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Cette étude, basée sur les données de l’enquête de 2014 en Alberta (N = 1
204), examine l’appui de l’utilisation d’armes à impulsion (AI) par les poli-
ciers canadiens. Cet appui est mesuré à l’aide de quatre questions utilisant l’é-
chelle de Likert, lesquelles illustrent différents aspects de l’utilisation d’AI :
(1) des armes « moins létales » comme les Tasers devraient être mises à la dis-
position des policiers; (2) les Tasers sont des outils de maintien de l’ordre sé-
curitaires; (3) l’utilisation de Tasers réduit les niveaux de confiance envers la
police; et (4) les explications officielles en matière de blessures et de victimes
lors d’incidents liés à l’utilisation de Tasers sont satisfaisantes. Les résultats
d’une régression logistique indiquent que la race, l’âge et le sexe sont des vari-
ables explicatives clés de la perception de l’utilisation des AI par les policiers
canadiens. Plus particulièrement, il est moins probable que les femmes, les
jeunes et les minorités racialisées appuient cette utilisation. Il est au moins
trois fois plus probable que les personnes s’identifiant comme étant de race
blanche appuient l’utilisation d’AI par les policiers, comparativement à ceux
qui s’identifient comme étant Autochtones ou membres d’autres groupes ra-
cialisés. Avoir un revenu de ménage bas, vivre dans une région urbaine et le
niveau d’éducation ne sont pas des déterminants significatifs.

Mots clés : armes à impulsion, AI, Taser, Alberta, maintien de l’ordre

This paper examines support for the use of conducted energy weapons
(CEWs) by police in Canada using data from the 2014 Alberta Survey (N =
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1,204). Support for CEW use is measured using four Likert-scale questions,
capturing different dimensions of CEW use: (1) “less-lethal” weapons such as
Tasers should be made available to police officers; (2) Tasers are a safe policing
tool; (3) the use of Tasers reduces levels of confidence in the police; and (4) offi-
cial explanations regarding injuries and casualties in Taser-related incidents
are satisfactory. Results of a logistic regression indicate that race, age, and
gender are key predictors of perceptions of CEW use by police in Canada. Spe-
cifically, women, young people, and racialized minorities are least likely to be
supportive of CEW use by police. Individuals identifying as white are over
three times more likely to support CEW use by police, compared to those iden-
tifying as Aboriginal or members of another racialized group. Having a low
household income, living in an urban area, and education are not statistically
significant predictors of support for CEW use by police.

Keywords: conducted energy weapons, CEWs, Tasers, Alberta, policing

Introduction

The use of “less-than-lethal” force options, such as conducted energy
weapons (CEWs),2 by police in Canada continues to generate contro-
versy. Police organizations generally support the use of such tools,
while human rights organizations express concerns over injuries and
deaths of citizens (see Amnesty International 2012). An estimated 33
persons in Canada have died during or after such devices have been
deployed (CBC 2013), although casualties have been described as
“extremely rare” (Expert Panel on the Medical and Physiological Im-
pacts of Conducted Energy Weapons 2013: viii). Socio-scientific litera-
ture on CEW use by Canadian police is scant; most studies focus
on the United States (Terrill and Paoline 2012; Kaminski et al. 2013).
Notable exceptions are the analysis of the policy recommendations of
the Thomas Braidwood inquiry into the death of Robert Dziekanski
(Williams 2012), gender differences in attitudes towards police use of
Tasers3 in the aftermath of Mr. Dziekanski’s death (Mandel 2013), and
socio-demographic commonalities among fatalities in CEW-related in-
cidents (Oriola, Neverson, and Adeyanju 2012).

The limited literature on CEW use in Canada is surprising because the
use of force by law enforcement (Balko 2013) has become a major pub-
lic issue in comparable liberal democratic countries such as the United
States (Gau, Mosher, and Pratt 2010; Paoline, Terrill, and Ingram 2012),
the United Kingdom (see Jenkinson, Neeson, and Bleetman 2006;
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Dymond 2014), Australia (Ryan 2008), and Canada (Braidwood 2009,
2010; Mandel 2013). One key concern is the perceived militarization of
police and overreliance on force (Balko 2013). This is interesting
because, between 2005 and 2007, for instance, the Calgary Police Ser-
vice engaged in the use of force in only one out of 1,400 incidents, or
0.07% (see Hall 2009). Nonetheless, use-of-force incidents are increas-
ingly acquiring digital identities as cellphone cameras, closed-circuit
television, and other appurtenances of surveillance exacerbate “poli-
cing’s new visibility” (Goldsmith 2010: 914; see also Thompson 2005).

