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Research Summary
Attention to gang issues has dramatically increased in the last several decades, both in the 
scholarly literature and in law enforcement. Despite widespread attention to the gang 
problem, researchers, police officers, and lawmakers have yet to agree on definitions used 
to characterize and understand the problem. This article summarizes the existing literature 
concerning the importance of accurately defining and classifying gang members, documents 
and analyzes state and federal gang legislation in the United States, and provides a detailed 
analysis of one state’s system that might serve as a useful model for other states.

Policy Implications
Serious risks to public safety and civil liberties are associated with Type 1 and Type 2 clas-
sification errors regarding gang membership. The wide variation in state statutory definitions 
of “gang member” and in the construction and administration of gang databases presents 
major challenges for policymakers and academic researchers. This article addresses these 
challenges and argues that a more rigorous and unified system, based on one state’s existing 
model, might be possible and could offer significant advantages in our efforts to address the 
delinquent and criminal behavior of gangs throughout the United States.
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D
1,2 Based on the Tenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution, 

also known as the States’ Rights Amendment, the prevention, intervention, investigation, 

prosecution, and punishment of gangs and gang members rests squarely on the shoulders 

of state governments.3
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T A B L E  1

Statutes on the Definition of “Gang” (N = 41)

 State
Criminal  
Activity

Pattern of  
Criminal  
Activity

Specified  
Criminal  
Activity Hierarchy

Alliance/  
Conspiracy/ 
Understanding

Common  
Name/Symbol

Unspecified number of individuals 
AZ x x
CT x
NV x x x x
OR x x
WA x x x
Requires three or more individuals
AK x x x x
AL x x x
AR x x x
CA x x x x
CO x x x
DE x x x x
FL x x x x
GA x x x x
IA x x x
ID x x x x
IL x x x x x
IN x x
KS x x x x
LA x x x x
MA x x
MD x x x x
MN x x x x
MO x x x x
MS x x x x
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MT x x x x
NC x x x x
ND x x x
NH x x x x
NJ x x
NY x x x
OH x x x x
RI x x x
SD x x x x
TN x x x
TX x x x x
UT x x x x
VA x x x x
WI x x x x
Requires five or more individuals
KY x x x x x  
SC x x
OK x  x    
Requires six or more individuals
DC x x x  

Notes. AZ requires at least one gang member in the group, MD requires a hierarchy or common name or symbol of the gang, and DC 
requires a pattern of or a specified criminal activity.
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T A B L E  2

Gang Criteria by State (N = 10)
 AZ FL ID KS NH NJ SD TN TX VA

Required Criteria 2 2 2 3 2 2 2 2 2 1
Total Criteria 7 11 6 8 4 7 7 7 6 3
Criteria          
Admits membership x x x x  x x x x x x
Identified by anyone     x           
Identified by parent or guardian   x   x     x    
Identified by reliable source   x   x x  x x x  
Corroborated information from source of untested reliability   x   x   x x x  
Testimony or official statement x       x        
Correspondence x       x        
Corresponds about crime committed by gang  x        
Resides or frequents gang area and adopts dress, 
 hand signs or tattoos and associates with members    x x x  x x  x
Resides or frequents gang area and associates with members         x 
Frequents gang area and adopts dress,  
hand signs, tattoos, or symbols         x 
Adopts style of dress x x    x    
Adopts hand signs  x        
Tattoos x x    x    
Any other indicia x     x    
Associates with members  x        
Stopped with members 2 or more times    x      
Stopped with members 4 or more times  x x    x   
Arrested once with members              x  
Arrested more than once with members    x x x  x x   x
Documented with paraphernalia or photograph x x x x  x x x    
Has participated in a gang initiation ritual    x      

Note. KS requires an admission or at least three of the other criteria of gang membership.
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The Minnesota Model

4 The Metro Gang Strike Force (MGSF) and its Oversight Council 

adopted	
�    a	
�    definition	
�    of	
�    “criminal	
�    gang,”	
�    which	
�    was	
�    subsequently	
�    written	
�    into	
�    Minnesota’s	
�    
legislative statute (Minn. Stat. § 609.229 [2006])  as follows:

5

suspected
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1. 

2. 

3. 

5. 

6. 

7. 

8. 

9. 

