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Abstract: Concerns surrounding the use of force by police officers appear to be growing, fuelled by per-
ceptions that the police use force too frequently, research showing that force is applied disproportionately to
members of certain groups, and the view held by some that the mechanisms for holding police responsible
for unjustified force are inadequate. In this paper, we advocate for the creation of a national use-of-force
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database in Canada to gain a better understanding of these issues, adding our voice to those who have
already been actively calling for this. We describe some of the potential benefits that would be associated
with such a database, including the fact that it would enhance police transparency and accountability,
while also increasing our understanding of when and why force is used and what strategies may be useful
for reducing inappropriate applications of force. We also highlight some of the challenges we think would
be encountered, including mandating nationwide participation, overcoming resistance from the police
community, establishing sensible case inclusion criteria, and standardizing data collection. While these are
significant challenges, we believe not only that they are possible to overcome but that doing so will provide
real value to Canadian society.

Keywords: police, police database, use of force, police shootings, police transparency, police accountability

Résumé : Il semble y avoir de plus en plus de préoccupations liées au recours a la force par les agents
de police, notamment en raison de perceptions que les services de police ont recours a la force trop
fréquemment, avec des études montrant que cette force est appliquée de fagon disproportionnée aux
membres de certains groupes, et du point de vue de certains a leffet que les mécanismes en place pour
tenir les agents de police responsables de T'utilisation d’une force injustifiée sont inadéquats. Dans le présent
article, nous préconisons la création d’'une base de données nationales sur le recours a la force au Canada
pour mieux comprendre ces préoccupations, en ajoutant notre voix a ceux qui réclament déja un tel
outil. Nous décrivons certains des avantages possibles associés a une telle base de données, y compris une
amélioration de la transparence et de la reddition de comptes des services de police, ainsi quune meilleure
compréhension des circonstances et des raisons du recours a la force et des stratégies qui pourraient étre
utilisées pour diminuer la fréquence d’'un recours inapproprié a la force. Nous mettons aussi en relief
certains des défis liés a la création d’une base de données, y compris la nécessité de rendre la participation
obligatoire a Iéchelle nationale, de vaincre la résistance de la communauté policiére, détablir des critéres
sensés d’'inclusion de cas et de normaliser la collecte de données. Ce sont des défis considérables, mais
nous croyons qu’il est non seulement possible de les relever, mais que ce faisant, le projet sera d'une valeur
réelle pour la société canadienne.

Mots-clés : police, base de données policiére, recours a la force, fusillades par des policiers, transparence
de la police, reddition de comptes par la police

The need for a Canadian database of police use-of-force incidents

“Emails show police chiefs upset over perception of force after Chantel Moore shooting”
(Magee 2021); “Lawyer calls on [Special Investigations Unit] to reopen investigation into
police shooting death of Jamal Francique” (Draaisma 2021); “No charges in death of Ejaz
Choudry, 62-year-old shot and killed by police while in crisis” (Nasser 2021); “Visible mi-
norities disproportionately affected by Windsor police use of force in 2020: Report” (Maru
2021); “Hamilton police used force against a ‘disproportionate’ number of Black residents
last year, critics say” (Van Dongen 2021). These are just some of the most recent headlines
that have appeared in Canadian mainstream media that highlight controversies currently
surrounding the use of force by police officers. While such controversies are far from new,
discussions of the use of force within the public domain have increased in Canada in recent
years, and these types of headlines are now becoming more commonplace.

To some, this reflects a growing crisis surrounding police use of force (e.g., Iacobucci 2014;
Dubé 2016; Wortley, Laniyonu, and Laming 2020). Numerous factors seem to be contribut-
ing to this sense of crisis. First is the view held by some that Canadian police officers rely on
force too frequently (Dubé 2016). While statistically speaking the use of force by police in
Canada appears rare, with most estimates putting the rate at about 0.1% of all police-citizen
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interactions (Hall and Votova 2013; Baldwin et al. 2016; Walker and Bennell 2021), there
are still reasons to be concerned. One reason is the fact that these numbers underestimate
the true rate of force used by police. This is in part because of the way Canadian police
services define force for the purpose of data collection. Many services collect data only
on the use of physical force that causes or is likely to cause injury, the use of intermediate
weapons (e.g., batons, pepper spray, conducted energy weapons [CEWs]), and lethal force
(Walker and Bennell 2021). This omits a wide range of use-of-force options (e.g., so called
“soft” techniques, such as joint locks) that the public would likely consider force. Another
equally concerning reason is the fact that low rates of force translate into many applications
of force when one considers how frequently the police interact with citizens. For example,
in Baldwin et al’s (2016) study, which examined 5.4 million police-citizen interactions
over a two-year period in one police service, the estimated use-of-force rate of 0.1% would
equate to 5,400 situations where force (excluding low levels of physical force that did not
cause injury) was used.

A second factor contributing to the crisis relates to public perceptions of force; that is,
the public appears to think force is used by the police more often than it is (Bennell et al.
2021). Given this, it makes sense that the public is extremely concerned about this issue.
For example, in one recent study that surveyed university students in Canada, participants
estimated that firearms are used by the police in roughly 12% of all police-citizen encoun-
ters (Khanizadeh et al., unpublished data), whereas the rate of firearm use by Canadian
police officers is probably closer to 0.01% (Hall and Votova 2013).! In another recent study
from the United States that was conducted by McCaffree and Saide (2021), very liberal
participants estimated that more than 60% of those killed by the police in 2019 were Black
people, whereas available data suggest the proportion is closer to 25%. Notably, this is still
roughly double the proportion of Black Americans in the 2019 U.S. census (United States
Department of Commerce 2021).