The use of CEWs by police is being expanded, despite the arguably
unsettled debate over their “safeness” (Expert Panel on the Medical
and Physiological Impacts of Conducted Energy Weapons 2013). For
instance, Ontario announced in 2013 that police organizations would
be allowed to provide Tasers to all front-line officers (Radwanski
2013). The announcement was made against the backdrop of the case
of Sammy Yatim, a Toronto teenager who was killed after being shot
twice by a police officer and then tased by another. Incidents such as
this fuel the clamour to deploy more CEWs as intermediate force op-
tions, while those who oppose the use of CEWs by police argue that
more verbal engagement and de-escalation techniques are the solution.
At the end of 2010, at least one CEW had been adopted by 129 out of
an estimated 202 Canadian law enforcement agencies (CBC 2013). In
addition, agencies have increased their acquisition of Tasers from 2,800
in 2008 (CBC 2009) to at least 9,174 in 2013 (CBC 2013).

Overview of study

Research indicates that factors such as lived social space (rural versus
urban residency and neighbourhood context), level of education, age,
experience of victimization, feelings about personal safety, and overall
disposition towards authority influence people’s perceptions of police
(Tufts 2000; Weinrath, Young, and Kohm 2012). In this study, we explore
variables such as age, sex, race, income, and level of education to ascertain
their influence on support for the use of CEWs by police. A Winnipeg
study, for instance, finds that younger people, lower-income individuals,
and former victims of crime hold less positive views of police (Weinrath
et al. 2012). We pay particular attention to the impact of race.

There are arguably fewer documented cases of racially charged inci-
dents involving the police and citizens in Alberta than in other pro-
vinces in Canada, such as Ontario, Quebec, and British Columbia (BC),
and larger cities like Winnipeg, Toronto, Montreal, and Vancouver.
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Fewer high-profile, contentious policing cases occur in Alberta than
have become routine in the other Prairie provinces of Saskatchewan
and Manitoba. Some of these high-profile cases are the shooting of J.J.
Harper, a member of the Wasagamack First Nation, in 1988 in Winni-
peg; the 2005 shooting of Mathew Dumas, also in Winnipeg; and
racially charged incidents involving police in the freezing deaths of
Aboriginal persons in Saskatchewan in the 1990s and 2000s (Comack
2012). These were major media events (Fiske 1996). This ensured wide-
spread coverage and exchange of ideas and feelings about their mean-
ing and the broader implications for Aboriginal communities and
society in general.

The present study focuses on the social and demographic correlates of
public support for the use of CEWs, such as Tasers, using findings
from the 2014 Alberta Survey (N = 1,204). Investigating the correlates
of support for CEWs is important for several reasons. First, CEWs are
being increasingly adopted by law enforcement organizations and are,
therefore, a routine part of policing, despite public criticism (Rad-
wanski 2013). Second, effective policing requires the co-operation of
the public. Third (as a corollary), the contours of support (or lack
thereof) for CEWs may indicate areas that require more effort on the
part of the police (because the use of CEWs in Canada is restricted to
law enforcement agencies). This includes publicizing evidence about
the efficacy of such devices. Therefore, extremely negative or socially
fractured perceptions of CEW use may be relevant for police organiza-
tions’ policy development. This study contributes to the literature by
focusing on two key questions: What is the level of public support for
CEW use by police? What social and demographic variables are corre-
lated with support for police use of CEWs?

This paper is divided into five sections. The first explores scholarly
debate over the use of CEWs, while the second summarizes the data
and methods of the study. The third section presents the findings of
the study. This is followed by the results and discussion sections. The
paper concludes with policy recommendations and suggestions for
future research.

Scholarly debates over CEWs

There are two schools of thought on CEW deployment among policing
scholars: CEW optimists and CEW sceptics. There are certain common-
alities between the two schools. Both are concerned about the inappro-
priate deployment of CEWs (see Terrill 2005; Paoline et al. 2012), the
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dearth of independent research (Kaminski et al. 2013), and, if citizens
are routinely injured or killed by CEWs, the probability of the erosion
of public trust in the legitimacy of law enforcement. Both schools of
thought often use reports from police departments and also overwhel-
mingly use quantitative techniques. However, CEW optimists largely
support the use of CEWs, while CEW sceptics are generally wary of
such devices. The two schools have diverging perspectives on at least
four issues: what constitutes injury to recipients of CEW shock, the
impact of CEWs on officer injuries, the risk of injury to citizens, and
the analytical standpoint on the concept of excited delirium. These issues
are discussed below.

