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This article focuses on the consequences of increasing patron–client relationships between
manufacturers of Conducted Energy Weapons (CEWs) and Canadian police. It explicates
the potential for institutional isomorphism in Canadian police. Four markers of isomorphic
change in the policing field generated by the growing dependency of police on CEW
manufacturers are highlighted. The article argues that the role CEW makers assume is
intrinsically complex and contradictory and constitutes a gatekeeping, legitimizing, and
ideationally (re)structuring process.
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Introduction

The use of force is a fundamental but
controversial aspect of policing.1

Over-reliance on coercive force in
particular generates paradoxical
outcomes as it makes policing more
dangerous.2 Police organizations,
therefore, have been concerned
since at least the 1920s to find less-
lethal weaponry.3 These efforts are
intended by police organizations to
de-escalate potentially dangerous

situations and to reduce injuries
and casualties in police–citizen
encounters. The challenging
process of controlling violent or
unruly suspects, and ensuring offi-
cers’ safety while maintaining social
order,4 especially during riots, mob
activities, and instances where indi-
viduals become combative,5 has led
to growth in the number of available
less-than-lethal force options.6

This search for alternatives to
lethal force has led to a proliferation
of policing paraphernalia. These
include teargas, pen-guns, and chemi-
cal mace and pepper spray, as well as
capture nets, immobilizers, pepper
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fog, slippery material, water cannons,
wooden plug guns, rubber plug guns,
ricochet cartridges, riot batons, and
tranquilizing darts.7

While each of these weapons has
attracted criticisms, the deployment
of Conducted Energy Weapons
(CEWs) has made their predecessors
pale in comparison in the scale of
adoption, consequences, and public
reaction. In 1998, the Victoria Police
Service became the first Canadian
law enforcement organization to
adopt TASER CEWs.8 CEWs have
since then become ubiquitous. About
129 Canadian law enforcement
agencies out of an estimated 202
were known to have adopted a CEW
at the end of 2010.9 An estimated
9174 CEWs are in use in Canada.10

This is a significant increase from
2800 TASER CEWs in 2008.11 Thirty-
three persons have died during or
after deployment of such devices,12

although “CEW exposure cannot be
confirmed or excluded as the
primary cause” of death.13

At least 11,500 law enforcement
agencies use about 260,000 CEWs
like TASER CEWs in the US.14 This
is by far the largest use of CEWs in
the world. There have been at least
500 casualties in CEW-related inci-
dents in the US.15 However, advo-
cates for CEW use, such as Steve
Palmer, executive director of the
Canadian Police Research Centre,
argue that the lives saved by use of
CEWs are often unreported. A report
by Toronto Police Service, for
instance, demonstrates that TASER

CEW was effective—successfully
incapacitated a suspect—94% of the
time it was deployed without any
serious incident.16

This article explores the growing
adoption of CEWs by police in
Canada. It is intended to serve as a
cautionary note against the back-
drop of increasing reliance of Cana-
dian police on CEW manufacturers,
particularly TASER International.
While sections of the public and
the media are concerned with the
immediate consequences of CEW
use, this article contemplates the
medium- to long-term conse-
quences of dependence of police
organizations on CEW manufac-
turers. The aim is to warn that the
nascent patron–client relationship
between CEW manufacturers and
law enforcement organizations
may put the latter in a relatively
weak position.17 Police organiz-
ations may become too dependent
on CEW manufacturers as the influ-
ence of CEW manufacturers
increases over time.

The first part of this article draws
on the work of Paul DiMaggio and
Walter Powell to interrogate growing
institutional isomorphism in the
Canadian policing field in the
context of adoption of CEWs. It
emphasizes the nascent CEW-related
credentialism in Canadian policing.
The second part explores the gate-
keeping function of CEW manufac-
turers. The article concludes by
offering policy and research
suggestions.

Institutional Isomorphism and Adoption of CEWs

How are organizations internally
structured and how do they adapt to
their environment to accomplish

their goals? One of the dominant per-
spectives in organizational research
that seeks to answer this question is
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“contingency theory.” Contingency
theory holds that “organizational
structures are rationally chosen in
order to maintain and/or enhance
organizational effectiveness.”18 This
approach argues that the structures
of an organization are shaped by (1)
the internal characteristics and (2)
the external environment of an organ-
ization. Examples of an organization’s
internal features include its size and
technical capability, while factors
such as political environment and
crime rate are external factors. These
two sets of factors constitute an
organization’s contingencies.19 The
capacity of an organization to accom-
plish its goals and enhance perform-
ance is dependent on how it is able
to adapt to them.20

The contingency approach has
gained widespread acceptance in
policing research. It has been
described as the “implicit foundation
of nearly every study of police organ-
izations.”21 This approach presup-
poses that police organizations are
rational entities whose structures are
shaped by efforts to achieve organiz-
ational goals through adaptation to
contingencies. In other words, struc-
tures of police organizations are inter-
twined with performance objectives.

