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Abstract 

Individuals, including municipal court judges, experience greater defense of their cultural beliefs 

when thoughts of mortality are salient. With respect to law enforcement, police may engage in 

more aggressive and authoritative actions in response to heightened death awareness given their 

subcultural beliefs of being adept at, and being comfortable with, the use of weapons and force.  

To the extent that reminders of mortality are associated with a greater negativity toward those 

who threaten cultural expectancies, it was hypothesized that police officers who experience a 

heightened fear of death (FOD) would endorse the use of unnecessary force in arrests. Three-

hundred and one active duty police officers completed an online survey to assess their concerns 

about mortality and their attitudes toward use of force through a questionnaire and arrest 

scenarios. The results revealed no relationship between FOD and officer decision-making when 

use of force was presented as a reasonable course of action (i.e., a physically aggressive suspect). 

However, when use of force was an unreasonable course of action (e.g., a suspect fleeing the 

scene), officers endorsed more aggressive policing to the extent that death concerns were high.  
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Death Concerns and Police Use of Force 

In 2014, a police officer shot and killed Michael Brown (Buchanan et al., 2014). After a 

physical altercation between the two, Brown reportedly ran away from the officer, and when he 

turned around, was shot at ten times and killed. Brown was unarmed. Since Brown’s death, the 

public has demanded more accountability from officers using force. But this story is just one of 

many that recently has caught the public’s attention. Police officers in the United States are 

tasked with the important and difficult job of keeping communities safe and, in order to do so, 

they are allowed abilities that other citizens are not, including use force. However, excessive use 

of force leads to the deaths of many unarmed victims such as Michael Brown, an 18-year-old, 

unarmed African American man who was shot and killed by police in Ferguson, MO (The New 

York Times, 2015). In 2017, 56% of killings by police were the result of a call for a non-violent 

offense, or no reported crime, which means that more than half of these interactions began as 

non-violent situations (Mapping Police Violence, 2019). In 13% of the interactions, the victim 

was unarmed. These facts have caused huge rifts in the relationships between police officers and 

communities, who are not sure that officers will keep them safe. This is especially true for 

communities of color, because of the large racial disparity in police use of force. The purpose of 

the current study was to explore the associative link between death concerns and the extent to 

which police are willing to use excessive force in arrest situations. Previous terror management 

theory (TMT) research has found that people are more likely to adhere to their belief systems 

when thoughts of mortality are salient (Greenberg, Pyszczynski, & Solomon, 1986). In this case, 

police officers should endorse the use of greater force in arrest scenarios as a way to reduce the 

threat of death and validate their subcultural beliefs.   
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Terror Management Theory (TMT) 

Terror management theory was inspired by the work of Ernest Becker (1973), who wrote 

about humans’ motivation and need for self-esteem. He noted a similarity in humans and 

animals, the desire to live, but distinguished animals from humans by their intellectual abilities 

of thought, symbolic identity, and self-consciousness that allow for an awareness of the 

inevitability of death. This mortality awareness is terrible and overwhelming, and would impact 

a human’s ability to survive successfully. To protect from this, people create a sense of meaning 

and value in their lives. Building on this work, TMT (Greenberg et al., 1986) suggests that in 

order to manage this potential for anxiety, humans have developed cultural worldviews and self-

esteem. A cultural worldview is a shared view of the universe, a source of meaning and value 

(i.e., the beliefs that we adhere to; e.g. religious, nationalism). One’s self-esteem comes from 

whether or not we live up to the expectations of our culture (e.g., standards of attractiveness, 

doing what is right and avoiding what is wrong).  

Cultural worldviews and self-esteem act as protection from anxiety by giving people a 

belief in literal or symbolic immortality (Maxfield et al., 2014). Literal immortality is the sense 

that one will live on after physical death (Dechesne et al., 2003). This usually comes from a 

religion, with a form of afterlife (e.g., reincarnation, heaven). Symbolic immortality is the sense 

that one is a valuable part of something more significant than one’s own existence. This can 

come from making contributions to one’s culture that will last longer than one’s life through 

being honored and remembered, such as being a loving parent, a good American, or brilliant in 

one’s field. Symbolic immortality can include tangible things (e.g. books, pictures) or the 

intangible (e.g. memories, ideas; Pyszczynski, Solomon, & Greenberg, 2015). In order to attain 

literal or symbolic mortality, people must maintain faith in their cultural worldviews and live up 
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to the standards they prescribe. A TMT perspective is a relevant framework to studying police 

because this idea, that fear of death (FOD) is something that unconsciously impacts people’s 

behaviors all the time, has never been considered in relation to police officers. Three hypotheses 

that come from TMT, anxiety buffer, death thought accessibility and mortality salience, offer 

more support for how this can have such a big impact on police officer’s use of force. 