First, at a conceptual level, a major source of disagreement between the
two schools is how to define injury, although there seems to be a con-
sensus about the social constructionist aspect of such a social fact. Both
schools seem to recognize that there is no definitive way to measure
injury. CEW optimists criticize the “overly expansive view of injuries”
adopted by CEW sceptics and the inclusion in statistical analysis of
“superficial injuries” (Kaminski et al. 2013: 3, 6) such as punctures.
CEWs may puncture the skin of citizens, thereby generating bruises,
blood, and minor pain (McDonald, Kaminski, and Smith 2009; Ka-
minski et al. 2013). Kaminski et al. (2013) liken such punctures to
wounds generated by injections, surgical incisions, and associated
blood flow. Health care professionals, they argue, do not count these
as injuries unless a certain threshold is crossed. Specifically, the authors
argue that the rate of minor citizen injury increases, but major injuries
are reduced, when punctures are included in analysis. They argue that
such minor injuries should be excluded from measurements of citizen
injury. However, for the sceptical school, the “primary focus is on
whether a citizen is injured, as opposed to the extent of injury” (Terrill
and Paoline 2012: 154). The authors defend including burns, abrasions,
and punctures in their analysis by referring to TASER International,
the major producer of CEWs, which classifies such conditions as inju-
ries. Still, sceptics criticize researchers who have “changed the rules for
assessing injuries caused by CEDs” (ibid.: 179).

Second, the impact of CEW use on officer injuries is another major area
of debate. CEW optimists believe that the devices have helped to reduce
officer injuries. For instance, Taylor and Woods (2010) compare seven
U.S. police departments that have adopted CEWs with six police ser-
vices that have not. They find that police departments that do not use
CEWs recorded a higher incidence of officer injuries than departments
with CEWs in their arsenal. The Police Executive Research Forum (U.S.,
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PERF 2009) also finds that police departments that have adopted CEWs
have lower rates of officer injuries than agencies without CEWs. In addi-
tion, McDonald et al. (2009) analyse data garnered by two police depart-
ments: the Orlando Police Department (OPD) and the Austin Police
Department (APD). They find that officer injuries decreased by 25% in
the APD and 62% in the OPD between 1998 and 2006 after the depart-
ments had adopted CEWs. Jenkinson et al. (2006) find that using the
Taser, specifically the M26 model, reduces the incidence of injuries for
police officers more often than using CS spray, baton, and police dogs in
England. Other studies that demonstrate reduced officer injuries after
deploying CEWs include, among others, White and Ready (2009), Lin
and Jones (2010), and Kaminski et al. (2013).

CEW sceptics, however, argue that CEW “usage is not a panacea for
eliminating the risk of officer injuries” (Paoline et al. 2012: 131). They
offer important caveats to the purported reduction in officer injuries
after police agencies deploy CEWs. They find that there is a lower
probability of officer injury when CEWs are used without any other
weapons, but that the likelihood of officer injuries increases when
CEWs are used alongside other types of force.

The third source of disagreement in the scholarly literature concerns
citizen injury. CEW sceptics find a greater likelihood of citizen injury
when CEWs are deployed than when they are not (Terrill and Paoline
2012: 166–67, 176). Other forms of force, such as hand tactics and using
a different weapon (or both) were found to reduce the rate of citizen
injury. This finding is contrary to the findings of CEW optimists (Jen-
kinson et al. 2006; Smith et al. 2007; White and Ready 2007; McDonald
et al. 2009; U.S., PERF 2009; Kaminski et al. 2013).

Fourth, the concept of excited delirium is another point of contention.
Excited delirium is not universally recognized as a medical condition,
although the American College of Emergency Physicians recognized
its empirical validity in 2009, but it has often been cited as a probable
causal factor in several cases in which citizens have died after CEW-
related encounters (Amnesty International 2007, 2008a, 2008b; see also
U.S., NIJ 2008). Excited delirium refers to “a state of extreme mental
and physiological excitement characterized by extreme agitation, hy-
perthermia, epiphoria, hostility, exceptional strength and endurance
without apparent fatigue” (Morrison and Saddler 2001: 46).

There are three groups of persons susceptible to “sudden and unex-
pected death proximal to restraint attributed to Excited Delirium” (BC,
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Office of the Police Complaint Commissioner 2004: 53; emphasis
added). These are people suffering from psychiatric illness(es), specifi-
cally bipolar disorders and schizophrenia; those who habitually take
illicit drugs; and those in both groups. Such individuals display violent
or aggressive behaviour, exhibit insensitivity to pain, and are able to
actively resist several officers. They are also hyperactive in addition to
being paranoid and suffering from hyperthermia (BC, Office of the
Police Complaint Commissioner 2004). Individuals in a state of excited
delirium have a higher risk of sudden death from CEW deployment
(U.S., NIJ 2008); this is supported by studies conducted by the United
Kingdom’s Scientific Advisory Committee on the Medical Implications
of Less-Lethal Weapons (U.K., SACMILL 2004). CEW optimists gener-
ally accept excited delirium as an empirically verifiable medical condi-
tion (Kaminski et al. 2013), while sceptics find the term problematic
(Amnesty International 2007). Overall, these issues have led the two
schools of thought to question the science behind each other’s work
(Paoline et al. 2012: 118; Kaminski et al. 2013).