10. 

confirmed

7

confirmed and convicted
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Research Summary
Police scholars and public policymakers throughout generations have sought to identify 
reliable correlates of police misconduct. Despite these efforts, general statements as to the 
etiology and epidemiology of police misconduct remain inconclusive, in part because of 
the inconsistent definitions of misconduct and the difficulty of obtaining the data required 
to make such statements. This research attempts to fill these gaps through a comparison 
of the personal and career histories of all 1,543 officers who were involuntarily separated 
from the New York City Police Department (NYPD) for cause during 1975–1996 with 
a randomly selected sample of their police academy classmates who served honorably. The 
study uses confidential NYPD files as its major data sources, which include extensive bio-
graphical and career information. The study finds that career-ending misconduct rarely 
occurs in the NYPD and that the types of misconduct do not match well with existing 
definitions. Several factors emerge as significant predictors of misconduct, including officer 
race, minimal education, records of prior criminality and prior poor employment, failure 
to advance in the NYPD, and histories of citizen complaints.
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Policy Implications
This study shows that existing definitions of police misconduct are difficult to apply to actual 
cases of police malpractice, which leads the authors to create a new eight-category classification 
scheme. The rarity of misconduct, especially on-duty abuse, confirms prior research indicating 
that most police officers do their jobs without engaging in serious malpractice. These findings 
suggest that the NYPD has become better behaved as it has become more diverse along race 
and gender dimensions and that the link between black officers and misconduct might be 
explained by persistent “tokenism.” The findings related to race have important implications 
for continued efforts to build racially representative police departments. Personal history 
findings highlight the importance of conducting background investigations that disqualify 
candidates with arrest records and employment disciplinary histories, whereas the inverse 
relationship between college education and misconduct provides strong support for continued 
emphasis on pre- and post-employment educational requirements.

Keywords
police misconduct, NYPD, scandal, tokenism, involuntary termination

P

09008-CrimJournal-Guts.indd   738 10/27/09   7:31:35 PM



739

N

N 

Literature Review

09008-CrimJournal-Guts.indd   739 10/27/09   7:31:36 PM



Criminology & Public Policy740

Police crime 

Police corruption

Abuse of authority

A Brief Note on Off-Duty Misconduct

1

Limitations of Existing Classifications of Police Misconduct

police
police

09008-CrimJournal-Guts.indd   740 10/27/09   7:31:36 PM



741

Evidence on the Correlates of Police Misconduct

09008-CrimJournal-Guts.indd   741 10/27/09   7:31:36 PM



Criminology & Public Policy742

2

3

09008-CrimJournal-Guts.indd   742 10/27/09   7:31:36 PM



743

Summary

Methods and Data

Bad Cops 

09008-CrimJournal-Guts.indd   743 10/27/09   7:31:36 PM



Criminology & Public Policy744

5 

Data Sources and Procedures

09008-CrimJournal-Guts.indd   744 10/27/09   7:31:37 PM



745

Defining Police Misconduct

Profit-motivated crimes1. 

Off-duty crimes against persons2. 

Off-duty public order crimes3. 

Drugs4. 

On-duty abuse5. 

Obstruction of justice6. 

Administrative/failure to perform7. 

Conduct-related probationary failures8. 
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Findings

F I G U R E  1

Annual Misconduct-Related Separations in the NYPD

1975

0.00

1.00

2.00

3.00

4.00

5.00

6.00

1976 1977 1978 1979 1980 1981 1982 1983 1984 1985 1986 1987 1988 1989 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996

Year

M
isc

on
du

ct 
Se

pa
ra

tio
ns

 pe
r 1

,0
00

 O
ffi

ce
rs

09008-CrimJournal-Guts.indd   750 10/27/09   7:31:39 PM



751

T A B L E  1 

Charge Specifications against the Study Officers (N = 1,543), 1975–1996
Charge Specifications Percent (n)

Administrative/failure to perform 30.1 (742)
Drugs 19.0 (468)
Profit-motivated crime 15.7 (387)
Off-duty crime against persons  11.6 (286)
Obstruction of justice 10.8 (266)
Off-duty public order crimes  5.8 (144)
On-duty abuse 4.8 (119)
Conduct on probation 2.2 (53)

Total 100.0 (2,465)

09008-CrimJournal-Guts.indd   751 10/27/09   7:31:40 PM



Criminology & Public Policy752

Characteristics of the Separated and Comparison Officers

T A B L E  2

Descriptive Comparison of Separated (Study) and Control Officers
 Study Group  Comparison Group
Variable (n = 1,543)  (n = 1,542)

