given. The survey conducted by the Police Federation (2019) found that out of 7000 officers, 81% stated they would feel safer with a taser. The Federation has found that with the rise of violent crime and the rise in assaults against police it has left officers feeling vulnerable and unequipped. The UK Government has acted upon concerns raised by both police forces and the public over the rise of violent crime within the UK with over 6 million pounds of funding delivered to forces across the UK allowing for an extra 8000 officers to be equipped with taser (Home Office, 2020).

5 - How safe is taser?
Tasers are the most studied use of force and are the most effective non-lethal force available to officers and have been recorded to have prevented over 300,000 deaths or serious injury (AXON, 2024). A journal by Stevenson and Drummond-Smith (2020) explains how that not all cases of taser deployment result in injury however when such event does happen the injuries are often minor. The journal describes the stigma of taser resulting in serious injury but there is no evidence to support taser causing a high percentage of serious injury or death. Sheppard, K.G. and Welsh, B.C. (2022) also emphasise how effective taser is when dealing with a violent individual as taser reduces the need for more lethal option while reducing the risk to not only officers but the subject in question.  Sheppard, K.G. and Welsh, B.C. (2022) explains how often just the threat of a taser can reduce a subject’s behaviour and the use of taser can prevent escalation.
Since 2003, there has been 18 deaths associated with taser with concerns raised that officers have been using tasers as a pain compliance device rather than using it to incapacitate subjects (Newton, 2023). Research by Newton (2023) finds that there is growing concern over the use of taser of Black and minority ethnic (BAME) backgrounds stating there is a disproportion in the use against members of the community as they are 4 times more likely to be tasered. In 2019, 74% of taser deployments were on members of the BAME community (Newtown, 2023). The research indicates the potential knock-on effect this has on the public’s perception of taser.

Conclusion: 
To conclude the research has found how varied and demanding the role of a police officer in the UK is. Within recent years, there has been a steady increase in violence against police officers. Noticeably, there has also been a rise in the number in violent and organised crime. Research has indicated that the threat imposed on the UK is changing and questions being raised as to how equipped the police are to deal with this threat. The number of young person’s carrying knives and weapons are growing whilst trust in the police falls. Despite efforts to tackle these issues police are often faced with negative scrutiny from the public causing further divide.
However, the public have called for an increase in the number of officers carrying tasers, with research finding they would feel safer knowing officers have taser capability. There are however several concerns over how taser is used with the IOPC publishing 17 recommendations. 
The taser is documented to be one of the safest and effective less lethal appointment available to police with years of research into its capabilities. Again, although highly researched it holds a negative public perception.
Although taser holds a negative perception there is a greater call from the public for officers to be equipped and along side the new and adapting threats to the UK and officers it poses a viable solution for both officer and public safety.  Throughout my research I have acknowledge there is a gap in independent views and perception of taser from frontline officers’ point of view.
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