In spite of these differences, several studies on both sides have consid-
ered the influence of individual or psychological variables, such as a ci-
tizen’s social class, age, race, gender, drug use, and mental status, on
the social distribution of CEW deployment (see Ready, White, and
Fisher 2008; White and Ready 2009; Gau et al. 2010; Paoline et al. 2012).
Situational factors such as suspect resistance/demeanour, intoxication,
neighbourhood characteristics, numbers of officers, and presence of by-
standers in police-citizen encounters have also been examined (Ready
et al. 2008; Paoline et al. 2012). Overall, there seems to be a consensus
that males, the mentally ill, minorities, and those on drugs living in
poorer neighbourhoods are more likely to have CEWs deployed on
them (Oriola et al. 2012).

However, the level of public support for the use of CEWs remains
largely unexplored. To our knowledge, apart from Mandel’s (2013)
work on gender differences in attitudes towards the use of CEWs by
police in Ontario, there has been no other quantitative study of Cana-
dians’ views on the topic. That work provides useful insight. However,
western Canada has not attracted a similar focus, and the influence of
other socio-demographic variables such as age, level of education, spa-
tial location, and race/ethnicity remains unaddressed. The impact of
race/ethnicity, in particular, warrants a sociological focus given the is-
sues in the Canadian criminal justice system (Commission on Systemic
Racism in the Ontario Criminal Justice System 1995; Wortley 1996; Fitz-
gerald and Carrington 2011; Canada, Office of the Correctional
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Investigator 2012; Barrett 2013). Therefore, this paper goes a step fur-
ther than Mandel (2013). It fills a gap in the literature by examining –
paying particular attention to race/ethnicity – a more comprehensive
number of social and demographic correlates of support for the use of
CEWs by police in Canada from data collected in a western Canadian
province.

Data and methods

Data for this analysis come from the 2014 Alberta Survey. The survey,
administered using computer-assisted telephone interviewing, is con-
ducted every year by the Population Research Laboratory at the Uni-
versity of Alberta. It provides valuable and reliable data to various
stakeholders (e.g., government, academia, the non-profit sector) and
insight into the Alberta public’s perspectives on “issues related to the
Alberta social environment” (University of Alberta, Population Research
Laboratory 2016, para 3). A random sample was generated using a two-
stage selection process: first, a random sample of households was se-
lected using random-digit dialling. In each household, one eligible person
was selected to participate in the interview. The final sample consisted of
1,204 respondents, with 402 sampled from Metropolitan Edmonton, 402
from Metropolitan Calgary, and 400 from other regions in Alberta. The
data were weighted to be proportional to 2013 population estimates for
each of these regions.

At the time of the survey (2014), Alberta led the country in having the
highest number of interprovincial migrants – mainly individuals (e.g.,
temporary and seasonal labourers) from other provinces who were seek-
ing economic prosperity in the province’s rich energy sector (Alberta
Treasury Board 2016). Additional data from the 2011 National House-
hold Survey (Statistics Canada 2011) showed that South Asians, Chi-
nese, and Filipinos were the largest racialized groups in the province,
residing mainly in the largest cities of Calgary and Edmonton (Alberta
Treasury Board 2011). Still, as reported in that survey, the largest ethnic
group in Alberta consisted of those of European (non-racialized/white)
or Canadian origin. Alberta’s diverse ethnic population is bolstered by a
highly skilled and educated workforce.

Diversity also permeates the systems used for law enforcement: poli-
cing in Alberta is carried out by a mixture of urban and rural agencies,
with some overlapping services. According to the Justice and Solicitor
General of Alberta, 10 bodies provide policing services in the province.
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These include seven municipal services (Calgary, Edmonton, Camrose,
Lacombe, Lethbridge, Medicine Hat, and Taber) and three for First
Nations (Blood Tribe, Lakeshore Regional, and Tsuu T’ina Nation); the
Royal Canadian Mounted Police (RCMP) provides service in numerous
other locations, mainly beyond major urban centres (Alberta, Justice
and Solicitor General 2016). Therefore, the policing context of the sur-
vey respondents was varied and framed by the realities of the service
immediately available, in conjunction with general knowledge of law
enforcement.