Pre-Employment Personal History
Female 15.1 13.4
White** 56.8 78.9
Black** 30.5 10.6
Hispanic* 11.9 9.6
Other 0.5 0.5
Born in New York City* 75.8 80.3
Born elsewhere in New York State** 5.7 9.0
Born in other U.S. state** 11.3 5.3
Born in Puerto Rico 1.9 2.3
Born outside the United States 3.2 2.5
Less than 22 years old at appointment* 27.7 24.4
Never married 64.0 66.7
Divorced/separated** 4.3 2.1
Children at appointment** 26.2 20.3
Resides outside New York City** 14.8 29.2
Arrested** 23.3 13.9
Violent crime arrests* 3.1 1.5
Property crime arrests** 7.6 3.6
Public order arrests** 14.6 5.0
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JD/YO findings** 9.7 4.2
Misdemeanor convictions** 4.7 1.9
Moving violations* 60.8 55.2
Parking violations 28.9 30.8
Criminal/TAB summonses** 14.4 8.8
Own a motor vehicle** 46.2 53.9
Drivers license suspended** 17.9 11.8
GED or high school grad only** 17.2 12.5
Associate degree or higher** 6.4 14.7
Actively in school at appointment* 7.2 9.3
Unemployed for 30 days or more* 63.4 58.3
Professional or technical occupation*  5.7 8.3
Fired from job** 15.3 7.7
Negative comments by prior employer** 10.0 4.7
Disciplined by prior employer** 15.3 8.3
Workers’ compensation claims 5.5 5.2
Previous civil service rejections** 15.3 9.3
Previously tested for NYPD 7.9 7.9
Prior police experience 3.6 4.4
Previously a transit officer pre-merge* 0.9 2.5
Previously a housing officer pre-merge 0.3 0.6
Merged from Transit Police in unification 1.0 1.0
Merged from Housing Police in unification 0.9 0.9
Previously an NYPD civilian employee 2.8 1.7
Previously an NYPD cadet/trainee 5.3 4.2
Owed more than $10,000 at appointment 3.3 4.1
Held home mortgage at appointment 1.9 2.6
Held vehicle loan at appointment 12.7 13.4
Held student loan at appointment 12.0 12.4
Held credit card debt at appointment 7.3 7.9
Held personal loan at appointment 15.1 13.4
Outstanding judgments at appointment* 1.7 0.7
Father an NYPD officer** 8.0 13.0
Members of immediate family arrested** 25.8 20.3
NYPD background investigator recommended not hiring** 15.4 7.0
Any NYPD staff recommended not hiring** 16.3 6.8
Resided in city when last known** 71.2 53.3
Married when last known** 42.0 65.5
Single when last known** 48.7 26.9
Children at separation** 31.0 23.7
Below-standards performance dimension rating** 21.7 12.4
Below-standards overall performance rating** 13.1 3.1
Military History  
Military service** 40.8 32.5
Among veterans only:  
 Army veteran** 43.6 44.7
 Navy veteran ** 13.7 20.9
 Marine veteran**  23.5 15.2
 Air Force veteran* 11.9 16.7
Private/PFC/Corporal or seaman at discharge** 69.6 52.3
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Sergeant/Petty officer at discharge** 29.5 40.5
Officer at discharge** 0.9 7.1
Court marshaled/disciplined** 21.4 14.4
Police Academy Performance  
Extremely/highly competent overall rating** 19.7 38.0
Academic average (mean)** 80.4 84.1
Extremely/highly competent law rating** 27.9 44.2
Extremely/highly competent police science rating** 22.0 38.0
Extremely/highly competent social science rating** 32.1 48.9
Physical education average (mean)** 86.6 89.9
Extremely/highly competent physical education rating** 42.3 56.1
Number of extremely/highly competent ratings** 2.07 3.22
Number of low/extremely low ratings** 0.50 0.20
Recruit demerits** 71.7 64.4
Command disciplines** 26.6 11.7
Formal department charges** 5.7 0.6
Non-line-of-duty sick leaves** 36.3 22.4
Line of duty sick leaves** 3.6 1.6
Latenesses** 26.1 18.9
Department History  
Prior complaints** 59.8 47.9
Assigned to patrol at separation** 59.3 51.1
Assigned to investigative unit at separation** 5.2 11.7
Assigned to admin staff job at separation** 7.1 13.1
Sergeant or higher at separation** 3.2 8.2
Notes. JD = juvenile delinquency.

*p < .05. **p < .001. 