A third factor that must be considered is the biased application of force. Even though the
actual rate of force used by the police is likely much lower than the public thinks it is, valid
concerns still exist in terms of who in the community is exposed to that force. For exam-
ple, while there are some exceptions (e.g., Jetelina et al. 2017; Worrall, Bishopp, and Terrill
2020), most research that has examined this issue in the United States demonstrates that
force is experienced disproportionately by members of racialized communities, particularly
Black individuals (Edwards, Lee, and Esposito 2019; Fridell and Lim 2016). This is also
true in Canada for Black and Indigenous people (Wortley 2006; Wortley et al. 2020). That
being said, Canadian research on this topic is far less common than in the Unites States,
likely because of the lack of systematic efforts on the part of Canadian police services to
collect race-based data and the difficulties in accessing any data that do exist (Owusu-Be-
mpah 2011; Samuels-Wortley 2021). Police use of force in Canada also appears to be more
common among people experiencing crises, including mental health crises (Marcoux and
Nicholson n.d.; Brink et al. 2011).

Finally, some individuals lack confidence in the formal response mechanisms available to
address instances of force that are seen as potentially biased or excessive, which further con-
tributes to a sense of crisis. While there are processes in place to investigate and prosecute
questionable applications of force by police officers in Canada, including civilian oversight
bodies and criminal courts (Watson and Brantford 2018; Stelkia 2020), misconduct and/or
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criminal behaviour is rarely found. For example, in Vancouver, of the approximately 270,000
calls for service that occur annually, use-of-force misconduct is found, on average, five
times a year (Bennell et al. 2021).? While some look at this result in a positive light, others
express concerns about the legitimacy of the civilian oversight process and about the wide
latitude given to police officers in Canada to use force (Kwon and Wortley 2020; Puddister
and McNabb 2021).

Regardless of what is contributing to the ongoing crisis around police use of force, it is to
everyone’s benefit — both the public and the police - to address these issues. While clearly
there is no single solution that will resolve all concerns, we believe that one important
step is to create a national database to track the use of force by Canadian police officers.
We begin this paper by providing context for this discussion given that calls for a national
use-of-force database in Canada are not new. We then briefly lay out what such a database
might look like. Following this, we describe some of the potential benefits that might be
associated with a national database, for the public, the police, and researchers who study
policing issues. We conclude the paper by speaking to some of the challenges we think
would be encountered if this task were undertaken and propose potential ways to navigate
some of these challenges.

Context

Conversations about a national use-of-force database (focusing on lethal force) have been
ongoing in the United States for years, but so far, little progress has been made (White
2016). Historical data sources, such as the Federal Bureau of Investigation’s (FBI) Supple-
mental Homicide Reports or the Center for Disease Control and Prevention’s National
Violent Death Reporting System, are known to be problematic (White 2016), and more
recent attempts to establish a nationwide database are faring no better (Jackman 2021). Not
only are there significant data missing from these databases (Swaine and Laughland 2015;
Jackman 2021), but they rely on aggregate data, which limits their utility (e.g., most sources
do not allow for the examination of contextual factors surrounding the use of lethal force;
Klinger et al. 2016; Shane 2018). A full discussion of reasons for the lack of progress in the
United States is beyond the scope of this paper. We will touch upon this topic briefly below,
but interested readers can consult Alpert (2016), Klinger et al. (2016), and White (2016).

To fill the void left by these failed attempts to create a meaningful database, several media
organizations in the United States (and other groups; e.g., https://fatalencounters.org/)
have taken it upon themselves to complete the task (Shjarback 2019). Perhaps the most
well-known database examining U.S. incidents of police shootings has been developed by
The Washington Post (Nix et al. 2017).? Starting in 2015, journalists from the Post began
collecting data from publicly available sources about cases involving civilians shot by the
police, and they have maintained the database ever since. The Posts database now contains
information on thousands of these incidents, including demographic information about the
civilians who were killed, circumstances surrounding each incident, the agency involved in
the shooting, and the location of the shooting (Nix et al. 2017).

A very similar situation exists in Canada. Here, calls for a national use-of-force database
are also regularly made (e.g., Laming 2016, 2017; Simpson 2020; Wortley et al. 2020). Fur-
thermore, just like in the United States, notwithstanding the efforts of some police agencies
to collect and release better use-of-force data (e.g., Hamilton Police Service 2021; Royal
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Canadian Mounted Police [RCMP] 2020), little progress has been made. Canadian media
organizations have also stepped in to fill this void. Most notably, the Canadian Broadcasting
Corporation (CBC) has developed a nationwide database that has captured basic infor-
mation about deadly force encounters involving the police from 2000 to June 2020 (Singh
2020). The database currently consists of 555 incidents.

While media databases potentially provide greater accountability and an understanding of
how often deadly force occurs and under what circumstances, they have also been criticized,
as discussed more thoroughly below. One of the most common criticisms is that the coded
cases lack sufficient contextual information, which prevents a full understanding of the
incidents (e.g., whether the police were justified in using lethal force; Klinger and Slocum
2017). Another criticism relates to the nature of the cases included in the database. For
example, some have argued that media databases underestimate the extent of lethal force
used by police because they include only cases in which civilians are shot and killed while
excluding cases where a police officer discharged their firearm but missed their target or
non-fatally shot the individual (Laming 2017).