Institutional theory, by contrast,
suggests a rather weak link between
an organization’s structures and its
performance. Institutional theory
holds that organizations adopt struc-
tures that have widespread support
from major environmental actors,
such as funding agencies, accredita-
tion establishments, professional
associations, and the government.22

This approach suggests that organiz-
ational “structures are not necessarily
adopted because they lead to
improved effectiveness in a technical
sense; organizations incorporating

these structures are viewed as legiti-
mate by environmental actors.”23

Adopting such “prescribed struc-
tures” help to demonstrate “organiz-
ational worth.”24 Such organizations
may receive support from powerful
elements of their environment
whether or not they have demon-
strated capacity to achieve their
goals.25 This is possible because a
causal link between performance
and implementation of certain struc-
tures and strategies is difficult to
demonstrate in some organizations.26

Law enforcement agencies provide an
archetypal example of such organiz-
ations, described as “permanently
failing organizations.”27 Such organ-
izations typically survive despite
rarely meeting set goals and objec-
tives. Therefore, institutional theory
emphasizes the significance of legiti-
macy rather than performance in
their survival.

From the perspective of insti-
tutional theory, isomorphism is one
fundamental consequence of the
decoupling of organizational struc-
tures and strategies from performance
or effectiveness. The concept of iso-
morphism captures the gradual
development of homogenization or
similarity among organizations in an
institutionalized field. Isomorphism
is “a constraining process that forces
one unit in a population to resemble
other units that face the same set of
environmental conditions.”28 Struc-
tures and strategies being used by
organizations within a given field
such as policing become diffused
and overtime become prescriptions
for the conduct of organizations.29

This section draws on the work of
DiMaggio and Powell to explain how
adoption of CEWs and the relation-
ship between law enforcement organ-
izations and CEW manufacturers

Temitope B. Oriola

102



may lead to (institutional) isomorph-
ism. While the analysis focuses on
Canadian police, it is relevant to
other police agencies, particularly in
the geopolitical West, where the state
and the police seek to legitimize
their actions and to be seen to
uphold democratic ideals.30

DiMaggio and Powell draw on the
work of JohnMeyer andMary Fennell
to delineate two types of isomorph-
ism, competitive isomorphism, and
institutional isomorphism. Competi-
tive isomorphism is predicated on
the theoretical notion of a free market
and is relevant in fields where compe-
tition is open and transparent.31 In
theory, competition among organiz-
ations in a laissez faire environment
should lead to isomorphic change.
The policing field in Canada,
however, is not a free market. The
Royal Canadian Mounted Police
(RCMP), for instance, has no struc-
tural equivalent despite the existence
of several city and provincial police
organizations as well as private secur-
ity companies. Therefore, the idea of
competitive isomorphism has limited
utility in Canada, although compe-
tition for prestige and perceived effec-
tiveness is not unusual.

The institutional view of iso-
morphism DiMaggio and Powell
espouse underscores the salience of
other organizations in the decision-
making process of a particular organ-
ization in a field; that is, that “the
major factors that organizations
must take into account are other
organizations.”32 DiMaggio and
Powell provide three mechanisms of
institutional isomorphic change.
These are coercive isomorphism,
mimetic isomorphism, and normative
isomorphism.

First, coercive isomorphism is pro-
duced by “formal and informal

pressures exerted on organizations
by other organizations upon which
they are dependent and by cultural
expectations in the society within
which organizations function.” These
pressures may be perceived as
“force,” “persuasion or as invitations
to join in collusion.”33 They may also
arise as a result of a government
mandate or the existence of a
common legal environment.34 For
instance, a survey of 115 chiefs of
police in Kentucky found that the
“police chiefs must cope with
varying levels of political pressures
and interference, some legitimate
and some illegitimate, which remove
a large degree of management discre-
tion from police administrators.”35

Mayors, city council members, and
business leaders exerted pressure on
the police chiefs in a variety of areas,
such as hiring, personnel deployment,
arrests, enforcement of specific laws,
and provision of unusual or special
services, among others. The authors
conclude that “the local politicians
have a direct effect on operational
decisions in almost one-third of the
police agencies.”36 Similarly, a study
on the tenure of police chiefs found
that besides health and family issues,
“politics,” “interference and micro-
management” from city administra-
tors and mayors played a major role
in the turnover of police chiefs.37

Second, mimetic isomorphism
occurs as a result of uncertainty
because uncertainty “encourages imi-
tation.”38 Organizations that operate
where the “environment creates sym-
bolic uncertainty” in fields in which
technologies have not been properly
mastered and have rather nebulous
or unclear goals are likely to emulate
qualities of other organizations.39

This mimesis includes adoption of
innovative techniques and tools and
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may help increase legitimacy and
demonstrate that an organization is
making efforts towards efficiency.40

Third, normative isomorphism
occurs as a result of professionaliza-
tion. Professionalization is the “collec-
tive struggle of members of an
occupation to define the conditions
and methods of their work.”41 It is
an attempt to control “the production
of producers.”42 Overall, professiona-
lization sets up an intellectual foun-
dation and helps to gain legitimacy
and autonomy for an occupation.43

DiMaggio and Powell note that pro-
fessionalization produces isomorph-
ism through university education
and professional networks.

The concept of institutional iso-
morphism provides a theoretically
useful way to understand ongoing
changes in policing in Canada. CEW
manufacturers are playing a major
catalytic role in effecting isomorphic
change in Canadian policing. Such
companies serve as one of the key
gatekeepers of a highly institutiona-
lized field. The following analysis
focuses on how TASER International
performs this role, as its devices are
the most widely used by Canadian
law enforcement.