Principal Components Analysis
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T A B L E  3

Principal Components Analysis of Criminal History Variables

Criminal History
EV = 2.81; 
% variance 
explained = 20.1

EV = 2.00; 
% variance 
explained = 14.3

EV = 1.82; 
% variance 
explained = 13.0

Violent crime arrests .684 — —
Property crime arrests .703 — —
Juvenile delinquency .514 — —
Misdemeanor convict .496 .398 —
Public order arrests — .948 —
Moving violations — — .732
Parking summonses — — .627
Driver’s license Suspension — — .545

Work History EV = 1.91; 
% variance 
explained = 31.9

EV = 1.04; 
% variance 
explained = 17.2

Jobs fired from .765 — —
Number of disciplinary actions .748 — —
Derogatory comments from prior employer .718 — —
Workman comp claims — .525 —
Number jobs held — .640 —
30-day (or longer) period of unemployment — .685 —

Social Conditions
EV = 2.47; 
% variance 
explained = 27.5

EV = 1.09; 
% variance 
explained = 12.1

Married .916 — —
Number of children .704 — —
Single (never married) –.891 — —
Active school enrollment — .546 —
Divorced — .706 —
Separated — .543 —
Living with partner — — —

Notes. EV = Eigenvalue.
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Logistic Regression Analysis
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T A B L E  4

Logistic Regression Estimates and Odds Ratios Predicting Police Misconduct
Variable B S.E. Sig. Odds

Dad NYPD Officer –0.004 .001 .007 .996
Military Service a    

Army –0.208 .175 .414 —
Navy –0.235 .267 .786 —
Air Force 0.270 .262 .654 —
Marine Corps 0.087 .306 .432 —

Command Risk a    
Inspector precinct 0.909 .296 .002 2.48

 
p
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DI precinct 0.813 .242 .001 2.26
Captain precinct 0.705 .225 .002 2.02
Police academy/FTU 0.605 .288 .036 1.83
Proactive investigation –0.151 .476 .752 —
Detective/warrants 0.290 .316 .358 —
OCCB field units 0.830 .456 .069 —
Special patrol units 0.106 .299 .724 —
Supervisory rank –0.639 .272 .019 .528
Age at appointment –0.055 .002 .016 .946
Mean complaints per year 1.11 .250 .001 3.03

Educational Level at Appointment a    
College study (no degree) –0.312 .143 .029 .732
Associate’s degree –1.241 .318 .001 .289
Bachelor’s degree or higher –0.799 .313 .011 .450
Other post-secondary –0.218 .558 .696 —

Officer Sex –0.324 .203 .111 —
Racial Composition a    

Black 1.185 .188 .001 3.27
Latino 0.692 .228 .002 2.00
Other minority 1.001 .755 .185 —

Prior Police Service –0.241 .319 .355 —
Background Investigator Recommendation  0.259 .230 .259 —
Mayor at Time of Separation a    

Beame (1975–1977) 0.032 .220 .884 —
Koch (1978–1989) –0.485 .288 .092 —
Dinkins (1990–1993) –0.509 .281 .070 —

Criminal History    
Traditional dimension 0.199 .071 .005 1.22
Public order dimension  0.577 .083 .001 1.78
Vehicle code dimension 0.027 .065 .680 —

Years on the Job –2.952 .261 .001 .052
Social Condition at Appointment    
Conventional family dimension 0.085 .198 .223 —

Second start dimension 0.140 .798 .068 —
Employment History    

Disciplinary problem dimension 0.318 .075 .001 1.37
Reliability dimension 0.149 .069 .031 1.16

Notes. FTU = Field Training Unit; OCCB = Organized Crime Control Bureau; S.E. = standard error.
aReference categories are as follows: military service (none); command risk (staff unit); educational level (high-school diploma or less); 
racial composition (White); and mayor at separation (Giuliani). 
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(B

21

Multinomial Logistic Regression Analysis

R

T A B L E  5

Multinomial Regression Estimates Predicting 
Three Categories of Police Misconduct

  
 

Crime/Serious 
Misconduct  
(n = 581)

Administrative 
Misconduct  
(n = 430)

Drug Test Failures  
or Refusals  
(n = 420)

Variable B S.E. B S.E. B S.E.