Survey respondents were contacted primarily on weekday evenings
and on weekends, with several attempts made during the day on
weekdays. If an interviewer could not establish contact on the first call,
a minimum of 10 call-back attempts were made before declaring the
residential phone “no contact.” All survey questions were pre-tested
on a smaller sample and adjustments made where necessary. The inter-
viewing took place from 23 July 2014 to 5 September 2014; the mean
length of the interview was 23 minutes. The response rate was 20.3%.
A low response rate for community surveys is increasingly common: a
study by McCarty et al. (2006) examined 80 telephone surveys con-
ducted between 2000 and 2004 and found the modal response rate to
be 25%. Thus, a response rate of 20.3% is expected.

Variables and measures

A scale determining the support for CEW use by police was con-
structed by summing four survey questions, each measuring a separate
dimension of CEW use. Each question was measured using a five-
point Likert scale. Table 1 summarizes these four questions and the
response frequency for each of the response categories. An exploratory
factor analysis indicated that all items loaded onto a single factor (Ei-
genvalue = 2.55) and had a Cronbach’s alpha score of 0.81. These re-
sults suggest that these indicators are a reliable measure of an
individual Albertan’s perceptions of CEW use by police. The scale of
perceptions of CEW use ranges from 0 to 16, where higher numbers
indicate a higher level of support for CEW use by police in Canada.
Only those who answered all four questions were included in the scale,
resulting in a sample size of 1,099. The median score was 10, while the
mean score was 9.65 (s = 0.11), with a standard deviation of 3.63.

Since we were interested in examining support for CEW use, the vari-
able measuring the participants’ perceptions of CEW use was recoded
into a dichotomous variable, whereby those with a score of 12 or
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higher were considered supportive of CEW use by police in Canada.
Recoding the dependent variable from a scale to a dichotomous mea-
sure may raise concern insofar as it reduces a range of outcomes into
just two; however, dichotomizing the variable allowed us to model
general support for CEW use by police, rather than focusing on incre-
mental changes in opinions. Similar approaches have been used when
modelling perceptions of crime or the criminal justice system (Sprott
and Doob 2009; Rollwagen 2014). The score of 12 out of 16 was selected
because it is the point where the 75th percentile is located; further, a
respondent would have to be at least moderately favourable on each of
the four dimensions to achieve this score. Models in which the depen-
dent variable is dichotomized at the 50th percentile (a score of 10)
show generally similar results; however, the 75th percentile was se-
lected because it represents a stronger measure of support. Given the

Table 1: Questions used to measure support for CEW use by police in
Canada

Survey Question Response Category % Reporting Valid Cases
(Missing)

“Less-lethal” weapons such as

Tasers should be made available

to all police officers in Canada

Strongly disagree 6.6 1,181 (23)

Disagree 14.5

Neither disagree nor agree 14.3

Agree 41.1

Strongly agree 21.7

Tasers are a safe policing or law

enforcement tool

Strongly disagree 6.4 1,165 (39)

Disagree 16.5

Neither disagree nor agree 21.3

Agree 40.8

Strongly agree 11.8

The use of weapons such as

Tasers reduces my level of

confidence in the police

Strongly disagree 17.4 1,177 (27)

Disagree 46.2

Neither disagree nor agree 14.2

Agree 14.6

Strongly agree 5.5

Overall, I am satisfied with the

official explanation of injuries

and casualties in Taser-related

incidents in Canada

Strongly disagree 9.7 1,140 (64)

Disagree 21.9

Neither disagree nor agree 20.6

Agree 33.4

Strongly agree 9.1
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dichotomous nature of the dependent variable, logistic regression was
used to model support for CEW use.

We considered the possibility that the results of our analysis might dif-
fer if we used the scale measure of support for CEW use. Specifically,
we fit the data to a Poisson regression model, which is suitable for
modelling count data (Long 1997). The general findings of our logistic
regression persisted in the Poisson regression model, and this gave us
confidence that we were not losing substantive information by dichoto-
mizing the dependent variable. Given these similarities, and the fact
that we were interested in modelling support for CEW use by police,
we present the results of the logistic regression in this paper and note
any differences between the results of the Poisson regression and the
logistic regression.

The purpose of this research was to explore the social and demo-
graphic correlates of support in Alberta for CEW use by police in Can-
ada. Accordingly, the following variables were included in our
analysis: sex, race, age, household income, education, and rural resi-
dency. Variables such as race, age, and income had relatively few re-
spondents in each of the categories. Therefore, to ensure confidence in
the reliability of the model estimates, these variables were recoded into
fewer categories. Table 2 shows the relevant summary statistics for
each of these variables. In addition, the models were examined for pos-
sible interaction effects among variables, with a specific focus on the
way in which age, gender, race, and income worked together to pro-
duce multiplicative effects. However, no statistically significant interac-
tion effects were discovered.