First, CEW manufacturers, par-
ticularly TASER International, have
intensified a need in law enforce-
ment—the quest for development of
less-than-lethal technology, which, as
stated earlier, goes back to at least
the 1920s. TASER International has
aggressively marketed its products,
particularly TASER X26.44 The
TASER X26 brochure titled “Safety
Every Officer Deserves” contains
information about the effectiveness
of the TASER CEW. Some police offi-
cers provide testimonials about the
effectiveness of the TASER CEW in
the brochure:

The most effective less-lethal tool I have seen in
30 years of policing.

(Sgt. Doug Walker, Toronto Police Service).

We’ve found it’s been much more effective than
the other non-lethal options available to us.
(Sgt. Mike Ryan, Ottawa Police Services).45

The brochure also presents stat-
istics from US police departments to
support the claim that the TASER
CEW has enhanced the safety of
police work. TASER International’s
marketing discourse emphasizes the
risk of injuries, deaths, and the need
to guarantee the “safety every officer
deserves”, and suggests that police
departments that do not buy into the
“Taser effect”46 are unresponsive or
irresponsible.47 TASER CEWs are pre-
sented as tools that are fundamental
to policing in today’s risk-prone
world. Police chiefs may feel com-
pelled or obligated to procure such
devices whether or not they are con-
vinced of their functionality and rel-
evance.48 This pressure has elements
of both coercive and mimetic iso-
morphism. However, this effect is
neither unprecedented nor peculiar
to police organizations, as the struc-
ture and routine functioning of organ-
izations are shaped by the
institutional environment.49

The spread of the innovative idea
of community policing is one
example. A US study conducted by
Melissa Morabito found that a
number of factors were predictive of
adoption of community policing. Par-
ticularly, adoption of community poli-
cing was influenced by higher rates of
crime.50 This is not surprising, given
that the police would be more likely
to adopt new measures in crime-
ridden areas. Morabito also found
that police organizations with a high
degree of “formalization” were more
likely to adopt community policing.51
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This means that the higher the level of
bureaucratization in a police agency,
the more likely it is that community
policing will be adopted. This demon-
strates that the “police are alert to and
care about their place in the public
bureaucracy.”52 In addition, the influ-
ence of the political environment on
police innovations is reflected in the
availability of funds. Community
policing was adopted as there was
federal money for police organiz-
ations who made that adoption. Mor-
abito argues that the “Department of
Justice grants became intertwined
and for some, even synonymous
with community policing.”53

However, this does not mean that
the priorities of police organizations
are set by the political environment;
rather, it means that there are several
factors, including the influence of
municipal politicians that shape the
agenda of police organizations and
the type of innovations they adopt.
Morabito concludes that “the factors
that are predictive of organic police
innovations may not explain the
adoption of community policing.”54

The adoption of innovation such
as community policing ought to be
preceded by or lead to certain struc-
tural changes, such as crime control
models, order maintenance, and
service provision in police agencies,
as Zhao, Lovrich, and Robinson
point out.55 However, research indi-
cates that adoption of community
policing does not necessarily lead to
change in the internal structure or pri-
orities of a police organization. For
instance, Zhao et al. analyzed panel
data from over 200 police organiz-
ations in the US vis-à-vis adoption of
community policing. Over 70% of
participants stated that their
implementation of community poli-
cing had proceeded as planned.

However, the technical core of the
police organizations, including crime
control model and service delivery,
remained fundamentally unchanged
from the professional model despite
the introduction of community poli-
cing. Zhao et al. conclude that con-
trary to contingency theory, which
suggests that police organizations
adopt various measures based on the
practical issues they encounter, “the
findings reported here suggest the
utility of the institutional perspective
in the investigation of organizational
change in municipal police
agencies.”56

Therefore, both Morabito and
Zhao et al. find that external pressures
play a major role in the adoption of
community policing by police
agencies. Nonetheless, adoption of
community policing did not lead to
fundamental changes in the structure
or priorities of the police organiz-
ations. Rather, the adoption of inno-
vation (in and of itself) kept the
organizations in line with insti-
tutional expectations.57

In addition, a study found that a
US police department established a
gang unit although the city had no
gang problem.58 The police depart-
ment formed a gang unit as a result
of pressure from the media and min-
ority community leaders, among
other institutional sovereigns—
powerful entities that must be taken
into consideration by police organiz-
ations in crafting and implementing
policies as they shape perceptions of
the police and the level of material
and non-material support that law
enforcement receives.59 There are
arguably elements of indirect coercion
in this process, as police organizations
have to respond to the demands of
their institutional environment. This
response ensures that such
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organizations do not lose their legiti-
macy in the eyes of powerful segments
of society60 but brings into conflict the
ceremonial (or apparential) and tech-
nical aspects of policing.61

A similar scenario is evident in the
growth of SWAT (Special Weapons
and Tactics) teams in police organiz-
ations serving relatively small popu-
lations.62 Peter Kraska and Louis
Cubellis studied the rise in the
number of SWAT teams among
police organizations serving popu-
lations of 25,000 to 50,000 citizens.63