Dad NYPD Officer –0.051** .001 0.182 .668 0.186 .668
Command Risk a

Inspector precinct 1.743** .120 1.263** .126 1.671** .122
DI precinct 1.842** .141 1.734** .132 0.812* .410
Captain precinct 1.890* .167 1.530** .142 1.433* .672
Police academy/FTU 1.011* .100 1.111* .404 1.121 .711
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Proactive investigation –0.251 .245 0.365 .350 0.261 .255
Detective/warrants 0.842 .613 0.985 .510 0.852 .838
OCCB field units 0.754 .533 0.657 .541 0.546 .412
Special patrol units 0.643 .379 0.512 .405 0.521 .409

Supervisory Rank –0.633* .303 0.532 .306 –0.549* .171
Age at Appointment –0.055* .012 –0.112 .113 –1.470* .254
Mean Complaints per Year 1.583** .126 0.595* .266 0.598* .256
Educational Level at Appointment a

College study (no degree) –1.281* .449 0.397 .475 0.316 .449
Associate’s degree –1.623** .145 0.713 .477 0.654 .451
Bachelor’s degree or higher –1.724** .125 –0.738 .548 –0.709** .050
Other post-secondary –0.876 .743 0.534 .345 0.521 .402

Racial Composition a

Black 1.921** .161 0.975 .751 0.878** .124
Latino 1.640** .091 0.717 .739 0.754** .143
Other minority 1.001 .927 0.689 .620 0.623 .421

Criminal History
Traditional dimension 1.072* .234 1.061* .483 1.071* .484
Public order dimension 1.433* .255 1.703 .972 1.622* .554
Vehicle code dimension 0.027* .007 1.684* .612 0.276* .127
Years on the Job –0.790* .400 –0.663 .413 –0.760* .368
Employment History

Disciplinary problem dimension 1.221** .062 1.262* .279 1.182* .520
Reliability dimension 0.743* .394 0.677* .257 0.757 .731

Notes. FTU = Field Training Unit; OCCB = Organized Crime Control Bureau; S.E. = standard error.
a Reference categories are as follows: command risk (staff unit); educational level (high-school diploma or less); and racial composition 
(White). Reference category for outcome was comparison officers (n = 1,542).

*p ≤ .05. **p ≤ .01.
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817

T A B L E  2

Summary Statistics
  Overall Within–
 Mean SD State SD

Dependent variables
Homicides per 100K 6.290 3.572 1.680

Death penalty variables
Death penalty dummy variable 0.719 0.450 0.172
Executions(t) .703 2.803 2.096
Executions(t) per 1,000 prisoners(t) .030 .094 .085
Executions(t)/death sentences (t–1) .092 .320 .283
Executions(t)/death sentences(t–6) .102 .348 .311
Executions(t) per 100K(t) .012 .038 .033
Executions(t)/homicides(t–1) .002 .008 .007

Policy control variable
Right-to-carry concealed law dummy variable .230 .416 .338
3X law dummy variable .193 .391 .335

Sociodemographic control variables
Unemployment rate 5.878 2.004 1.659
Employment rate 55,631.03 6,026.39 4333.71
Poverty rate 12.841 3.937 2.020
Real per-capita income 4.777 .920 .631
Percent persons ages 15 to 24 15.660 2.131 1.986
Percent persons ages 25 to 34 15.565 1.987 1.711
Percent persons ages 35 to 44 14.275 2.053 1.886
Beer shipments (31-gallon barrels) per 100K 75,303.87 13,108.02 5,442.83
Percent persons with college degree  20.954 5.497 4.165
Percent persons residing in metropolitan areas 65.887 21.322 3.249
Crack index, 1980 to 2000 0.948 1.264 1.075

Deterrence variables
Prison deaths per 1,000 prisoners  128.504 155.616 72.785
Prisoners per 100K 257.066 149.761 113.874
Police officers per 100K  265.764 50.188 24.278

Notes. Descriptive statistics are for the 1977 to 2006 time period except where noted in text. Means and standard deviations are 
unweighted. The data sources are described in the text.
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T A B L E  3

The Impact of the Death Penalty on Homicide Rates: 
Estimates from State Panel Data, 1977 to 2006

 Dependent Variable: Annual Homicides per 100,000 State Population
Variable (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8)