A Canadian use-of-force database

To address concerns with media databases, but also for a host of other reasons that will be
discussed below, we believe that a nationwide use-of-force database should be developed in
Canada, in which participation by all police services is mandatory. We already know this is
feasible because examples exist of similar databases designed for other purposes. One of the
best examples is the RCMP’s Violent Crime Linkage Analysis System (ViCLAS). ViCLAS is
a centralized database that was designed to assist with establishing linkages between crimes
of a serious nature (i.e., to identify serial offenders; Bennell et al. 2012). Police officers from
across the country submit information related to specific types of crimes so that it can be
entered into VICLAS and analysed. In some provinces, the completion of this task by in-
vestigating officers is mandatory.

The task of developing a use-of-force database in Canada would arguably be much easier
than this; not only do police services already collect such data, but the number of variables
that would likely need to be coded would be more manageable than the number of vari-
ables coded for ViCLAS. We agree with Laming (2017: para. 9) that, at the very least, the
database should include:

demographic characteristics of the officer(s) and civilian(s) involved in each incident
(including race/ethnicity); the location of each incident (i.e., neighbourhood, highway,
cross-streets); any injuries suffered by the officer(s) and civilian(s); if the civilian was
armed; the nature of the incident (e.g., vehicle pursuit, domestic call, robbery); years
of experience and education level of officer(s); and whether other types of force were
attempted (including de-escalation).

Other variables that might be important to collect include (1) features of the civilian that
go beyond simple demographic characteristics (e.g., whether they were experiencing a
crisis at the time of the incident and the nature of that crisis), (2) features of the officers
involved (e.g., the nature of the training they received from their service), (3) actions of
the civilian leading up to the use of force (e.g., assaultive behaviour), and (4) a wide range
of situational variables (e.g., the number of officers present on scene; Zimring 2017; Shane
2018; Wortley et al. 2020). Additionally, consideration could also be given to whether the
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database should capture whether charges were recommended against the officer(s), the
nature of those charges, and what the outcome of any charges were (e.g., prosecutions
and convictions).

At this point, one could fairly ask, why a national database? Why not rely on the data
already collected by individual police services? Our response to this question is two-fold.
First, a nationwide database is consistent with how the Canadian police community has
handled other issues related to police use of force. For example, since the early 2000s, Cana-
dian police services have relied on a national use-of-force model to help guide use-of-force
decision making, training, and how officers should articulate their risk assessment after
a use-of-force incident (Hoffman, Lawrence, and Brown 2004). Just as it makes sense to
have a unifying framework to enhance consistency in these areas, it makes sense to have a
national framework to standardize the collection, storage, and presentation of use-of-force
data. This is especially important because differences currently exist across jurisdictions in
terms of what data are collected (e.g., draw and display of intervention options versus actual
applications of force) and how they are collected (Kiedrowski et al. 2015; Davies et al. 2019;
Wortley et al. 2021).

Second, a nationwide database would facilitate the analysis of data to identify trends, which
could then be used to establish sensible policy and practice. Given the relatively low base
rate of force applications within any given police jurisdiction in Canada, a national database
would arguably be needed to generate the sample sizes and sample compositions required
for these tasks. A national database, especially one that captures both lethal and non-lethal
applications of force, would also allow important research questions to be addressed and
theories surrounding the use of force to be tested. For example, as one of the anonymous
reviewers for this paper pointed out, “It has been hypothesized that the increased use of
CEWs and other less-than-lethal weapons will reduce civilian death at the hands of the
police.... Such a valuable analysis would only be possible if there is a standardized dataset
on all use of force incidents” (emphasis is added).*

It is also fair to ask whether it makes sense to rely on the police to provide the data for
this nationwide database. Data collected by other entities (e.g., researchers) could be less
biased compared to data collected by the police services who were involved in the events
(or at least perceived as less biased). While we appreciate these concerns, we think it is
important that police services be the ones to provide the data. Not only do the police have
immediate access to these data, but they will be able to provide a more complete picture of
what transpired in an incident than could be gleaned from any publicly available sources.
We also believe that the police will provide accurate use-of-force data if required to do so,
even if that data reflects poorly on the organization, as has been seen in recent cases where
some police services in Canada have been mandated to collect and release sensitive data
(e.g., in Ontario; Singh, Ivany, and Gilchrist 2020). However, even if this is the case, there
may still be a need for quality control, as there is for police databases like VIiCLAS (Bennell
et al. 2012).

Potential benefits of a Canadian use-of-force database

We believe that a national use-of-force database would benefit the public, the police, and
academic researchers who study policing issues. Some of the most important benefits that
we anticipate are outlined here.

© 2022 JCd / RCAR 64, 1, (January / Janvier), 6-29 doi:10.3138/cjccj.202 1-0022


https://doi.org/10.3138/cjccj.2021-0022
https://www.utpjournals.press/loi/cjccj

https://www.utpjournal s.press/doi/pdf/10.3138/cjccj.2021-0022 - Friday, March 11, 2022 9:17:13 AM - |P Address:2607:fea8:bede:c600:60cc:c11f:75e1:f023

12 Bennell et al.

Police transparency

Perhaps more than any other benefit mentioned below, improved police transparency is
the benefit that most commentators speak to when they discuss the importance of a na-
tional use-of-force database. This is a theme that runs through academic contributions to
this topic, opinion pieces, and media commentaries (e.g., White 2016; Laming 2017; Bates
2021). This is not surprising given that transparency is, or at least should be, the core of a
public policing philosophy in any free and democratic society (e.g., policing by consent is
firmly grounded in support for the police that follows from police transparency, integrity,
and accountability; Neyroud 2012).