Anxiety buffer hypothesis. Because of the anxiety that TMT proposes that death 

awareness creates, there has been research that focuses on how cultural worldviews and self-

esteem relate to the potential for anxiety. The anxiety buffer hypothesis of terror management 

(Greenberg, Solomon, Pyszczynski, Rosenblatt & Al, 1992) states that elevated self-esteem 

should lessen anxiety related to thoughts of death, meaning that self-esteem works as a buffer to 

reduce mortality awareness. Prior work by Greenberg and colleagues (1992) first showed this 

effect. Participants were randomly assigned to receive feedback that was either positive or 

neutral, in order to increase their self-esteem or leave it unchanged. Individuals then viewed 

either a video of depictions of death or a neutral one. In comparison to receiving neutral 

feedback, those who had a self-esteem boost (i.e., positive feedback) indicated less anxiety on a 

self-report after watching graphic, death-related video footage. In another study, researchers 

replicated this finding physiologically (i.e., skin conductance - a proxy for anxiety). Those with 

high self-esteem had less anxiety, even physiologically. These studies, and many since then 

(Pyszczynski, Solomon, & Greenberg, 2015) provide converging support for the hypothesis that 

self-esteem works as a buffer against anxiety related to thoughts of death.  

Mortality salience hypothesis. Most research within the terror management tradition has 

explored the mortality salience (MS) hypothesis. This states that if a psychological structure 

protects against FOD, then reminders of that fear will increase the need for that structure 
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(Dechesne et al., 2003). It follows that if cultural worldviews and self-esteem provide protection 

against death-related concerns, then activating thoughts of mortality awareness should increase 

the need for protection provided by people’s cultural worldviews and self-esteem. Mortality 

salience is thus predicted to lead to increased positive reactions to those who strengthen one’s 

psychological defenses and more negative response to those who threaten them (Cox, Darrell & 

Arrowood, 2018). 

In the typical study on MS, participants will complete a questionnaire that mostly 

assesses their personality (Burke, Martens & Faucher, 2010). Embedded within this 

questionnaire, individuals are asked to write about their own death (or in the control, a topic 

unrelated to death). Through many studies, it has been shown that MS leads to an increase in 

psychological defenses of cultural worldview and self-esteem (Burke, Martens & Faucher, 

2010). For instance, reminders of death have been found to increase worldview defense, 

including increasing conformity, more positive assessment of in-group members, more 

nationalistic thoughts, and more positive evaluations of pro-American authors (Arndt, Greenberg 

& Cook, 2002; Greenberg, Pyszczynski, Solomon, & Rosenblatt, 1990; Renkema, Stapel, 

Maringer, & van Yperen, 2008). It has also been shown to increase protection of self-esteem, 

including attitudes toward the self, intentions to improve one’s body image through exercise, 

expected financial success, and self-perception (Arndt, Schimel & Goldberg, 2003; Cox, Arndt, 

Pyszczynski, Greenberg, Abdollahi, & Solomon, 2008; Dechesne et al., 2003; Kasser & Sheldon, 

2000). The aforementioned results are specific to thoughts of death as other negative event such 

as experiencing pain, uncertainty, fear of public speaking, loss of a loved one, and feelings of 

meaninglessness to not produce effects similar to a MS manipulation.   
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Death-thought accessibility (DTA). Of relevance to the current work, the DTA 

hypothesis of TMT is interested in how heightened mortality awareness can impact people’s 

attitudes and behaviors. Specifically, threats to a person’s anxiety buffer (i.e., cultural 

worldview, self-esteem) should increase the accessibility of death-related thoughts according to 

this hypothesis. This has been shown in an experimental setting by having participants complete 

word stems, such as GR_ _ _ and DE_ _ (Greenberg et al., 1994). If a participant has high DTA, 

there is an increase in the number of word stems they complete in death-related ways (GRAVE, 

DEAD) as opposed to neutral words (GREAT, DECK). Threats to one’s cultural worldview or 

self-esteem increases death concerns, which in turn increases one’s desire to protect that same 

anxiety buffer (Greenberg et al., 1994). 

This hypothesis provides support that one’s cultural worldview and self-esteem are 

important to a person’s psychological protection. When those are threatened, mortality related 

concerns increase, which will make someone want to protect their worldview and self-esteem 

again. This research shows that police officers may be caught in a cycle caused by awareness of 

death in their jobs. Because of the nature of being a police officer, death concerns should be 

particularly salient. This, in turn, may lead them to be more prone to defending their beliefs (i.e., 

an excessive use of force in arrest settings) in an attempt to reduce the potential for anxiety 

resulting from the awareness of their mortality. 