Death penalty dummy variable (t)  –0.416       
 (.507)       
Executions (t) — –0.007 — — — — — —
  (.014)       
Executions (t–1) — — 0.006 — — — — —
   (.008)     
Executions (t) per 1,000 prisoners (t) — — — –0.102 — — — —
    (.593)    
Executions (t)/death sentences (t – 1) — — — — 0.094 — — —
     (.087)   
Executions (t)/death sentences (t – 6), 
(t – 1) — — — — — –0.071 — —
      (.129)  
Executions (t) per 100K (t) — — — — — — –0.166 —
       (1.399) 
Executions (t)/homicides (t – 1) — — — — — — — 1.799
        (5.763)
Prison death rate 0.001 0.002 0.002 0.002 0.001 0.0002 0.002 0.002
 (.001) (.001) (.001) (.001) (.001) (.002) (.001) (.001)
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Shall issue law –0.345 –0.317 –0.332 –0.324 –0.338 –0.413 –0.323 –0.328
 (.260) (.263) (.259) (.258) (.268) (.270) (.259) (.259)
3X law 1.044 1.085 1.101 1.093 1.097 1.038 1.092 1.097
 (.500) (.572) (.569) (.570) (.567) (.620) (.571) (.57)
Unemployment rate –0.124 –0.112 –0.116 –0.113 –0.104 –0.041 –0.114 –0.115
 (.061) (.062) (.063) (.060) (.069) (.099) (.061) (.062)
Employment rate × 100 0.003 0.004 0.004 0.004 0.002 –0.004 0.004 0.004
 (.007) (.007) (.007) (.007) (.008) (.010) (.007) (.007)
Poverty rate 0.040 0.040 0.040 0.040 0.033 0.010 0.040 0.040
 (.040) (.040) (.041) (.040) (.041) (.042) (.040) (.040)
Per-capita income 0.168 0.160 0.178 0.163 0.236 0.004 0.165 0.177
 (.718) (.716) (.718) (.721) (.734) (.764) (.716) (.717)
Percent aged 15 to 24 0.118 0.105 0.105 0.105 0.221 0.612 0.105 0.105
 (.196) (.190) (.191) (.191) (.180) (.215) (.191) (.190)
Percent aged 25 to 34 0.397 0.366 0.369 0.368 0.423 0.812 0.368 0.367
 (.255) (.249) (.248) (.248) (.239) (.310) (.248) (.248)
Percent aged 35 to 44  –0.105 –0.111 –0.114 –0.113 –0.062 –0.026 –0.113 –0.114
 (.236) (.231) (.233) (.231) (.246) (.329) (.232) (.233)
Prisoners per 100K, (t – 1) –0.009 –0.009 –0.009 –0.009 –0.008 –0.009 –0.009 –0.009
 (.002) (.002) (.002) (.002) (.002) (.002) (.002) (.002)
Police officers per 100K, (t – 1) –0.011 –0.012 –0.012 –0.012 –0.013 –0.017 –0.012 –0.012
 (.005) (.006) (.006) (.006) (.006) (.007) (.006) (.006)
Beer consumption × 100 0.004 0.004 0.004 0.004 0.002 0.008 0.004 0.004
 (.003) (.003) (.003) (.003) (.003) (.004) (.003) (.003)
Percent college degree 0.254 0.251 0.257 0.254 0.174 0.290 0.253 0.255
 (.170) (.175) (.175) (.174) (.172) (.293) (.174) (.174)
Percent metropolitan –0.023 –0.021 –0.022  –0.021 –0.013 –0.051 –0.022 –0.022
 (.043) (.042) (.042) (.042) (.048) (.090) (.042) (.042)
Sample size 1,499 1,499 1,499 1,499 1,449 1,149 1,499 1,499
Adjusted R2 .94 .94 .94 .94 .94 .93 .94 .94

Notes. The dependent variable is the annual number of homicides per 100,000 state population. The study period is 1977 to 2006 except 
as noted in the text. Prison death data for Alaska in 1994 are missing. The regressions are weighted by state population. Although not 
shown, state fixed effects, year fixed effects, and state-specific linear trends are included in all estimations and are always significant as 
a group using an F test. Heteroskedasticity and autocorrelation robust standard errors are reported. Coefficients that are significant at the 
10% level are underlined. Coefficients that are significant at the 5% level are in bold. Coefficients that are significant at the 1% level are 
in bold and underlined. 
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Research Summary
According to TASER International, nearly 10,000 police departments in the United States 
have deployed the TASER as a less lethal force alternative in some capacity. Despite the 
TASER’s increasing popularity, serious questions have been raised about the device’s physi-
ological side effects; in particular, Amnesty International has reported that more than 300 
people have died after being subjected to the TASER. Although a growing body of research 
has examined the physiological effects of the TASER on animals and healthy human vol-
unteers in laboratory settings, there has been virtually no empirical analysis of “real-world” 
fatal and nonfatal TASER cases simultaneously. This article examines all media reports of 
TASER incidents from 2002 to 2006 through a comprehensive review of LexisNexis and 
New York Times archives. We compare TASER incidents in which a fatality occurred to 
TASER incidents in which a fatality did not occur and then employ multivariate analyses 
to identify the incident and suspect characteristics that are predictive of articles describing 
TASER-proximate deaths. 