Results

Overall, approximately 35% of participants (n = 386) are supportive of
CEW use by police in Canada. It is also important to note that another
32% of respondents (n = 354) are moderately supportive, having scored
between 9 and 11 out of 16 on the scale of support for CEW use. How-
ever, as hypothesized, favourable attitudes towards CEW use are dis-
tributed unevenly across the population. Specifically, cross-tabulations
of support for CEW use with all independent variables show that
women, racialized minorities and Aboriginal respondents, and young
adults are least likely to strongly support CEW use by police (see
Table 3). The differences among racialized groups appear to be the
strongest: the results show that far fewer racialized minorities and
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Aboriginal respondents support CEW use by police (17.6% and 17.1%,
respectively), compared to non-racialized respondents (39.6%). These
differences are statistically significant (p < 0.05). Age also appears to
have an important relationship at the bivariate level of analysis: only
19.7% of younger adults (18 to 24 years old) support CEW use by
police, compared to 37.5% of adults over the age of 25. Last, more mod-
erate differences in sex are also evident because a higher percentage of
men support CEW use than women. The bivariate relationships exam-
ining support for CEW use with education, rural residency, and low
income status are not statistically significant.

When examining these variables in a multivariate model, the substan-
tial effect of race remains. The odds of supporting CEW use by police
are 66% lower for individuals identifying as Aboriginal or another ra-
cialized minority group, even when controlling for other relevant vari-
ables. In other words, non-racialized minorities are nearly three times
more likely to support CEW use by police than racialized minorities. In

Table 2: Summary statistics of independent variables

Variable Category % Reporting Valid Cases
(Missing)

Sex Male 50.7 1,204 (0)

Female 49.3

Race Aboriginal 3.5 1,189 (15)

Other racialized minority 17.2

Not a racialized minority 79.1

Age Young adult (18–24 years) 12.2 1,168 (36)

Not a young adult (25 years+) 84.8

Low income Low household income (< $30,000) 3.8 951 (253)a

Not a low household income ($30,000+) 75.2

Education Less than high school 6.2 1,198 (6)

High school diploma 18.5

College/undergraduate degree 63.8

Graduate degree 11.0

Rural residence Lives in a rural area 22.8 1,168 (36)

Does not live in a rural area 74.2

a The high number of missing cases for income is not surprising, but is somewhat problematic. In
multivariate models, including this variable will greatly reduce the number of cases. However,
the necessity of including income as a control variable far outweighs this limitation.
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the Poisson regression model, the relationship between identifying as
Aboriginal and support for CEW use was not as strong, but remained
statistically significant (p < 0.1). The effects of age also remain when
controlling for other variables: young people are much less likely to
support CEW use by police. Adults aged 25 or older are nearly three
times more likely to support CEW use by police compared to young
adults. In addition, women are slightly less likely than men (23%) to
support CEW use. Living in a low-income household increases the
odds of supporting CEW use by 96% (p < 0.10); however, it is impor-
tant to note that in the Poisson regression model, the relationship
between low income and support for CEW use by police is not

Table 3: Cross-tabulations of support for CEW use with independent
variables

Variable Category % Supporting CEW
Use

w2

Sex Male 38.9 7.02*

Female 31.2

Total 35.1

Race Aboriginal 17.1 38.40*

Other racialized minority 17.6

Not a racialized minority 39.6

Total 34.9

Age Young adult (18–24 years) 19.7 17.02*

Not a young adult (25 years+) 37.5

Total 35.1

Low income Low household income (< $30,000) 47.6 2.38

Not a low household income ($30,000+) 35.9

Total 36.4

Education Less than high school 36.5 4.96

High school diploma 36.8

College/undergraduate degree 36.1

Graduate degree 25.9

Total 35.2

Rural residence Lives in a rural area 34.4 0.05

Does not live in a rural area 35.1

Total 34.9

*p < 0.05.
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statistically significant. The effects of education and rural residency are
also not statistically significant.

Predicted probabilities of favourable perceptions were calculated for
each combination of race, age, and sex, based on the multivariate
model presented in Table 4. Figure 1 presents these predicted probabil-
ities visually, illustrating variations in levels of support for CEW use
by gender and age across categories of race. From this graph, it is evi-
dent that young women who are Aboriginal or members of another
visible minority group are predicted to have a very low probability of
supporting CEW use (7%) compared to their white counterparts (18%).
Young men are also predicted to be much less likely to support CEW
use by police, particularly young men who are racialized minorities or
Aboriginal (9%) compared to younger, white men (22%). In fact, our
model predicts that older white men have the highest probability of
supporting CEW use compared to any other demographic, with an es-
timated level of support of 46%. Older white women are also predicted
to have a high probability of support (40%).