Worldview defense. When reminders of death are salient, either through the priming of 

mortality-related thoughts or when assessing for individual differences in DTA, this can lead to 

an increased positive bias towards one’s in-group and greater negativity toward those who are 

different. For instance, after being primed with MS, participants of a Christian religious 

background revaluated a Christian as more positive, compared to those who were not primed 
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with MS (Greenberg et al., 1990). A subsequent study by Greenberg and colleagues provided 

similar evidence, when Americans were asked to evaluate someone who praised or criticized 

American culture. They rated the person who agreed with them more positively, providing 

support that MS increases in-group bias. 

Mortality salience has also been shown to motivate an individual a step further than mere 

rejection of another who has a different worldview, to use aggression (McGregor et al., 1998). In 

this study, participants were asked to write about their own death (MS prime), then were 

presented with a target who either disparaged their political views or did not. When asked how 

much hot sauce to give this “other” who did not like hot sauce, after MS, participants gave 

significantly more hot sauce to someone who had disparaged their worldview. This study showed 

that reminders of death can motivate aggression towards another with a different worldview.  

Although the results of hundreds of studies provide support for a TMT perspective in 

social psychology, no prior work has applied the theory to law enforcement officers or police use 

of force directly. This is an important limitation as previous research has shown that the way in 

which individuals defend against mortality awareness can have implications for legal decision-

making. For instance, in one of the first tests of the theory, municipal court judges were asked to 

set a bond amount for a female arrested for prostitution following thoughts of death versus a 

control topic (Rosenblatt, Greenberg, Solomon, Pyszczynski, & Lyon, 1989). Prior to setting the 

bond, judges were told that the defendant had a prostitution conviction 6 months prior but no 

failures to appear in court. The results revealed that judges who were reminded of their death set 

significantly higher bond amounts than those in the control condition ($455 vs. $50, 

respectively). These findings were expected given that a morally corrupt person should be 

particularly threatening to judges who are supposed to uphold the laws of society. Additional 
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research clarified this response by demonstrating that worldview violating others (i.e., 

prostitutes) are punished more harshly by those who view prostitution as being wrong 

(Rosenblatt et al., Study 2). According to TMT, worldview defense can also be positive in that 

persons who uphold cultural values (e.g., stopping a criminal) are given a significantly higher 

reward following a mortality salience manipulation than a control ($3,476 vs. $1,112, 

respectively; Rosenblatt et al., Study 3).  

The extent to which death concerns are salient can also influence the decision-making of 

jurors. Pickel and Brown (2002), for example, presented individuals with testimony about a 

defendant charged with driving under the influence of alcohol and resisting arrest. In the 

mortality salience condition, the prosecutor argued that the accident victims could have been 

killed, and asked participants to imagine themselves dying in a similar manner. Control 

participants were told that a car was hit on the way home from the dentist, with one of the 

victims experiencing dental pain from having his wisdom teeth pulled. The researchers found 

that death participants were more likely to convict the defendant (on a charge for which the trial 

information was very ambiguous) and to recommend a longer prison sentence (on a charge for 

which the trial information indicated guilt). Similar MS effects have been found among jurors for 

suspects who have committed armed robbery, assault, attempted murder, burglary, forgery, 

fraud, hate crimes, and malpractice (Arndt, Lieberman, Cook, & Solomon, 2005; Lieberman, 

Shoemaker, & Krauss, 2014; Florian & Mikulincer, 1997).  

The Present Study 

Use of force is defined by the Bureau of Justice Statistics (2019) as “the amount of effort 

required by law enforcement to gain compliance from an unwilling subject” (Terms & Definition 

section, def. 5). For example, an officer holding a suspect’s arms down while they are struggling 
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against the officer. That is differentiated from use of excessive force, which is using force 

beyond what is reasonably believed to be necessary to get a subject to comply. This would be 

using a weapon against a non-violent suspect who is running away from the officer. There is no 

national agreement on what exactly constitutes force past that broad definition, but most police 

departments use a continuum to instruct officers to respond with an appropriate level of force 

(Police Use of Force, 2016). Most continuums describe elevations in use of force similar to the 

National Institute of Justice (2009): first, Officer Presence, no force is used; next Verbalization, 

force is verbalized commands, not physical; Empty-hand control, bodily force is used to gain 

control of the situation, which can include, grabs, holds, punches or kicks; Less-Lethal Methods, 

utilizing technologies to gain control of the situation including a baton, chemical spray, or taser; 

finally, Lethal Force, when deadly weapons are used to gain control of the situation. Officers are 

instructed to use force as a last resort in order to protect the community and regain control of a 

situation (Police Use of Force, 2016). However, only four states (i.e., DE, IA, RI, TN) require 

police by law to attempt another type of force when reasonable before using lethal force (Police 

Violence Report, 2017).  