They found an increase of 157% in
the number of SWAT teams between
1985 and 1995. This finding supports
mimetic isomorphism because (1) the
presence or absence of SWAT teams
was not shaped by the crime rate
and (2) SWAT teams are typically
deployed to combat situations that
rarely occur in smaller jurisdictions:
hostage crises, terrorism, and poten-
tially violent protests.64 As John
Crank and Robert Langworthy
argue, “police practices and organiz-
ational structures cannot be under-
stood either simply in terms of
production economies or solely from
the perspective of technical efficiency
and effectiveness.”65

Second, CEW makers are shaping
law enforcement desire for a rela-
tively new product through vigorous
public relations campaigns, product
demonstrations, and endorsements.
The result is that a tool that was
unknown until recently has become
sine qua non to policing. The RCMP
adopted TASER CEWs in 2001 and
by 2008 had 2800 of the devices in
its arsenal. The RCMP’s TASER CEW
adoption followed that of the Victoria
Police Department. As stated earlier,
the latter adopted TASER CEWs in
1998—a fashionable trend copied
from its US counterparts. TASER

CEWs have been adopted by 63.86%
of Canada’s estimated 202 police
departments within a period of 12
years.

Adoption of CEWs by police
departments has been described as
indicative of being “progressive”66

despite concerns over their effective-
ness.67 This is a reflection of the
heavy reliance on technology to help
reduce uncertainties and control
risks.68 It is emblematic of “techno-
logical restlessness” and the “general
culture of scientism.”69 This approach
roughly translates to acquiring tech-
nologies as part of a fashionable
trend—to acquire bragging rights—
rather than due to the technical capa-
bility and actual contributions of such
appurtenances to policing.

CEWs appear to serve two major
purposes in this regard. Growing
numbers of law enforcement officers
believe that the tools help mitigate
the risks encountered in dealing with
potentially unruly citizens. This is a
subjective function, as the tool boosts
confidence and provides a source of
peace of mind for officers. Thus, it
appears that having a TASER CEW
in one’s holster as a police officer is,
in and of itself, a source of safety
and comfort.70 Also, CEWs constitute
a kind of symbolic technology that
increases a police organization’s
claim to being “modern” and respon-
sive to a hostile environment.
However, technological solutions
typically exacerbate rather than
attenuate risks and uncertainties.71 A
major study of Canadian police, con-
ducted by Richard Ericson and
Kevin Haggerty, found that the
police were “among the leaders in
technological adaptation and devel-
opment.”72 The study found that the
police use technology, particularly
computers and communications
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technology, for several reasons. These
include (1) reduction of the burden of
paperwork; (2) more efficient pro-
duction of the knowledge of risk; (3)
surveillance of knowledge-pro-
duction activities of police officers;
(4) organizational security; and (5)
swift transmission of knowledge
within the organization across geo-
graphic space.73 Nonetheless, Ericson
and Haggerty also argue that such
technologies are “a source of organiz-
ational legitimacy. They symbolize
the competence of organizations …
How else can one appear
progressive?”74

There is evidence suggesting that
the effectiveness of CEWs in policing
remains controversial and hinges on
how variables such as “injury” are
operationalized.75 Overall, the for-
going suggests the possibility of
coercive and mimetic isomorphism
as CEWs become ubiquitous in poli-
cing. These processes have potential
to lead to normative changes,
including changes in the rules and
regulations guiding police organiz-
ations. For instance, the police use
of force guidelines may be revised
following the introduction of new
devices. Operational policies and
measures may have to be enacted
to regulate the use of the newly
adopted technologies, particularly
when unintended consequences
begin to emerge. Regular reports on
such devices may become the
norm, as the police seek to be seen
as responsive and transparent. The
RCMP, for example, revised its
CEW policy following the Braid-
wood Inquiry and public com-
plaints.76 The organization has
been producing quarterly reports
on CEWs since 2007.77 The ensuing
issues from newly introduced
appurtenances of policing lend

credence to the idea that “like other
consumers, police may not always
understand fully what they are
getting into when they shop.”78

Third, TASER International has
almost single-handedly legitimated
the need for and use of its devices
in spite of controversies. Manufac-
turing a product and legitimizing
its use are different issues in a field
as specialized as law enforcement.
CEW manufacturers, particularly
TASER International, appear to
have conducted both. This is a
groundbreaking accomplishment,
as most commercial products
require legitimization by external
entities. However, law enforcement
agencies largely cite safety assur-
ances by TASER International to
convince skeptics, while also
making use of TASER Interna-
tional’s database, as well as in-
house data to demonstrate the effi-
cacy of TASER CEWs.79 Conversely,
TASER International cites law
enforcement on the safety of its pro-
ducts. The safety of TASER CEWs as
espoused by TASER International
and law enforcement agencies is
difficult to refute. For that reason,
a National Post editorial from Sep-
tember 2008 voiced concern that
“Too many of the 170 Canadian
police services that use Tasers rely
almost entirely on TASER Interna-
tional’s claims about their
safety.”80 O’Brien and Thom argue
that “(r)esearch evidence about the
safety of Tasers is dominated by
studies whose authors have finan-
cial interests in the commercial pro-
duction, sale, and promotion of
Tasers by police.”81 Other scholars
have also warned that a dispropor-
tionately large number of studies
claiming that TASER CEWs are
safe are authored by persons
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funded by or affiliated to TASER
International.82