Policy Implications
Several suspect factors were significantly associated with the reporting of a fatal TASER 
incident, including drug use (but not alcohol), mental illness, and continued resistance. 
Multiple deployments of the TASER against a suspect was also associated with the likelihood 
of the article describing a fatality—especially if the suspect was emotionally disturbed—
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which raises the possibility that the risk of multiple shocks might not be uniform for all 
suspects. More research is needed to explore the relationship between mental illness, drug 
use (illicit or therapeutic), continued resistance, and increased risk of death. In the mean-
time, police departments should develop specific policies and training governing the use of 
multiple TASER shocks against individuals who could be in these vulnerable physiological 
and psychological states.

Keywords
TASER, conducted energy device, police use of force, less lethal weapons, media 
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Does the TASER work effectively? 

 Does the TASER increase the likelihood of suspect death? 
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n 15

T A B L E  1

Content Analysis of LexisNexis and New York Times 
Articles about the TASER, 2002–2006

Variable Percent Valid Cases

Source of the article  
LexisNexis  84.8   586
New York Times  15.2   105
Total  100.0   691

Type of Story  
Incident where police deployed the TASER 75.4 521
Duplicate case or not a TASER deployment*  24.6   170
Total  100.0   691

Did the TASER deployment result in death?  
Yes  36.1   188
No  63.9   333
Total  100.0   521

Did the article discuss when it is appropriate for police to use the TASER?  
Yes  17.4   120
No  82.6   571
Total  100.0   691

Did the article discuss the physiological effects (or effectiveness) of the TASER?  
Yes  18.0  124
No  82.0  567
Total  100.0  691

Year of publication  
2002  3.5   24
2003  6.4   44
2004  25.9   179
2005  15.3   106
2006  48.9   338
Total  100.0   691

New York Times 

n n n
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877

Region of country  
Northeast  8.4   58
Southeast  35.9   248
Midwest  18.8   130
West  27.5   190
Not in United States/Not applicable  9.4   65
Total  100.0  691

Comparative Findings

16

T A B L E  2

Content Analysis of News Reports Describing Police TASER Use: A 
Comparison of Fatal and Nonfatal TASER Deployments, 2002–2006

 Nonfatal Fatal 
Variables Percentage Valid Cases Percentage Valid Cases

Incident characteristics
(i.e., circumstances)    

 Officer used TASER more than once 23.3% 322 50.8% 181
 Suspect continued to resist 22.7% 326 38.8% 178
 Other less lethal weapon used before 16.2% 327 22.5% 182
 Other less lethal weapon used after 26.1% 326 31.0% 184
 Suspect in custody when TASER used  6.1% 330 22.3% 188
 Suspect taken to hospital 29.8% 332 58.6% 186
 Backup officer(s) present at the scene 71.9% 331 72.2% 180

Suspect characteristics    
 Minor or senior citizen  9.6% 332  4.3% 188
 Male suspect 91.9% 332 97.9% 188
 Intoxicated from alcohol 10.5% 333  8.0% 187
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 Under influence of drugs  6.3% 332 23.7% 186
 Emotionally disturbed or mentally ill 22.9% 332 36.2% 188
 Armed with weapon 37.0% 332 16.5% 188
 Assaulted an officer 29.7% 330 37.1% 186
 Verbal or passive resistance 26.3% 327 22.2% 185

17 

18

T A B L E  3

Content Analysis of LexisNexis and New York Times Articles, 
2002–2006: Number of Times Police Used the TASER by 
Suspect Death (Number of Valid Cases in Parentheses)

Number of Times Police Used the TASER Suspect Death
on a Suspect (i.e., number of cycles)  No Yes

Once 73.5% 26.5%
 (247) (89)

Twice 45.4% 54.6%
 (44) (53)

Three times 50.0% 50.0%
 (15) (15)

Four or more times 40.0% 60.0%
 (16) (24)

Total 64.0% 36.0%
 (322) (181)

n
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Multivariate Findings

R

T A B L E  4

Logistic Regression Model Predicting Police TASER 
Deployments Resulting in Suspect Death