The current research examined the extent to which mortality concerns are associated with 

the endorsement of unnecessary force in policing. To do this, a national sample of patrol officers 

were recruited to answer questions about their mortality (i.e., Revised Collet-Lester Fear of 

Death Scale; Lester, 1990), along with their attitudes toward use of force (i.e., a questionnaire, 

Barkan & Cohn, 1988; arrest scenarios, Apaza, 2017; Holmes, 1997). As argued elsewhere (e.g., 

Phillips & Sobol, 2011; Phillips & Varano, 2008), there are several advantages to utilizing 

surveys in police research. The use of actual officer reports, for example, has been shown to have 

poor reliability and validity (Phillips & Varano). Research has demonstrated that scenarios 
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provide a good representation of real-world settings (Phillips & Varano), in addition to removing 

issues of social desirability as police are willing to admit to unacceptable behavior (Eterno, 

2003). Additionally, given that participants can be presented with several police scenarios at 

once, with each vignette serving as a unique observation, this has to potential to increase power 

and statistical significance (Phillips & Varano). To the extent that mortality awareness is 

associated with greater derogation and aggressiveness (Pyszczynski et al., 2015), it was 

hypothesized that officers scoring high on FOD, as compared to those with lower mortality 

awareness, would report a greater acceptance of use of unnecessary force in arrest settings.  

Method 

Participants 

Three-hundred and fifteen active duty police officers participated in this study. The 

sample included 237 male officers and 78 female officers (Mage = 45.87; SDage = 10.21). They 

were recruited from across the country through Qualtrics, to have a nationally representative 

group. Everyone was compensated $28 in exchange for their participation.  

Materials  

In order to get an honest response from police officers across the country, this study was 

conducted with a survey over the internet. Participants completed the survey that included a 

battery of questionnaires through Qualtrics on the computer. The beginning of the survey 

instructed them that this research was interested in the attitudes and personalities of police 

officers and that the purpose of the research was to understand police officers’ reactions to 

different scenarios. Participants were told that their responses would be anonymous and that they 

should respond with their first, gut-level response. The questionnaires are described below and 

were presented in the following order.  
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Fear of death (FOD). Participants completed a Fear of Death Scale (Collett-Lester, 

1990). Individuals were asked how disturbed or anxious they are made by their own death (e.g. 

“How it will feel to be dead”). They rated eight statements on their fear their own death. The 

responses were scored on a 7-point scale (1 = strongly disagree; 7 = strongly agree). This 

measure had high scale reliability in the current study (α = .92). 

Use of force questionnaire. Participants responded to one question (i.e., “Are there any 

situations you can imagine in which you would approve of a police officer striking an adult male 

citizen?”) followed by four items assessing approval of police use of force in a specific situation, 

as in Barkan and Cohn (1998). Two questions evaluated reasonable use of force (i.e., “Would 

you approve of a police officer striking a citizen who was attempting to escape from custody?;” 

“Would you approve of a police officer striking a citizen who was attacking the officer with his 

fists?”) and two questions evaluated excessive use of force (i.e., “Would you approve of a police 

officer striking a citizen who had said vulgar and obscene things to the officer?;” “Would you 

approve of a police officer striking a citizen who was being questioned as a suspect in a murder 

case?”). Officers responded “yes” or “no” for all items. Scores for “excessive force” items and 

“reasonable force” items were scored separately, following Silver and Pickett (2015). Participant 

were scored into one of two groups: (1) responding “yes” to one or both excessive force items or 

(0) responding no to both excessive force items. Together, the scores of these five questions 

provided three binary outcome measures (i.e. logistic regression) of support for police use of 

force (i.e. reasonable force support, excessive force support, & global support). 

Use of force vignettes. Attitudes toward police use of force were also measured using 

two vignettes describing encounters with a suspect, based on Apaza (2017) and Holmes (1997). 

In one vignette, it would be reasonable to use physical force against the suspect (i.e. the person 
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striking out an officer). In the other vignette, using physical force would be considered excessive 

(i.e., traffic violation; see Appendix). Participants were asked to read each vignette and respond 

to three multiple-choice questions how they would react in the situation: (a) the number of 

warnings given to the suspect, (b) the amount of force the officer would apply, and (c) the 

maximum level of force deemed appropriate to make the arrest. The two items about amount of 

force were scored on an 8-point scale that ranged from lowest force possible (1= voice 

controls/commands) to greatest force possible (8 = shoots firearm). Responses to the items were 

analyzed as separate outcome variables. The order in which the vignettes were presented, either 

“reasonable force” or “excessive force” first, and Barkan and Cohn’s (1998) use of force scale 

were counter-balanced. 