This influence of TASER Inter-
national results in part because
CEWs have become diffused and
increasingly institutionalized as a
policing innovation. Diffusion of
policing innovation generally
occurs as a result of police-focused
publications, the professionalization
of law enforcement, presence of
other law enforcement organiz-
ations, leadership, local political
environment, and social anxieties
and uncertainties, among other
factors.83 In addition, organizations
within an organizational field
engage in multilayered forms of
interactions and develop widely
accepted ideas, beliefs, and rational-
ities (the logic and explanations for
basic practices) about their field.84

These beliefs and rationalities are
institutionalized over time and
rarely critically questioned.85 They
become manuals for the conduct of
(police) activities. For instance,
since the 1990s it has become diffi-
cult for police chiefs to adopt a
mechanism of policing that deviates
from community policing.86

It is instructive to note that some of
the institutionalized innovations
became firmly entrenched in the poli-
cing field over a relatively short
period of time. These include estab-
lishment of specialized gang units,
community policing, and SWAT
teams.87 Other widely accepted inno-
vations, such as rapid response to
911 calls and preventive patrols,
have a debatable record of efficiency
but constitute a major part of the
activities of police departments as
they have become widely accepted
as fundamental aspects of policing.88

George Burruss and Matthew
Giblin find that police organizations’

likelihood of adopting an innovative
tool or technique is contingent on
familiarity with the innovation;
hence, they will be influenced by the
innovations that are popular in their
institutional environment. They con-
clude that

[i]nstitutional factors—professionalization,
publications, and mimesis—mattered,
independent of other commonly cited factors,
such as perceived crime and organizational
characteristics. These factors shape or
perhaps constrain the options available to
local law enforcement officials who are
seeking to make changes in the organization.
They make known the possible solutions to
the challenges faced by law enforcement
officials.89

The institutionalization of a rela-
tively small number of innovations
implies, on one hand, that the
choices available to police organiz-
ations are reduced.90 The resultant
mimesis, on the other hand, increases
technicism in policing and enhances
the degree of occupational drama, as
it makes police work seem more eso-
teric. Adopting technological inno-
vations makes the police appear
“professionally and bureaucratically
efficient” and situates police in the
rhetoric of science as the solution to
human problems.91 This is a major
characteristic of occupations without
well-defined, measurable goals
—“there is little consensus on pre-
cisely what it is that police depart-
ments should be doing,” Crank and
Langworthy point out.92 Some of
these technologies not only require
police to obtain the services of more
“experts,” they also rarely simplify
police work and sometimes detract
from the real task of
policing, however defined. This detrac-
tion includes the paperwork that
accompanies the use of such devices.93
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CEW-related Credentialism

TASER International has become a
major part of the growing professio-
nalization and concomitant credenti-
alism of policing. For instance, as of
2008, 9100 RCMP officers had under-
gone training on how to use TASER
CEWs.94 The number represents
47.9% of regular RCMP officers—
18,988 persons—from constable to
commissioner. A report by the
RCMP indicates that between 30
June 2009 and 30 June 2010, 3012 offi-
cers completed the Conducted Energy
Weapon User Course, the Conducted
Energy Weapon Recertification
Course, or the Conducted Energy
Weapon Instructor course.95 The
figures from the previous quarter
indicate that 3083 officers had com-
pleted similar training.96 Nonetheless,
deployment of CEWs by frontline
officers has dropped by 87% in
British Columbia.97 It appears that
reduction in deployment of CEWs
by frontline officers and increased
TASER CEW-related training have
been occurring concurrently in the
post-Braidwood Inquiry era.98

The increase in CEW training may
contribute to greater care in deploy-
ment following changes made to
CEW policy vis-à-vis the Braidwood
Inquiry’s recommendations to restrict
CEW use to circumstances in which a
suspect is “causing bodily harm,” or
the officer is “satisfied on reasonable
grounds” that bodily harm would
“imminently” occur.99 However,
CEW-related training is also a funda-
mental part of normative isomorph-
ism. The TASER Training Academy
offers four specially designed
courses that confer certifications on
police officers upon successful

completion. These include the
TASER Technical Solutions and Inves-
tigations Course, which provides
hands-on knowledge about how to
operate and maintain TASER X26,
X26P, and X2 models, and the
TASER Conducted Electrical Weapon
(CEWs) Instructor Course, which,
upon completion, certifies officers as
TASER instructors in the listed
models. The instructor course
requires recertification every 2 years.
The recertification process involves
participating in an eight-hour online
course to keep instructors up to date
on the newest developments in
TASER technology, safe handling,
and information dissemination.