Variables B S.E. Exp(B)

Incident characteristics   
Number of times TASER used  0.018  .038  1.018
Suspect continued to resist after TASER  0.820  .274  2.270**
Other less lethal weapon used before  –0.028  .320  0.972
Other less lethal weapon used after  0.139  .271  1.149
Suspect in custody when TASER used  1.195  .358  3.302**
Suspect taken to hospital  1.217  .250  3.379*** 
Backup officer(s) present at the scene  –0.429  .272  0.651
Suspect characteristics   
Age of suspect (minor or senior citizen)  –0.491  .484  0.612
Gender of suspect  1.679  .698  5.361*
Intoxicated from alcohol  –0.892  .433  0.410*
Under influence of drugs  1.414  .351  4.112***
Emotionally disturbed or mentally ill  0.562  .261  1.754*
Armed with a weapon  –1.083  .323  0.338*** 
Level of resistance before TASER (none or verbal)   

Passive physical resistance  0.134  .347  1.143
Active physical  –0.306  .318  0.736
Active potentially lethal  –0.458  .442  0.632

Constant  –2.740  .740  0.065
Log likelihood  477.423  
R2 (Nagelkerke)  .337  
Chi square  131.794  
d.f.  16  
Significance  .000  
N  470  

Notes. S.E. = standard error.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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n
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F I G U R E  1

CHAID Analysis with TASER Articles

Node 0
 Category % n
 No 63 .92 333
 Yes 36 .08 188

 Total (100 .00) 521

Node 3
 Category % n
 No 68 .65 311
 Yes 31 .35 142

 Total (86 .95) 453

Node 5
 Category % n
 No 77 .74 248
 Yes 22 .26 71

 Total (61 .23) 319

Node 9
 Category % n
 No 82 .52 170
 Yes 17 .48 36

 Total (39 .54) 206

Node 7
 Category % n
 No 64 .00 48
 Yes 36 .00 27

 Total (14 .40) 75

Node 4
 Category % n
 No 32 .35 22
 Yes 67 .65 46

 Total (13 .05) 68

Node 6
 Category % n
 No 47 .01 63
 Yes 52 .99 71

 Total (25 .72) 134

Node 10
 Category % n
 No 69 .03 78
 Yes 30 .97 35

 Total (21 .69) 113

Node 8
 Category % n
 No 25 .42 15
 Yes 74 .58 44

 Total (11 .32) 59

Did suspect die after being stunned by TASER?

Suspect described as under influence of illicit substance
Adj. p-value = 0.0000, Chi-square = 33.7806, df = 1

About how many time was TASER used?
Adj. p-value = 0.0000, Chi-square = 41.4013, df = 1

1, <missing>

NO

2 or more

YES, <missing>

Article discussed suspect taken to hospital after incident
Adj. p-value = 0.0167, Chi-square = 7.6833, df = 1

NO YES

NO YES, <missing>

Suspect described as mentally ill or emotionally disturbed
Adj. p-value = 0.0000, Chi-square = 19.7269, df = 1
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T A B L E  5

Summary of CHAID Analysis Termination Groups
Article describing a TASER- Number of % of  % Describing  
proximate death indicates… Articles Total Death

1. Suspect not under influence of illicit drug; TASER  206 39.5% 17.5%
deployed once; suspect not taken to hospital 

2. Suspect not under influence of illicit drug;  113 21.7% 31.0%
TASER deployed once; suspect taken to hospital

3. Suspect not under influence of illicit drug;  75 14.4% 36.0%
TASER deployed more than once; suspect not emotionally disturbed

4. Suspect under the influence of illicit substance 68 13.1% 67.6%

5. Suspect not under influence of illicit drug;  59 11.3% 74.6%
TASER deployed more than once; suspect is emotionally disturbed

Discussion
Notable Nonsignificant Characteristics

20
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Significant Predictors
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Implications for Policing

an obligation
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Research and Policy Implications
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POLICY ESSAY
T A S E R S  I N  T H E  M E D I A

Robert J. Bunker
C o u n t e r - O P F O R  C o r p o r a t i o n

More research is needed to explore the relationship between mental illness, drug 
use (illicit or therapeutic), continued resistance, and increased risk of death. In the 
meantime, police departments should develop specific training and policies governing 
the use of multiple TASER shocks against individuals who may be in these vulnerable 
physiological and psychological states.

1

N
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Note—do not use the prone, four-point restraint whenever possible
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