Demographics for covariates. Different demographics of each participant were also 

collected in order to check for covariates (Silver & Pickett, 2015). Age, race, relationship status, 

political beliefs, religion, income, education level, policing experience, and rank were collected. 

These variables were examined to determine whether they had an effect on a participant’s use of 

force, or feelings towards use of force. 

Results 

General Approval of Use of Force 

In order to analyze the relationship between death-related thoughts and approval of use of 

force, a hierarchical logistic regression was conducted. In each model, FOD scores were entered 

in Block 1, while Block 2 included the different covariates (i.e., sex, age, relationship status, 

race, education, income; see e.g., Silver & Pickett, 2015 for similar procedures). The results can 

be found in Table 1. The results showed that greater death concerns predicted an increased odds 

of endorsing the use of excessive force by 1.37. This overall model had sufficient fit, χ2(1) = 
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4.16, p = .04, but the covariate model was not a good fit, χ2(6) = 4.07, p = .67. Thus, covariates 

do not seem to impact the relationship between mortality-related concerns and use of excessive 

force. Additional logistic regressions were run on the relationship of death thoughts to general 

force and use of reasonable force. Increased mortality awareness was associated with decreased 

approval of use of force in general by .67. The overall model was also significant, χ2(1) = 4.04, p 

= .04, but the covariate model was not a good fit, χ2(6) = 12.10, p = .06. Increased death-related 

concerns were also associated with decreased odds of endorsing reasonable force. This model 

was a good fit, χ2(6) = 20.23, p = .003, even when controlling for covariates. The covariates did 

not change the relationship between death thoughts and use of force.  All results remained 

consistent after controlling for covariates in Step 2. 

Reasonable Use of Force Vignette 

The relationship between fear of mortality and the reasonable force vignette was 

examined using a hierarchical linear regression. Three models were tested with death-related 

thoughts as a predictor: (a) number of warnings, (b) amount of force applied and (c) maximum 

force. As done previously, FOD was entered as a predictor in Step 1, and sex, age, relationship 

status, race, education and income were added in Step 2. The results can be found in Table 2. No 

relationship was found between death-related thoughts and number of warnings, force applied, 

and maximum force for either Step 1 or Step 2 with covariates.  

Excessive Use of Force Vignette 

The relationship between mortality concerns and excessive use of force vignette was also 

analyzed using a hierarchical linear regression in the same way as the previous vignette. Three 

models were tested: (a) number of warnings, (b) force applied, and (c) maximum force. Fear of 

death scores were entered in Step 1, and the other covariates were added in Step 2. The results 
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can be found in Table 3. There was a positive relationship between death-related thoughts and 

excessive use of force. These results showed that mortality awareness significantly predicted 

increased use of force. There was no relationship between death concerns and number of 

warnings or maximum force. After controlling for covariates, there was a positive relationship 

between FOD and use of excessive force, meaning that increased mortality awareness was 

related to increased excessive use of force in that model.  

Overall, a similar pattern of results emerged for both dependent variables (i.e., policing 

items & vignettes). When use of force was a reasonable course of action (i.e., being physically 

attacked), there was no relationship between heightened mortality concerns and police officer 

decision-making. When use of force was an unreasonable course of action (i.e., a suspect fleeing 

from a scene), however, officers endorsed more aggressive policing behaviors to the extent that 

death concerns were high.        

Discussion 

 On April 16th, 2019, lawmakers in Pennsylvania called for a change in the law for when 

officers use force, including having special prosecutors investigate police shootings. This comes 

in the wake of the death of Antwon Rose, a teenage boy who was killed by police in 2018 (Wang 

& Horton, 2018). During a traffic stop, Rose and another person ran away from police when 

ordered to get out of the car. The officer shot Rose three times from the back. After his death, 

there were protests throughout Pittsburgh, as well as after the officer was not charged with his 

murder. Now, legislators are trying to change the laws to respond to a public who is distressed 

about their relationship with police. But there has not been an improvement in this issue 

nationally thus far, and this problem will not be solved with only reactionary solutions. It is 

important to look at what is impacting police officer’s behavior when they use force.  
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The purpose of the present research was to examine the connection between mortality-

related concerns and police officer use of force. The current study revealed two important 

findings regarding use of excessive force. The first is that higher death-related thoughts predict 

an increased odds of endorsing excessive use of force. The second is that higher mortality 

awareness is related to use of excessive force, evidenced by a vignette. This specific relationship 

was made clearer by another finding that showed that higher death-related concerns are related to 

decreased use of general force and reasonable force.  