As others have plainly stated, in a democracy, “the government has a moral obligation to
provide information on the frequency and circumstances in which its agents exercise their
authority against citizens” (White 2016: 231). Thus, it is not enough for police services
in Canada to simply collect use-of-force data; these data must be openly shared with the
Canadian public, in an easily accessible form, so that citizens know how often use-of-force
incidents occur and the circumstances surrounding these events. Without such transparen-
cy, it will be impossible for the public to hold police officers accountable for their actions in
use-of-force incidents. It will also be more difficult for the public to trust that police officers
in Canada are operating in a fair, just, and legitimate manner (Schafer 2013). This will be
especially important for racialized communities in Canada given that they report lower lev-
els of trust and confidence in the police (e.g., Cao 2011, 2014; Wortley and Owusu-Bempah
2016; Samuels-Wortley 2021).

Enhancing perceptions of police legitimacy

Directly related to the issue of police transparency, the development of a national use-of-
force database will also potentially impact perceptions of police legitimacy. Police legitimacy
is a multifaceted construct that speaks to whether the public views the police as a legitimate
source of authority (Tankebe, Reisig, and Wang 2016). According to one model of police
legitimacy, which has been validated in Canada (Ewanation et al. 2019), the construct is
composed of four factors: (1) police lawfulness (whether police officers conform to estab-
lished rules/laws), (2) procedural fairness (whether outcomes are reached in a fair way), (3)
distributive fairness (whether resources are distributed fairly across groups), and (4) police
effectiveness (whether the police obtain effective results; Tankebe et al. 2016). Finding ways
to enhance perceptions of police legitimacy is likely to be beneficial; these perceptions are
linked to desirable outcomes from a police perspective, such as an increased likelihood
that citizens will cooperate with police officers, as well as positive outcomes from a public
perspective, such as feeling less likely to be victimized (Ho and McKean 2004; Mazerolle
et al. 2013).

A nationwide use-of-force database may positively influence some facets of legitimacy. For
example, the database might speak directly to the issue of police lawfulness in that it would
likely show that force, including lethal force, is a relatively rare occurrence in Canada, and
legally justified in most cases. With respect to other facets of perceived legitimacy, a nation-
al database may raise concerns, but the data would still allow the police to identify areas
where change is necessary for legitimacy to be enhanced. For example, in line with existing
research, a nationwide database may indicate that procedural fairness is an issue in Canada
with respect to use-of-force decision making, in that the applications of force may vary as a
function of citizen race (Wortley 2006; Wortley et al. 2020). Whether reflecting positively or
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negatively on the police, the database would have value because it would provide concrete
steps the police could take to further develop their legitimacy.

Understanding the use of force

As highlighted above, a national use-of-force database would also help address import-
ant research questions, which would inform our understanding of complex use-of-force
encounters, including why lethal force is sometimes used by police officers (Klinger et al.
2016). Binder and Scharf (1980) appropriately highlighted that police-citizen encounters
are “transactional;” in other words, how an officer behaves during an encounter will depend
on how the citizen behaves, and how the citizen behaves will depend on how the officer
behaves. To properly understand these transactional events, and address concerns about
these encounters, information will be needed at the officer, citizen, and event level (Hollis
2018). We will also need to consider community and organizational factors that might
impact these events, such as neighbourhood crime rates and the quality of officer training
(White 2016). A national use-of-force database, supplemented with other, easily accessible
data (e.g., from Canada’s census) could provide this necessary information. By collecting
and storing information about force encounters and using disaggregated data to provide
more context to specific incidents, we will gain important insights into the use of force by
Canadian police officers (McEwen 1996).

Mitigation strategies

A specific outcome associated with this enhanced understanding of police use of force is
that it may allow strategies to be developed for reducing force, especially the need for high
levels of force. For example, a national database could be used to generate insight into why
fatal encounters occur (Shane 2018); such insights could potentially result in strategies for
minimizing risk or approaching situations differently, which would allow the police to avoid
lethal force (Fyfe 1989; Shane 2018). Understanding the circumstances surrounding the
application of force could also allow police organizations to develop service-wide, or even
system-wide, mitigation strategies. For example, specialized scenario-based training could
be designed to reduce the likelihood of a lethal force encounter when that is possible (e.g.,
by developing sound tactics; Jenkins et al. 2021).

The ability to compare data across agencies included in the database will be particularly
useful, allowing important questions to be answered (Klinger et al. 2016). For example, if
force is used less frequently in certain agencies, what might explain that? Is it associated
with neighbourhood characteristics or organizational policies in agencies that restrict the
use of force? Is it associated with the gender makeup of the agencies, or their overall size?
Is it associated with the training offered to officers in certain agencies? Is it associated with
the greater availability of intermediate weapons or the presence of body-worn cameras?
Without understanding the circumstances that result in applications of force, which requires
access to reliable and valid data, we will be unable to significantly reduce the likelihood of
tragic outcomes (Alpert 2016).

Misconceptions about the use of force

Another by-product of developing a better understanding of the use of force is that the
information could be used to educate members of the public, who, as we highlighted above,
do not appear to have a good understanding of the topic (Corey and Bennell 2008; O’Neill
et al. 2017; Khanizadeh et al. unpublished data; McCaftree and Saide 2021). Although it has
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not been studied extensively, the research we cited suggests that the public is often unaware
of a police officer’s legal authority to use force (e.g., when force is reasonable; Cyr 2016),
overestimates the frequency with which force is applied (both lethal and non-lethal; Hall
and Votova 2013), misjudges the abilities of officers (e.g., in terms of their marksmanship
skills, especially under stress; Morrison and Vila 1998), and does not understand use-of-
force dynamics (e.g., action-reaction issues; Wisecarver and Tucker 2007).