The TASER International Training
Academy also offers a free program
on Use of Force, Risk Management
and Legal Strategies. This seminar is
“limited to current law enforcement
executives and their designees, gov-
ernment legal counsels, risk managers
and medical advisors.”100 The course
is designed to disseminate

substantial factual information as to how
TASER electronic control devices incapacitate
individuals, how these devices fit into law
enforcement use-of-force deployment
strategies, training considerations, various
police recommendations (including IACP,
PERF and others), what medical studies are
being performed and the current findings, the
effects of TASER devices on liability
exposures and on reducing officers’ and
suspects’ injuries.101

In addition, the TASER Training
Academy offers a certification course
on digital evidence management.
This course teaches participating indi-
viduals the rudiments of Internet
security as it relates to law
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enforcement. An optional aspect of
the course focuses on how to properly
use Evidence.com, a website estab-
lished by TASER International as a
police evidence-storage infrastruc-
ture. The site is designed as a law
enforcement equivalent of Dropbox.
The website serves as an affordable
alternative to independent and pre-
sumably costlier IT (information tech-
nology) infrastructure of police
departments. The website is also
used to download video recorded by
another of the company’s products—
AXON FLEX On-Officer Camera—a
sophisticated pair of sunglasses,
which when worn by officers records
videos of police–citizen encounters.
The course also includes legal stan-
dards for keeping records and emer-
ging case law on digital evidence.
Consequently, TASER International
assumes an intrinsically complex,
multifaceted role that arguably
involves a conflict of interests. This
issue merits further elucidation.

TASER International manufac-
tures specific law enforcement pro-
ducts; it designs and administers
courses that articulate the need for
those products and the place of its
brand of CEWs and other accoutre-
ments on the use-of-force continuum.
TASER International also certifies
police officers as technically compe-
tent in a domain of knowledge
created by TASER International as

part of its legitimate business model.
It also provides an online platform
for helping law enforcement agencies
store evidence through rubrics that
the company provides.

Further, TASER International’s
seminar for senior law enforcement
executives is designed to offer rec-
ommendations to senior police offi-
cers on the formulation of less-than-
lethal force policies. This seminar
also provides advice on probable
civil rights issues, police liability for
CEW use, and dissemination of infor-
mation on research findings as
regards CEWs. This comprehensive
model is capable of producing coer-
cive, mimetic, and normative
changes in law enforcement.

The broad range and wide appli-
cability of this role go beyond com-
mercial interests. It has significance
beyond TASER International’s estab-
lished stature as a key player in pro-
ducing law enforcement
technologies. The role assumed by
TASER International through this
business model represents a gate-
keeping, legitimizing, and (re)struc-
turing ideational process. As
isomorphic changes inadvertently
develop, they constitute symbolic
institutional currency whose value
generates several consequences.
Some of the consequences of this
growing institutional currency are
explicated below.

The Gatekeeping Function of CEW Manufacturers

One consequence is to create a
domain of knowledge that law enfor-
cement agents are increasingly and
routinely expected to acquire. This
knowledge becomes reified—widely
accepted and construed as beyond
question—and over time becomes

constitutive of the “situated work
practices that produce and sustain
the core discourses and symbolic cat-
egorizations of the imagined police
community.”102 Reification of this
knowledge is critical, as officers who
have gone through TASER
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International’s training may be inad-
vertently assessed as technically
more proficient and knowledgeable
than those who have not. For
instance, police organizations have
begun to routinely publish data illus-
trating the number of officers who
are “qualified CEW operators and
instructors.”103

The CEW in question is more often
than not from a single manufacturer
—TASER International. In Ontario,
for instance, TASER M26 and X26
models are the only CEWdevices offi-
cially approved for use.104 This official
endorsement indirectly strengthens
the position of TASER International
relative to competitors like Stinger
that may not be able to compete.
Therefore, TASER International gen-
erates a lineage of clients, as choices
available to law enforcement agencies
begin to diminish. The influence of
TASER International may increas-
ingly become coercive rather than
persuasive. As a corollary, law enfor-
cement agencies may become increas-
ingly dependent on TASER
International. This dependence is
unwittingly exacerbated if they
adopt the cost-saving measure of sub-
scribing to www.evidence.com,
TASER International’s evidence-
storage architecture.

A trifecta of effects is the result,
creating a feedback loop: first, law
enforcement agencies are incremen-
tally cast in the image of TASER Inter-
national—in their paraphernalia of
policing, such as sunglasses, and dis-
tinctive symbols of police work. As
DiMaggio and Powell hypothesize:
“The greater the dependence of an
organization on another organization,
the more similar it will become to that
organization in structure, climate and
behavioral focus.”105

Second, at a theoretical level,
police organizations may inadver-
tently look to TASER International
for what counts as useful innovation.
Specifying devices from a single man-
ufacturer arguably constitutes an
early stage of this process. The conse-
quence is normative isomorphism.
This includes bureaucratic processes,
such as evidence collection and
storage, and use of force policies and
procedures. Law enforcement
reliance on TASER International,
which has an almost monopolistic
hold on the CEW market, may
become coercive due to the company’s
technical services on which the police
increasingly depend. As DiMaggio
and Powell warn, “[d]irect imposition
of standard operating procedures and
legitimated rules and structures also
occurs outside the government
arena.”106 Pressures may be brought
to bear on organizations that use the
service infrastructure of monopolistic
firms, as coercive isomorphism may
also be subtle and indirect.107

