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Commentary

A Force for Law and Order

James S. Herndon
Law Enforcement Behavioral Science Consultants and Walden University

Much of police psychology over the past 50 years or so has been clinically fo-
cused. The role and function of the industrial–organizational (I-O) psychol-
ogist within the context of law enforcement was highlighted by Lefkowitz
(1977), and in the years since, the contributions of I-O psychology applied
to law enforcement issues have become increasingly valued. It is, therefore,
appreciated that Ruggs et al. (2016) offer suggestions for how I-O psycholo-
gists might get involved in addressing some of the current hot spots in police
work.

Two observations are made about their article. The first has to do with
the use of the term “force.” Force in some form or another (excessive use of
force, excessive force, even law enforcement) was used 66 times in the article.
By the nature of the occupation, force is the operating concept. If people
obeyed laws, enforcement wouldn’t be at issue. But, more important is the
concern that those who do not work in law enforcementmisconstrue the use
of force as being excessive, even when justified. Officers generally adhere to
a use of force matrix or continuum (see Figure 1), which guides them in the
appropriate and lawful use of force.

In the majority of cases, it is suspect resistance or noncompliance with
officer commands that escalates the type and amount of force used to gain
compliance. Why is this an important point to make? Use of force (in vary-
ing degrees) is the nature of law enforcement. To condemn such use of force
and label it as excessive, even when lethal, is to miss the point that con-
text factors must be fully considered. Officers are justified (legally autho-
rized) to use deadly force when their lives are in danger or they fear for
the safety and lives of others. That is a personal judgment call that cannot
be made by bystanders, the media, or Monday morning quarterbacks. Deci-
sionsmust bemade in a split second. Asmuch aswemightwant to curtail the
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Figure 1. O.C. = oleoresin capsicum. From “Shooting a Fleeing Man Does Not
Constitute the Use of Lethal Force!” [Blog post], by S. Burrows and M. Stewart,
2015, Dark Moon Series, https://darkmoonseries.wordpress.com/2015/04/08/
shooting-a-fleeing-man-does-not-constitute-the-use-of-lethal-force/

unauthorized use of force (which is what excessive force really implies), it is
unfair to place all of the burden on one side of the equation.

Here is my second point. All the things that I-O psychologists can and
might do for police officers and agencies to address racial bias may do lit-
tle to reduce violence on the streets unless and until citizens become more
understanding and accepting of the job of the police officer. Race and bias
are not the only operating variables. Police respond to calls for service and
use the necessary force to gain compliance and effect an arrest, if required
to do so. All the screening, training, coaching, and counseling in the world
will not necessarily alter the ways in which police are met with resistance on
the streets. This is not in any way to diminish the examples cited by Ruggs
et al. It is just to call attention to the fact that something needs to be done to
educate the public about the proper use of force and what determines such.
Scrivner (1994) addressed some of the actions police psychologists can take
to control use of force. Her ideas should be taken into account by I-O psy-
chologists working for police and interacting with the community. I applaud
Ruggs et al. for calling for the involvement of I-O psychologists in law en-
forcement. They offer many good suggestions for I-O psychology applica-
tions and research.
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Broadening the Lens of Stereotype and Bias:
Perspectives From Charm City

Sally D. Farley and Rebecca J. Thompson
University of Baltimore

In the focal article, Ruggs et al. (2016) outline the ways in which psychologi-
cal theory and research can provide insight into the potential underlying pro-
cesses behind recent conflict between law enforcement officials and the com-
munity. These incidents have led to national questions regarding the training
and standard operating procedure of police, as well as society’s beliefs about
the prevalence of stereotyping. The authors identify how psychological re-
search, and social psychological and industrial–organizational research in
particular, can play a role in shaping these issues for organizational practices
moving forward.

We agree that psychologists can and should play a pivotal role in un-
derstanding and shaping these issues. As psychologists who were living and
working in Baltimore during one of the incidents cited in the focal article
and who care deeply about the Baltimore community that was so profoundly
affected by the unrest, we feel compelled to add our voice into the conver-
sation about the unique role that researchers have in addressing social and
organizational questions. However, we contend that while psychologists are
currently studying these questions, some of the most relevant research may
contribute controversial and complex findings, findings thatmay not suggest
a “one-size-fits-all” solution. In line with this, we assert that the bestmethods
for addressing these issues within organizations involve reducing the unique
stressors that exacerbate implicit bias rather than developing selection proce-
dures to identify potential bias. The focus of our commentary is to highlight
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