While the public has legitimate reasons to feel confused and angry about some of the use-
of-force incidents that are occurring, especially when that force is judged to be excessive or
applied in a biased fashion, fruitful dialogue between the public and the police is important
if we are to find ways to enhance trust and meaningfully reduce the conditions that result
in the application of force. In our opinion, such dialogue will be more likely if the police
understand what the public thinks about use-of-force issues and if the public has a better
understanding of when and why force is used by police officers (Bennell et al. 2021). A na-
tional use-of-force database will provide the sort of data that can be used in public education
efforts, which should in turn create opportunities for informed conversations to take place.

Addressing problems with media databases

To date, media databases provide the best available data on lethal force encounters in both
the United States and Canada.” However, as noted above, concerns have been raised re-
garding the accuracy of these databases, largely because of inconsistencies that have been
found between government-provided data and data collected by the media, and because no
controls are in place to make sure the information included in the databases is accurate or
complete (Klinger and Slocum 2017; Lim 2017). Media databases were created by journalists
who use information available to them from the public domain. Because of this, they often
provide only a partial picture of the events that took place (White 2016).

For example, cases included in these databases often lack important contextual informa-
tion (e.g., behaviours exhibited by the citizen, which is typically included in police records;
White 2016; Shane 2018). In addition, there are no clear criteria for including lethal inci-
dents in media databases. For instance, Klinger and Slocum (2017) discussed how databases
that include “unarmed” citizens killed by police may lead some to believe that officers made
an unjustifiable decision when shooting the individual. However, in their review of the
Washington Post database, Klinger and Slocum found multiple instances where the deci-
sion to shoot was based on imminent threat to the officer’s safety, despite the civilian being
unarmed. In one case, an unarmed person attempted to strangle an officer after knocking
him unconscious; in another case an unarmed individual was shot while attempting to
drown an officer.

While not scrutinized to the same extent, similar issues can be raised about the CBC’s
deadly force database. For example, our analysis of this database has revealed that some
cases it includes involve civilian deaths that appear to have little to do with the use of force
by police officers (Brook et al. 2021). On the other hand, the CBC database includes only
cases in which people have died, which means that any cases in which the officer intended
to use deadly force but the citizen survived are not included (Laming 2017). In addition,
while the CBC database includes some basic information about each event (e.g., the police
service that was involved in the incident, weapons that were present, and the citizen’s race
and age), other important information that is required to fully understand the incident
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is not included (e.g., whether the individual who was killed presented a threat of serious
bodily harm or death; Brook et al. 2021). Finally, questions surrounding the reliability of
the CBC data remain. For instance, it is unclear what sources were relied on to gather the
data, how conflicts across sources were handled, how certain variables were operational-
ized (e.g., mental health issues), and what quality assurance procedures were implemented
(Brook et al. 2021).

Thus, people need to be cautious about what they infer from data included in media da-
tabases, including the CBC database, and the statistics that are generated from them. A
national database, populated with lethal force data from police records that are carefully
scrutinized and meet sensible inclusion criteria, should provide a much more complete and
accurate account of deadly force encounters with the police in Canada.

Potential challenges associated with a Canadian use-of-force database

Despite the numerous benefits that would be associated with a national use-of-force data-
base, we also anticipate that many challenges will be encountered. We describe some of the
likely challenges below.

Mandatory reporting

For a national use-of-force database to be useful, all lethal and non-lethal use-of-force in-
cidents must be recorded, and as mentioned above, compliance is a significant issue when
reporting is voluntary (Brown and Langan 2001; Klinger 2012; Williams, Bowman, and Jung
2019). Severe gaps in reporting result in missing data, which drastically limits the value
associated with national databases and the inferences that can be drawn from them (Brown
and Langan 2001; Zimring 2017; Shane 2018). This same outcome would most likely occur
in Canada if participation in the national database was not mandated.

A related challenge would be encountered if certain types of data were restricted, such as
the race of individuals interacting with the police. This is a particularly relevant issue to
discuss here because Canadian police agencies have historically placed an “informal ban”
on reporting such data (Wortley 1999; Millar and Owusu-Bempah 2011; Samuels-Wortley
2021). In fact, while most police agencies in Canada collect race-based data (Huey, Fer-
guson, and Vaughan 2021), this information is not made public or shared with Statistics
Canada, and it is not always accurate. Furthermore, when Statistics Canada does have
this information, individuals must overcome numerous barriers to access it (Millar and
Owusu-Bempah 2011; Samuels-Wortley 2021). As our nation grapples with issues of overt
and systemic racism, it is imperative that we have adequate data to determine the extent
to which racialized groups are over-represented in use-of-force incidents. This is the only
way that we will be able to determine the true extent of this problem and identify potential
solutions aimed at reducing over-representation.

The federalist nature of policing in Canada also raises some significant concerns for manda-
tory reporting (Robertson 2012). Indeed, like in the United States, there is no overarching
governance of police record keeping in this country, which means the development of a
national reporting structure to make use-of-force reporting (and all relevant variables)
mandatory will be a challenge. While all police use of force must be consistent with the
Criminal Code of Canada and the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms, the report-
ing system for the use of force, and most other aspects of policing, is determined at the
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provincial level (Kiedrowski et al. 2015; Davies et al. 2019; Wortley et al. 2020). Currently,
it appears that most provincial police standards® provide little direction regarding the exact
nature of information that needs to be captured in use-of-force reports (Davies et al. 2019).
Therefore, the implementation of mandatory reporting for all police services would likely
require the coordination of different branches of government responsible for overseeing
policing in Canada.