Table 4: Logistic regression predicting favourable perceptions of CEW use
by police in Canada

b SE Odds Ratio

Women −0.26* 0.15 0.77

Racea

Aboriginal −1.09** 0.44 0.34

Other racialized minority −1.07** 0.24 0.34

Age (18–24) −1.09** 0.30 0.34

Low income 0.67* 0.36 1.96

Educationb

High school 0.06 0.36 1.06

College/undergraduate degree −0.10 0.33 0.91

Graduate degree −0.50 0.40 0.60

Lives in a rural area −0.12 0.18 0.89

Constant −0.06

Notes: −2 log-likelihood = 1049.39; % cases correctly classified = 64.3; Nagelkerke pseudo-R2 =

0.10; N = 827.
a Reference group consists of individuals who do not identify as Aboriginal or as a member of a
racialized minority.
b Reference group consists of individuals who have not completed high school.
*p < 0.10; **p < 0.05.
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Discussion

Empirical studies of public opinion on the police use of force in Canada
are not as extensive as in the United States (see Abraham et al. 1981;
Stenning 1994; Forcese 1999). However, Canada’s top polling firm,
Angus Reid, has conducted public opinion polls on this topic. In a 2010
poll, Angus Reid asked, “From what you have seen, heard, or read,
would you support or oppose issuing a moratorium on the use of Ta-
sers by Canada’s law enforcement agencies?” Forty-nine per cent of re-
spondents indicated support for a moratorium (Angus Reid 2010). In a
poll conducted by the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation in Toronto,
75% of residents believed that all police officers should be equipped
with body-worn cameras (CBC 2016). Eighty-one per cent of survey re-
spondents said they strongly or somewhat agreed that the equipment
would make the police more accountable. While this poll is not about
public opinion on police use of force, the public wanted body cameras
because of their concerns about the use of force by the police. In addi-
tion, a poll on the 1997 APEC Summit found that Canadians believed
that the police had used “excessive force” to disperse protesters (see
Leblanc 1998: A4). Forty-eight per cent of respondents said the RCMP
had used “unreasonable force,” compared with 38%, “who feel pepper
spraying and the pre-emptive arrests were reasonable” (ibid.).
Research on public perceptions, attitudes, beliefs, and experiences vis-

Figure 1: Predicted probability of supporting CEW use by police
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à-vis the police is a fundamental barometer for law enforcement,
which requires both public support and belief in the legitimacy of the
police (see Tyler 1990).

Our study contributes to the literature on public opinion about the use
of force by analysing the responses of a sample of Alberta residents
about CEW use by police in Canada. Specifically, the study sought to
measure the level of public support for CEWs and the social and demo-
graphic correlates of that support. The results of logistic regression
indicate that race and age are key predictors of perceptions of CEW
use by police in Canada. In addition, gender and income have a more
moderate relationship with support for CEW use. The relationship
between living in an urban area and education with support for CEW
use is not statistically significant.

The results predict that individuals identifying as white are nearly three
times more likely to support CEW use by police compared to those iden-
tifying as Aboriginal or members of another racialized group. Jefferis,
Butcher, and Hanley (2011) find, in their study of perceptions of police
use of force, that participants’ overall assessment or perception of the
police and prior contact with the police influenced how they viewed
police use of force. The authors presented participants with objective
video evidence about an arrest made by police and asked them to evalu-
ate the use of force based on their predisposition towards the police. In
particular, participants who expressed support for racial profiling were
more likely to view police use of force as legitimate. In addition, the
authors (ibid.: 92) argue that participants’ “overall tendency to support
the police” is reflected in their support for police use of force.

Much has been written about the relationship between the police and
racialized communities in Canada (Chow 1996; Henry, Hastings, and
Freer 1996; Wortley 1996; James 1998; Henry and Tator 2006; Fitzgerald
and Carrington 2008; Owusu-Bempah and Millar 2010; Satzewich
2011; Comack 2012; Weinrath et al. 2012). Evidence suggests that the
relationship is fraught with mutual suspicions and hostility (La Prairie
2002; Wortley and Tanner 2003; Manzo and Bailey 2005; Tator and
Henry 2006; Wortley and McCalla 2007; Wortley and Owusu-Bempah
2011; Cao 2014). This relationship is arguably one manifestation of a
deeper division in society – unequal relations between the dominant
white population and racialized minority groups (Wortley and Tanner
2003; Galabuzi 2006; Henry and Tator 2006; Tanovich 2006). Aboriginal
peoples and blacks are the most racialized groups in Canadian society
(Henry 2006).
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Consequently, the result of the present study on the impact of partici-
pants’ race on support for CEW use by police must be analysed against
the backdrop of the perception of and confidence in the police, encoun-
ters with the police, and years of accumulated history regarding the
criminal justice system in general. Perception of discrimination is fun-
damental because it further distances such groups from mainstream
society. For instance, being distrustful of police is taught as a “survival
strategy” – a routine part of the socialization process – in black com-
munities (Wortley, Hagan, and Macmillan 1997: 667). This intensifies
the perceptions of injustice and the belief that the criminal justice sys-
tem is unfair (Wortley et al. 1997). On the other hand, if police officers
believe that racial minorities deserve greater surveillance, such as-
sumptions may lead to more contacts with, and scrutiny of, racial
minorities (Tanovich 2006).