The natural mortality salience primes that police officers experience daily as a part of 

their job made TMT (Greenberg, Pyszczynski & Solomon, 1986) a great framework to utilize. 

The results of the current study showed that increased mortality-related thoughts are related to 

excessive use of force. This is supported by previous research done on the MS hypothesis, which 

states that reminders of death will increase the need for a particular protection against death-

related anxiety (Burke et al, 2010). Previous research found that people will often engage in 

worldview defense to reduce their anxiety related to thoughts of death (Dechesne et al., 2003). 

Other TMT research tied death thoughts to negative treatment to an outgroup member (Castano, 

2004), and further research connected MS to increased hostility and aggression (McGregor et al, 

1998). McGregor and colleagues (1998) found that individuals increase their aggression towards 

people who disagree with their worldview (in the experiment, using hot sauce) which is a form 

of worldview defense. The current results suggest that officers who have high DTA are more 

approving and willing to use excessive force, though not necessarily reasonable force.  

Because of the additional findings that mortality awareness led to decreased general force 

and reasonable force the specific response of excessive force can be seen similarly to worldview 

defense. This is because excessive force is not a logical reaction to a threatening problem, like 
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reasonable force is. After MS, an extremely aggressive response such as excessive use of force is 

indicative of a reaction of worldview defense, similar to the hot sauce allocation of McGregor’s 

study (McGregor et al, 1998). Excessive force could be going further than what is logically 

needed to protect yourself from death, similarly to worldview defense, which is not a logical 

protection from death. Excessive force is aggression against another that is intended to prove 

one’s own worldview right. It is an officer protecting their worldview, their position of authority 

as a police officer, from a suspect who has a different worldview than their own.  

In the current study, officers were only asked about their general thoughts of mortality to 

assess their natural DTA, they were not primed with mortality salience artificially. Death is 

something that is a part of their lives as their job, so it is probably not something that they always 

think about consciously. The additional finding that death-related concerns decrease approval of 

reasonable force and general force is useful for further solidifying the specificity of the 

relationship between mortality awareness and excessive force. Reasonable force is a rational 

response to a threatening situation a police officer would be in and is different from excessive 

use of force. The most disturbing result is that some officers would utilize lethal force right away 

on a nonthreatening suspect. As evidenced by high-profile cases, it does happen, but these results 

show that 3% of officers in the study did utilize lethal force immediately, though this was not 

tested for significance or reliability. These results show that DTA could be playing a key role in 

why some officers are killing unarmed civilians. This study calls for additional research, because 

it made a connection between police officers’ natural mortality salience prime and the behavior 

of officers who think about death more often. 

If research continues to establish a connection between mortality concerns and use of 

force, this could provide important information on how police training could improve. Currently, 
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police training requirements include 7x’s more hours training with a firearm than with de-

escalation techniques, so it is no wonder that officers use de-escalation less, perhaps because 

they feel less confident in their abilities to do so (Mapping Police Violence, 2019). Police officer 

training could be reworked to include techniques to help officers protect themselves from 

mortality salience in a healthier way so that they don’t feel constant anxiety from thoughts of 

death. In addition, more training on de-escalation techniques could help officers feel more 

comfortable in their ability to protect themselves without lethal force. 

Limitations 

Though these are promising findings, this study had some limitations with one being 

time. Because the study had to be a certain length, only a few vignettes could be included. In 

future research, different scenarios could be included in the study to get a fuller picture of what 

police would do in certain situations. Or, officers could be asked to come to a lab to complete a 

study that was longer to test more situations. This research also has certain limitations because it 

was a survey done on the computer that is asking about real-life events. These survey results 

cannot tell us for certain what an officer would do in a life-threatening situation. For future 

research, a good model could be to survey police officers in certain cities and review the official 

data of arrests and use of force. That way, survey results can be compared to actual rates and 

instances of use of force. We also do not know where officers were when they took the 

questionnaire, which could have had an impact on them while participating in this study. It 

would be interesting to see the effects that taking this survey in the lab, versus at their work, has 

on their death thought accessibility. 