Beyond mandatory reporting challenges that will arise because of federalism, the impact
of more general implementation challenges should not be underestimated. Indeed, there
are countless examples in Canada in which a criminal justice policy proposal has been
compelling only to have the policy fail during the implementation stage of the policy cycle.”
Canada’s “rape shield” is one example. Designed to protect complainants in sex offence cases
against rape myths and sexist stereotypes, rape shield reforms have not had their intended
impact (McNabb and Baker 2021). In their analysis, McNabb and Baker suggested that this
is because too much attention has been given to due process considerations (e.g., whether
the provisions will add to trial delays) throughout the various iterations of reforms and
not enough to implementation challenges introduced by courtroom actors (e.g., whether
biases of judges will prevent proper implementation of the provisions). Other failed policy
examples include the creation of Indigenous Healing Lodges and Gladue case reports,® both
of which were designed to reduce Indigenous over-representation in the criminal justice
system. Each initiative has arguably failed to live up to expectations, in part because import-
ant implementation issues were not considered (Edwards 2017; Office of the Correctional
Investigator 2012).

The policy cycle is a useful heuristic that may have value when thinking through the process
of developing a mandatory nationwide use-of-force database. Without carefully considering
each step of the cycle, including the various challenges described below, we fear that this
initiative will meet the same fate as so many other well-intentioned plans to improve the
Canadian criminal justice system.

Resistance from the policing community

As alluded to earlier, one of the main challenges we anticipate in establishing a Canadian
use-of-force database, and one that would obviously need to be dealt with from the outset,
is resistance from the policing community. There is ample evidence for this from the United
States. Indeed, such resistance was evident in early attempts to develop nationwide use-of-
force databases (Alpert 2016; White 2016; Zimring 2017), and it appears to have gotten no
better over time. For example, in the most recent attempt by the FBI to report national use-
of-force data, which began in 2019, only 27% of U.S. police services have supplied annual
data over the last two years (Jackman 2021). According to Jackman (2021), this is occurring
“despite a presidential order, congressional demands, and a proposed new law requiring
police to tell the FBI how often officers use force” (para. 1).

Numerous factors appear to underlie this resistance. For example, some U.S. police chiefs
have claimed that the processes put in place to submit data to national databases can be
cumbersome and time consuming, requiring substantial resources to fully participate
(Jackman 2021). Others have highlighted the fact that federal government initiatives can
be easily ignored given amendments in the U.S. Constitution that prevent the federal gov-
ernment from mandating data reporting (i.e., that is a state responsibility; Hickman and
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Poore 2016). Still others have suggested that police services in the United States may be
resistant to sharing data due to a police culture of secrecy and solidarity, a desire to shield
themselves from public complaints about their use of force and prevent reputational dam-
age, or a belief that they own the data and therefore can decide who should get access to it
(White 2016; Nix et al. 2017; Williams et al. 2019). Relatedly, fear of legal liability has been
raised as a concern for police services, especially if their data reveal evidence of excessive
or biased force (Henriquez 1999).

There has been a similar lack of willingness by Canadian police services to share their use-
of-force data widely and a surprising lack of leadership from the government in calling for
this to happen. This is despite the frequent calls for more standardized use-of-force data
collection and reporting, which have been made by academics (e.g., Laming 2016; Davies
et al. 2019; Wortley et al. 2020) and various other bodies (e.g., Commission on Systemic
Racism in the Ontario Criminal Justice System 1996; Ontario Human Rights Commission
2014; House of Commons 2021). The precise reasons for this resistance are unclear, but
we suspect they are very similar to those that have caused reluctance in the United States,
which we have described above (see also Wortley et al. 2021). Each of these issues will no
doubt cause challenges for the development of a nationwide database in Canada, and work
will need to be done to successfully overcome these challenges.

Establishing case inclusion criteria

Assuming that resistance from police services can be overcome, challenges would also be
encountered in determining what data should be included in a nationwide use-of-force
database.” As argued above, we believe that both lethal and non-lethal use of force should
be captured in the database, but clear inclusion criteria will still need to be established.

One issue that warrants careful consideration is whether drawing and displaying a firearm,
or any other weapon, should be included in the database. In the United States, it is the
norm for police services to require reports when officers discharge their firearm, but far
fewer require officers to record instances where they draw and display their pistol. In fact,
Jennings and Rubado (2017) found that less than half of the 3000 agencies included in their
dataset had a policy requiring draw-and-display reports in 2013. We are not aware of sim-
ilar U.S. data for other intervention options, such as CEWs. We are also unaware of similar
statistics in Canada for firearms or other weapons, but recent work in this area suggests that
it is not standard practice for Canadian police services to have such policies (Walker and
Bennell 2021). Given research showing that having draw-and-display reporting policies for
firearms is associated with significantly lower rates of gun deaths by police officers, this is a
real concern (Jennings and Rubado 2017). We believe drawing and displaying a weapon is
a clear show of force, that draw-and-display reporting policies should be in place in every
service, and that these incidents should be included in a national use-of-force database.

With respect to intermediate weapons specifically, we propose that very broad inclusion
criteria be adopted for a nationwide use-of-force database, especially given the contentious
nature of police use of force and the fact that members of racialized communities in Canada
are over-represented in incidents involving intermediate weapon use by police officers (and
other types of force; e.g., Wortley et al. 2020). In our view, the use of traditional weapons
should obviously be included in the database, such as batons, pepper spray, and CEWs,
but so too should other intervention options that have potential to cause harm. This might
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include weapons of opportunity or the use of K-9s, even though K-9s are often not includ-
ed on use-of-force continua and are frequently seen as “tools” by police services instead of
“weapons” because they have multiple functions, only one of which is as a use-of-force op-
tion (e.g., locating missing persons, searching for explosives, finding crime scene evidence;
Dorriety 2005).