Third, law enforcement agencies
begin to share TASER International’s
discursive understanding, orien-
tation, and reaction to issues gener-
ated by deployment of CEWs, such
as liabilities for citizen injuries and
civil rights violations. The mode of
reasoning of TASER International
begins to proliferate in police depart-
ments: it becomes knowledge rather
than a form of knowledge. For
example, a report prepared by inde-
pendent experts on behalf of William
Elliott, RCMP Commissioner
criticizes

[the] over-reliance on research carried out by
[stun gun] manufacturers … or sponsored by
the manufacturers. While manufacturers
understandably need to provide (and are
entitled to do so) information to potential
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customers or clients as part of their marketing
and promotion efforts, the policing community
needs to be assiduous in assessing the
manufacturer’s information.108

TASER International may begin to
have an influential role with respect
to how CEW-related issues are
regarded, as more police officers par-
ticipate in training sessions and
courses designed by the company.
As DiMaggio and Powell argue,
“when organizations in a field are
similar and occupational socialization
is carried out in trade association
workshops, in-service educational
programs, consultant arrangements,
employer-professional school net-
works, and in the pages of trade
magazines, socialization acts as an
isomorphic force.”109

The consequence is that such pro-
fessionals “will tend to view problems
in a similar fashion, see the same pol-
icies, procedures and structures as
normatively sanctioned and legiti-
mated, and approach decisions in
much the same way.”110 This is no
guarantee of police efficiency. TASER
International’s sponsorship of the
2008 conference of Canadian Chiefs
of Police arguably suggests that this
process may already be in motion.111

Police organizations who have fully
embraced TASER International’s pro-
ducts and (more importantly) services
begin to think like TASER Inter-
national and over time may adopt
policies and procedures that are indis-
tinguishable from TASER Interna-
tional’s. The end product is a police

officer and a police organization that
have been disciplined by TASER
International through voluntary mul-
tistage training, shared mode of
reasoning, and brand loyalty.

In addition, diffusion of personnel
may begin to occur. In particular,
retiring officers from the top cadre of
police organizations may be
appointed to the boards of CEWman-
ufacturers. This may serve to
strengthen the grip of such companies
on the policing field in the long run.
For example, Salt Lake City and Fort
Worth, Texas, have begun reviewing
their ethics policies following a
report by the Associated Press on the
relationship between TASER Inter-
national and their former and
current chiefs of police over purchase
of the company’s products.112 This
ethical problem is not unprecedented.
The military and defense industry
have historically had such a relation-
ship. Figures from 2009 to 2011, for
instance, indicate that an estimated
70% of retired three- and four-star
generals in the US are employed by
the top defense companies or consult-
ants.113 It represents a decrease of 10%
from 2004 to 2008.114 The same mili-
tary-private sector “revolving door”
generated over 3500 jobs in arms com-
panies for retired senior military offi-
cers within 16 years in the UK.115

Such relationships are not necessarily
illegal but pose ethical questions, as
they have the potential to influence
decisions over adoption of inno-
vations and other defense contracts.

Conclusion

This article analyzes the consequences
of the growing reliance of Canadian
police on manufacturers of CEWs. It

argues that institutional isomorphic
change is probable as more police
organizations adopt CEWs from a
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single producer. The analysis suggests
that the domination of the Canadian
market by TASER International’s pro-
ducts has unintended consequences
such as the credentialization of
police officers by a client of the
police and, over time, the sharing by
the police of the perspectives and
mode of reasoning of Canada’s
major CEW supplier. Such a relation-
ship, the article argues, produces
coercive, mimetic, and normative iso-
morphism. It may ultimately lead to a
relationship that privileges TASER
International in its dealings with the
police.

One policy consideration is that
not all developments in the US poli-
cing field—normative, technological,
bureaucratic—are appropriate for
Canadian society. The texture of the
“crime problem” in the US differs
from Canada’s. The Province of Man-
itoba, for instance, has recorded the
highest number of homicides among
Canadian provinces in the last
decade. The City of Winnipeg, Mani-
toba’s administrative headquarters,
has long been considered Canada’s
gang and homicide capital. Yet with
a population of over 600,000 there
was only one police shooting in 2003
and there were none in 2004 in Winni-
peg.116 Winnipeg police fired guns on
suspects twice in 2006 but, following
CEW adoption in September 2006,
TASER CEWs were deployed 37
times within 4 months.117 This devel-
opment suggests the possibility of
usage creep.118 Recent national data
suggest that while the homicide rate
in the US is 4.7 per 100,000, Canada’s
homicide rate is 1.44 per 100,000.
Despite witnessing a population
increase of over 100,000 and being
labeled Canada’s murder capital
among major cities, Winnipeg
recorded only 26 homicides in

2014.119 These figures should inform
policy that recognizes the underlying
sociological variables in the US—
such as widespread availability of
firearms and a larger population,
among others—that are not yet the
norm in Canada. In addition, US
police have a reputation for being
overly reliant on force.120 Ongoing
controversies over police shootings
of unarmed civilians in Missouri and
New York have done little to attenu-
ate this image. Therefore, Canadian
police ought to seek a different
model, if mimesis is inevitable.