Additionally, there are great racial discrepancies in how communities view and trust 

police officers (President’s Task Force, 2015). When asked whether police officers in their 
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community do a good job of enforcing the law, 83% of White people said they agreed with this, 

while only 63% of Hispanic people and only 52% of Black people also felt that way. More than 

half of Hispanic and Black respondents said that they do not have confidence in police officers to 

not use force in their community, while only 24% of white respondents said the same. People 

who are Black or Latino are more than 50% more likely to have an interaction with police that 

involves some sort of force. This racial disparity is also seen in deaths caused by police use of 

excessive force. In 2017, 58% of unarmed people killed by police were people of color (Police 

Violence Report, 2017). While Black people are 13% of the population in the United States, they 

made up 35% of unarmed people killed by police that year. The current research was unable to 

look at racial disparities in response to the vignettes that were given to officers. Given the racial 

disparities experienced during policing situations, this is an important direction for future study.  

Conclusion 

Despite these limitations, the results of this study are important for the future of policing 

and police training. Future research on this topic is important in order to see what is really 

happening in these relationships and how exactly training can be improved. The current study 

wanted to examine the interactions of race with use of force as well, but because the study was 

not diverse and majority of the sample was white males, that could not happen. Though this is 

reflective of the police force in general, it is necessary to examine whether race is playing a role, 

because as shown by the research (Mapping Police Violence, 2019) people of color are killed at 

a much higher rate than white people. Perhaps additional training on high death thoughts and 

how to manage them could be a solution, in addition to implicit bias training, which many 

departments have implemented in the wake of high-profile cases. It would also be interesting to 

look at the differences in trainings in specific police departments. This study looked at officers 
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nationally, but differences exist between police departments, even locally. For example, the 

Mansfield Police Department claims to have a comprehensive training program for new officers, 

which is often compared to the less comprehensive training of Fort Worth Police Department.  

Looking into whether differences exist between police departments as well as crime rates in 

specific departments is important in further discerning this issue. It could also be important to 

look at differences between specific officers. An important distinction could be between police 

officers who have been in the job for a longer amount of time, and whether they have more death 

thoughts or less. It would also be interesting to know whether a police officer’s rank has an 

impact on their death thoughts and use of force. An officer’s background in the military could 

also provide insight into their thoughts of death and behavior. Another future direction this 

research could go in is to prime officers with death before they take the survey. This study used 

the naturally occurring death thought accessibility from being a police officer, but priming 

officers with death in the moment could have a different impact on their use of force. 

This study marks the beginning of an important inquiry into police officer’s use of force. 

The public is angry about the deaths of unarmed civilians by police officers, and the mistrust of 

police makes their job of keeping communities safe incredibly hard. Current suggestions, like 

implicit bias training, have not offered a comprehensive solution to this issue, as we see that the 

number of deaths is not decreasing (2016= 1,092, 2017=1147, 2018 = 1,166 victims) (“Mapping 

Police Violence”, 2019). It is essential to do more research on this topic so that we can improve 

relationships between police and communities. This will not only save civilian lives, like future 

Michael Browns or Antwon Roses, but also improve the well-being and safety of police officers.
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Appendix 

Reasonable Force Vignette 

The following is a description of police patrol activity. Please read the paragraph carefully and 

then answer the questions that follow. 

 

You are dispatched to a domestic violence incident in a middle-class area, where calls for 

service are rare. Prior to getting out of the cruiser, you are able to determine who the main 

suspect is. Four to five persons are assembling around the suspect in front of the doorway of 

a single-family dwelling. Upon close inspection, you determine that the suspect is a large-

sized male believed to be in his mid-twenties. You move within five feet of the suspect and 

engage in conversation. The appearance of the suspect’s clothing is rumpled and messy. In 

general, the suspect’s demeanor toward you is best characterized as abusive and violent. 

Finding probable cause, you attempt to place the suspect under arrest. The suspect pushes 

you away each time you step close enough to gain control. 

 

Excessive Force Vignette 

 

The following is a description of police patrol activity. Please read the paragraph carefully and 

then answer the questions that follow. 

 

You conduct a motor vehicle stop for an equipment violation in a business parking lot. You 

approach the vehicle and see three people in the vehicle. You informed the driver the reason 

for the stop. The driver tells you that the car is uninsured and unregistered because he just 

bought the vehicle. You return to your patrol car to check the driver’s license that was given. 

At this time, the driver exits the vehicle and starts running towards an open area. 

Immediately, you inform dispatch that you are in a foot pursuit, you give a description of the 

suspect (male, approximately 6’0 and 250 pounds, blue shirt, and black jeans) and direction 

of travel. You are able to catch up to the driver and he is within arm’s length. 

 

How many warnings would you give the suspect before using physical force to affect this arrest?  

0 (zero warnings)  

1 

2 

3 

4 (4 or more warnings)  
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If verbal warnings and gentle touch techniques are not effective, what level of force would you 

apply next?  