Inclusion criteria would also need to be established for lower levels of force, such as
empty-handed physical control techniques. These techniques are typically categorized as
“hard” physical force or “soft” physical force in Canada. According to the Canadian Asso-
ciation of Chiefs of Police (2000: 10):

Soft techniques are control oriented and have a lower probability of causing injury.
They may include restraining techniques, joint locks and non-resistant handcuffing.
Hard techniques are intended to stop a subject’s behaviour or to allow application of
a control technique and have a higher probability of causing injury. They may include
empty hand strikes such as punches and kicks.

Currently, hard techniques appear to be recorded across most jurisdictions in Canada,
but soft techniques tend to be captured only if they result in injury. Given this, should
soft techniques that do not cause injury be included in a national use-of-force database?
From our perspective, while soft techniques are certainly of interest, especially because the
public likely perceives their use as a clear application of force that is worth documenting,
the burden of consistently recording their application would be significant for police ser-
vices given how frequently they are used. Until technology becomes available to ease this
coding burden, we suggest that hard techniques be included in the database but that soft
techniques that do not result in injury be excluded. However, this exclusion should be
explicitly acknowledged so that the public and other users of the database are aware that
these incidents are not captured.

Standardizing reports across jurisdictions

Not only does the reporting of the use of force need to be mandatory, and meet sensible
inclusion criteria, but the information submitted by police agencies must be consistent to
ensure that high quality information is captured in the database. As mentioned above, a lack
of consistency across police agencies is likely to occur because of the lack of direction from
provincial governing bodies regarding the information that needs to be documented in use-
of-force reports (Davies et al. 2019; Wortley et al. 2021). Further inconsistencies may result
from differences in the ways that data are captured. For example, some agencies may capture
most information using drop-down menus whereas other agencies may rely primarily on
free narratives. Transforming such data to make them consistent is resource intensive, so it
would be ideal to eliminate such differences instead. Consideration would also need to be
given to the instructions included on use-of-force reports, which are currently vague and
subject to interpretation by officers (Kiedrowski et al. 2015).

Standardized reporting across Canada could be achieved through the development of
mandatory data collection forms that would be completed by all police agencies when
force is used. Ideally, these forms would include clear instructions and definitions of key
terms so that it is clear to all officers (and supervisors) what needs to be recorded and how.
Fortunately, significant strides toward this goal have been made already in some jurisdic-
tions. For example, the Ministry of the Solicitor General in Ontario has recently created
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a standardized form that all police services in that province must use. The form captures
useful information about use-of-force incidents, including variables like perceived citizen
race (Ministry of the Solicitor General 2021). In jurisdictions where less progress has been
made, replacing existing forms that officers already use to record their use of force with
standardized forms like those now being used in Ontario would not be expected to increase
officers’ administrative duties substantially, and therefore additional internal resources
would likely not be required.

If more substantial reform is desired, the process currently in place within the RCMP may
act as a useful model (RCMP 2020). Since 2010, the RCMP has had a robust process in
place for use-of-force data collection and analysis, and a number of the features built into
this process may be particularly appealing. First, their data collection process does not
simply focus on capturing use-of-force variables; it requires officers to fully articulate their
risk assessment process, which provides a fuller picture of what occurred during an incident
and why force was used. Second, various oversight and accountability mechanisms are in-
tegrated into the process to ensure that the force used was appropriate. For example, while
all reports are reviewed at the supervisor level, certain cases are automatically flagged for
additional review at the provincial/territorial (headquarters) level (e.g., use of CEWs) and
others are flagged if the use of force conflicts with agency policy or training. Third, a wider
range of data is captured than is typical in many other agencies, including details related to
“emotionally disturbed” persons (a term used by the RCMP to refer generally to people in
crisis), and variables related to use-of-force effectiveness and injuries. Finally, data fields are
fully integrated into a database application, which allows for extensive analysis. This feature,
combined with the fact that variable tables are fully linked, means that an impressive level
of analytical granularity can be achieved. The most obvious limitation of the RCMP data
is that some important variables are still not captured, including citizen race. However,
according to the RCMP (2020), it is currently developing an approach to collect and report
on race-based data.

Challenges with capturing certain variables

While using standardized reporting forms is achievable, there may still be challenges as-
sociated with capturing certain variables. For example, given the concerns that have been
raised around the use of force on persons with a mental illness, a variable capturing this
information would be ideal (Rossler and Terrill 2017; Singh 2020). However, information
regarding someone’s health is protected under privacy laws, meaning that information is not
readily available. Therefore, the presence of mental illness would need to be based on the
officer’s perception, which may not be accurate. Given this, it would need to be made clear
to those examining the database that the variable captured here was perceived mental illness.

Similar arguments could be made for whether the civilian was intoxicated at the time of
the encounter or whether they suffered injuries, which are not always immediately obvi-
ous. While toxicology reports and hospital reports might include this sort of information,
privacy concerns would also arise, as would the burden of tracking down this information
to record it. Thus, like the challenge of accurately capturing whether an individual has a
mental illness, capturing these variables, while not impossible, would be difficult. If such
variables are ultimately deemed important to collect, determining how to capture the
information should involve community consultations, particularly with people with lived
experiences.
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Who will be responsible for data collection and storage?