Police organizations confront an
unenviable task as regards adoption
and deployment of CEWs. The
public often demands to know why
a CEW was not deployed when citi-
zens are killed by firearms in police-
related encounters. The public also
questions why the police adopted
CEWs when citizens die in CEW-
related incidents.121 Nonetheless,
police organizations in Canada
appear inexorably drawn to CEWs
despite debate over their utility.
TASER CEW use has been expanded
in Ontario, for example.122 The
widely publicized recommendation
of the Council of Canadian Acade-
mies and the Canadian Academy of
Health Sciences (2013) on the need to
establish a national use-of-force regis-
try has the potential to settle the
debate over CEW “safeness.” Such a
policy, and other (legislative)
measures have to be accompanied
by social and cultural changes in
order to be effective, as Australia’s
experiences with firearms
demonstrate.123

Several other liberal democratic
societies are grappling with the
social consequences of the adoption
of CEWs. A study analyzed the New
Zealand police Tactical Operations
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Database (TOD) within a 1-year
period (2006–07) and found that
Taser CEWs were deployed on a
total of 141 persons. Twenty-one
percent of the number (or 30
persons) on whom Taser CEWs were
deployed had “mental health emer-
gencies.”124 Overall, deployment of
Taser CEWs at mental health emer-
gencies was found to be more than
twice as likely than at criminal arrests.

In Australia, the deaths of a Brazi-
lian student and a Queensland man
have fueled controversies surrounding
the Taser CEW.125 There is evidence
suggesting that the adoption of Taser
CEWs in Australia has not helped to
reduce the use of firearms by police.
New South Wales Greens MP David
Shoebridge argues that “we’ve just
seen a whole new class of corporal
punishment, physical punishment,
being delivered by police through the
use of 50,000 volts at the end of a
taser.”126 An Australian criminologist
has cautioned that

[t]he problem with less than lethal weapons
such as Tasers is that police come to rely on
them as a technical quick-fix and move away
from those negotiation skills that are often far
more effective, particularly with people who are
high on drugs or going through a psychotic
episode relating to a mental illness.127

In addition, the increase in Taser
CEW use in England and Wales (7877
in 2011 from 3128 in 2009)128 has been
cited as an example of possible usage
creep. The death in 2013 of Andrew
Pimlott, who had poured gasoline
(petrol) on himself and caught fire
when a Taser CEW was deployed on
him,129 has been used to buttress argu-
ments that de-escalation techniques
rather than force are required when
mentally disturbed persons come in
contact with the police. Similarly, a
Canadian study found that Taser

CEW deployment is gendered, with
only males involved in all 26 fatalities
examined.130 Other suspect character-
istics are also generally consistent
with findings from Australia, the US,
the UK, and New Zealand. These
include low socio-economic status,
higher representation of persons of
ethnic minority status, people with
drug problems, and “certified mentally
ill” persons.131

CEW debates and controversies in
the UK, Australia, and New Zealand
—Canada’s peer countries—where
police are also generally viewed as
less coercive than US police demon-
strate that CEW use must be treated
with caution. As Kleinig points out,
the ethical terrain and officer safety
must be discussed in connection
with the development of CEW
policy.132 It is possible to reduce the
overall use of force—lethal and less-
than-lethal—by the police through
emphasis on the salience of individ-
ual, organizational, and cultural
factors, as well as internal and exter-
nal accountability.133

Further research is required.
Although the emergence of CEWs is
becoming a standard feature of scho-
larly work in policing scholarship,
CEWs have rather surprisingly been
largely treated as having emerged in
a social vacuum. The wider cultural,
socio-economic, and political context
of CEW deployment is absent from
most academic analyses. Scholarship
on CEW deployment has yet to be
embedded within analysis of
changes in governance strategies,
penal reforms, administration of the
criminal justice system, and global
flows associated with globalization.
In addition, there has been no genea-
logical investigation of the predeces-
sors of CEWs and social conditions
within which successive changes
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were made in policing appurtenances
in Canada. Research on policing tools
in Canada seems to have stalled in
1982 when Philips and Klancher pub-
lished Arms & Accoutrements of the
Mounted Police, 1873–1973. There is
an urgent need to analyze develop-
ments in police weaponry post-1973.

Finally, the fatal shooting of teen-
ager Sammy Yatim on 27 July 2013
by a Toronto Police officer, the death
on 22 December 2014 of an unnamed
burglary suspect in Newcastle-
under-Lyme following intervention
by Staffordshire Police in England,
and the death of Eric Garner at the
hands of New York City police on 17
July 2014 are examples of problems
confronting police in liberal demo-
cratic states. Although a different
force measure was adopted by police
in each of the three cases—lethal
force through a service gun, less-

than-lethal force via a TASER CEW,
and chokehold, respectively—all
three measures led to the same
consequence.

“Policing’s new visibility” marked
by use of cell phone cameras, CCTV,
Youtube, Facebook, and other social
networking sites means that such inci-
dents will garner significant public
attention while ignoring the vast
majority of less-spectacular encoun-
ters when police officers did their job
without any problems.134 Such inci-
dents erode public confidence in the
police and damage state reputation.
Another commonality among these
incidents is that they raise questions
about what force options are avail-
able, appropriate use of force, and
police occupational culture. There
are no quick fixes to these problems,
but technological solutions should be
treated with caution.
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