Voice Control/Command  

Voice Control/Command with Control Hold (e.g., escort, pain-compliance)  

Use Oleoresin Capsicum (OC) Spray (e.g., pepper spray, chemical agent)  

Use Impact Weapon (e.g., baton, Maglite flashlight, strikes/punches)  

Present Conducted Energy Device (CED – Taser)   

Shoot CED (Taser)   

Present Firearm   

Shoot Firearm  

 

 

What would you consider to be the highest level of appropriate force you would use to affect this 

arrest?  

Voice Control/Command   

Voice Control/Command with Control Hold (e.g., escort, pain-compliance)   

Use Oleoresin Capsicum (OC) Spray (e.g., pepper spray, chemical agent)  

Use Impact Weapon (e.g., baton, Maglite flashlight, strikes/punches)   

Present Conducted Energy Device (CED – Taser)   

Shoot CED (Taser)   

Present Firearm   

Shoot Firearm   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Model 1: General Force 
 

Model 2: Reasonable Force 
 

Model 3: Excessive Force 

Variables b SE 

Odds-

ratio 
 

b SE 

Odds-

ratio 
 

b SE Odds-ratio 

Step 1 

    

 

      

    Death -.40 .21 .67* 
 

-.30 .10 .74** 
 

.31 .16 1.37* 

Step 2 
           

    Death -.46 .22 .63* 
 

-.28 .11 .75** 
 

-.28 .11 .75* 

    Sex .85 .74 2.33 
 

.21 .39 1.23 
 

.21 .39 1.23 

    Age .01 .03 1.01 
 

-.05 .02 .95** 
 

-.05 .02 .95** 

            

Relationship .12 .74 1.13 
 

-.21 .36 .81 
 

-.21 .36 .81 

    Race -18.85 4593.01 <.001 
 

.87 .37 2.39* 
 

.87 .37 2.39* 

   Education .45 .26 1.58^ 
 

.07 .14 1.07 
 

.07 .14 1.07 

   Income 
-.26 

.20 .77 
 

2.44 1.20 11.43* 
 

.33 .11 1.39** 

Table 1. Results of the hierarchical logistic regression analyses on each force subscale. 

Note: ^ p ≤ .10 

  * p ≤ .05 

  ** p ≤ .01 
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Model 1: Warnings 

 
Model 2: Force 

 
Model 3: Max Force 

Variables b SE R2 
 

b SE R2 
 

b SE R2 

Step 1 

           

    Death .003 .45 <.001 
 

-.03 .06 .001 
 

-.003 .06 <.001 

Step 2 
           

    Death .002 .04 <.001 
 

-.03 .06 .001 
 

.02 .06 <.001 

    Sex -.22 .16 .01 
 

.47* .23 .01 
 

.45^ .23 .01 

    Age .01 .01 .01 
 

-.01 .01 .001 
 

-.01 .01 .001 

    Relationship .15 .14 .004 
 

-.03 .20 <.001 
 

.11 .21 .001 

    Race -.09 .15 .001 
 

.11 .22 .001 
 

.41^ .23 .01 

    Education .05 .06 .001 
 

-.11 .08 .01 
 

.07 .08 .002 

    Income -.05 .04 .01 
 

-.07 .06 .01 
 

-.04 .06 .002 

 

  

Table 2. Results of the hierarchical regression for reasonable force. 

Note: ^ p ≤ .10 

  * p ≤ .05 

  ** p ≤ .01 
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Model 1: Warnings 

 
Model 2: Force 

 
Model 3: Max Force 

Variables b SE R2 
 

b SE R2 
 

b SE R2 

Step 1 

           

    Death -.02 .05 .001 
 

.12* .06 .01 
 

.11 .07 .01 

Step 2 
           

    Death -.01 .05 <.001 
 

.12* .06 .02 
 

.12^ .07 .01 

    Sex .03 .17 <.001 
 

.07 .22 <.001 
 

-.22 .28 .002 

    Age .02* .01 .02 
 

-.01 .01 .001 
 

-.01 .01 .003 

    Relationship .10 .15 .002 
 

-.07 .19 .001 
 

.23 .24 .003 

    Race .01 .17 <.001 
 

.35 .21 .01 
 

.30 .27 .004 

    Education .07 .07 .004 
 

-.05 .08 .001 
 

.01 .10 <.001 

    Income -.03 .04 .002 
 

-.05 .06 .003 
 

-.004 .07 <.001 

 

 

 

Table 3. Results of the hierarchical regression for excessive force. 

Note: ^ p ≤ .10 

  * p ≤ .05 

  ** p ≤ .01 

 