Concerns surrounding a lack of consistency in the type and format of information cap-
tured for a national use-of-force database raises several other logistical questions, which
we currently do not have answers for. For example, who should be responsible for entering
data into the database? Should police agencies directly enter data into the system, or should
completed use-of-force reports be provided to a third party who would then validate and
enter the information? Relatedly, what mechanisms should be in place to ensure that the
information entered is accurate? These are particularly important issues given the distrust
that some members of the public have of the police (Wortley and Owusu-Bempah 2009;
Samuels-Wortley 2021).

Other logistical questions concern the point at which a use-of-force report should be en-
tered into the database, especially in cases where lethal force was used. Should this be done
as soon as possible, with the caveat that information be updated as required if investigations
or trial proceedings reveal alternative information? Or, given concerns that the release of
information may influence the investigative process, should the report not be entered until
all investigations and criminal proceedings are complete? And should the database capture
historical cases of lethal force? If so, how far back should these go, and at what point does
this become impossible given that agencies may not have always been tracking information
in a way that allows for easy searches and extractions?

Decisions will also need to be made about where the database will be housed. To address
concerns regarding police oversight (e.g., Hope 2020), we believe the database should be
housed in an external agency. One possibility would be the Canadian Centre for Justice
Statistics (CCJS). The CCJS is the operational arm of the National Justice Statistics Initiative,
which emerged in 1981 with a mandate “to provide information to the justice community
and the public on the nature and extent of crime and victimization and the administration
of criminal and civil justice in Canada” (Statistics Canada 2021). The CCJS, which is a
division of Statistics Canada, “is responsible for the development, collection, integration
and analysis of data that reflect trends in Canada” (Statistics Canada 2021), making it a
potentially ideal home for a nationwide use-of-force database.

Furthermore, for the database to have the greatest impact, we believe the information in-
cluded in it should be stored in a format that is accessible by anyone, including the general
public and all interested researchers, and able to be analysed. That being said, a balance
may need to be struck in some cases between complete transparency and issues of priva-
cy. For example, this may be true in situations where an individual is non-fatally shot by
police and does not want their information made public. Given the multifaceted nature of
these challenges, and their implications for the database that is ultimately developed, it is
essential to involve groups of diverse stakeholders in deciding how all the questions posed
in this section should be answered, especially the privacy issues. The consultation process
will likely need to involve the Office of the Privacy Commissioner of Canada, provincial and
territorial equivalents, privacy researchers, and representatives from the public.

Conclusion

A database like the one we describe in this paper will not eliminate all the concerns that some
Canadians might have with policing, but it will hopefully address some of their concerns
about police use of force by helping to increase police transparency and accountability. The
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database will also be of value to the police; not only will it allow them to show the public
that the use of force, particularly lethal force, is rare in Canada and legally justified in most
instances, but it will contribute to people’s understanding of when and why force is some-
times used. Finally, the development of a national use-of-force database will benefit policing
researchers who are interested in understanding the complexities of use-of-force encounters,
testing theories for why force is used in some circumstances more than others, and identifying
use-of-force trends. This research should allow evidence-based strategies to be developed to
minimize the likelihood that force is used by the police. Undoubtedly, many challenges will be
encountered when developing a database; however, we believe not only that these challenges
are possible to overcome, but that doing so will provide real value to Canadian society.
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Notes

1 Because of the way the question was asked of students in the survey, it is not entirely clear what
they think “used” meant. For example, we do not know whether the students included instanc-
es where firearms are drawn and displayed in their estimate of “firearm use” or just instances
where firearms are discharged. Similarly, in Hall and Votova’s (2013) study; it is unclear if they
included instances where firearms were drawn and displayed or discharged. They defined their
variable related to firearm use as “firearm pointed” Given these issues, caution is warranted
when interpreting these findings.

2 It is not clear how many of these 270,000 calls for service involved the use of force by Van-
couver police officers, although in 2020, there appears to have been 305 recorded use-of-force
events in Vancouver.

3 To access the database, see: https://www.washingtonpost.com/graphics/investigations/police-
shootings-database/

4 We would like to thank this anonymous reviewer for highlighting the issues discussed in this
paragraph.

5 Lethal force encounters are the focus of such databases. They do not include non-fatal encoun-
ters.

6 Standards are in place within the RCMP, the agency that is responsible for providing police ser-
vices to Canadas three territories.

7 We would like to thank one of the anonymous reviewers for drawing our attention to the policy
cycle and to some of the research discussed here. The policy cycle consists of five stages: (1) agen-
da setting, where a problem is identified and defined, (2) policy formulation, where consideration
is given to the most appropriate actions that will achieve the desired policy goals, (3) decision
making, where decisions are made about how the policy will be implemented after careful consid-
eration of the conditions and constraints that exist within the implementation environment, and
how implementation barriers will be overcome, (4) implementation, where the policy is executed
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in the field, and (5) evaluation, where criteria are established to measure the performance of the
policy, and the policy and its implementation are formally assessed (McNabb and Baker 2021).
Challenges can, of course, exist at each stage of the policy cycle, beyond the implementation chal-
lenges we focus on, and challenges experienced at one stage can influence other stages.

8 Designed to address the negative impact that colonization has had on Indigenous defendants,
these are pre-sentence or bail hearing reports produced by a Gladue caseworker at the request
of the court, which includes information about the defendant’s unique background (e.g., resi-
dential school history, child welfare involvement, physical or sexual abuse). The judge can then
consider these factors when making decisions.

9 Given that our discussion is focused on the development of a national use-of-force database, we
assume wide agreement would be reached that in-custody deaths (e.g., overdoses) would not
be included, unless the use of force by a police officer was a contributing factor in the death. In
this way, those deaths will not be conflated with use-of-force-related deaths as they might be
with media databases that include them.
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