These findings are important for several reasons. For instance,
although there are studies demonstrating that the police are more
likely to use force on racial minorities than whites (Alpert, Dunham,
and MacDonald 2004), the evidence remains contradictory in the schol-
arly literature (Ho 1994). McCluskey, Terrill, and Paoline (2005) do not
find support for such differential application of force on suspects (see
also Gau et al. 2010). Nevertheless, “one of the obvious suspect charac-
teristics that may influence use of force is race” (ibid.: 30). Race is often
used as an indicator of socio-economic status (Bonilla-Silva 1997), and
the police generally tend to deploy force on less powerful members of
society (Terrill and Reisig 2003).

Participants’ responses must thus be evaluated based on their environ-
ment. They are situated in a universe of experiences, including those
they have gleaned from family, friends, neighbours, and the media. The
saturation of the social media landscape with videos, pictures, and com-
mentary about the excessive use of force by police has consequences for
perceptions of the use of CEWs. In a “post-broadcasting age” (Li 2009),
where the location of an incident has become irrelevant (Thompson
2005), the widespread availability of “tools of exposure” (Goldsmith
2010: 919), such as cellphones with increasingly sophisticated cameras,
may contribute to such racialized perceptions of police use of force in
general and CEWs in particular. Virtual spaces such as YouTube are full
of videos and images of encounters between police use of force and civi-
lians, such as the CEW-related Robert Dziekanski incident, the water-
shed moment in CEW use in Canada. The public may be particularly
sensitive to deploying force on minority and underprivileged members
of society. In addition, the level of (new and traditional) media coverage
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given to incidents involving the police in the United States arguably has
implications for the police in Canada in spite of the latter’s best efforts.
Canadian police generally enjoy much greater public support than U.S.
police, who have historically earned a reputation for excessive use of
force (Geis and Binder 1990). Nevertheless, digitized incidents from
within and outside Canada may inadvertently shape public perception
of the police and the appurtenances of policing; such views may be inde-
pendent of actual experiences with Canadian police.

One of the missing elements in studies such as this is that while consid-
erable time and space are devoted to analysing minority participants’
views, little effort is made to explain the views of white participants,
perhaps because of the tedium of overstating the obvious. Whites gen-
erally, and white males in particular, tend to support the institutions of
society. Research from the United States, for instance, indicates that
whites are more likely to view agencies of the criminal justice system
such as the police, courts, and prisons as legitimate (Cullen et al. 1996;
Barkan and Cohn 1998).4 The diametrical perspectives on police/poli-
cing among the public suggests “a conflict perspective on race, crime,
and society” (Barkan and Cohn 1998: 744). As members of the domi-
nant group in society, whites may be less likely to question the fairness
of such institutions and disinclined to believe that police organizations,
for example, require reform (see Weitzer and Tuch 2004). The over-
representation of white males in police organizations may also have
an influence on white participants’ perceptions of police (Henry and
Tator 2006; Tator and Henry 2006). Besides, minorities are often over-
represented in deadly-force encounters with police in Canada (see Ped-
icelli 1998). A U.S. study finds that although there was no statistically
significant relationship between a male suspect’s race and the probabil-
ity of the police using a Taser on him, Hispanic/Latino suspects were
two times as likely as white suspects to be tased (Gau et al. 2010). This
creates a feedback loop that may contribute to the rancorous relation-
ship between police and racialized minorities. In a Canadian study, Or-
iola et al. (2012) find that members of the downtrodden class,
including racial minorities and the poor, are more likely to be tased
than other Canadians. These factors contribute to minorities’ much less
positive assessment of the police and what they symbolize.

However, whites’ support for police must be approached with caution.
Wu, Sun, and Triplett (2009), for instance, find that to fully explicate
how race and perceptions of the police in the United States are con-
nected, the socio-economic conditions of a neighbourhood need to be
factored into regression models to observe relationships of statistical
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significance. In other words, the socio-economic conditions of given
neighbourhoods reveal a more nuanced story of how whites and African-
Americans assessed their levels of satisfaction with the police than race
alone. The researchers (ibid.: 148) demonstrate that while African-
Americans have significantly more negative attitudes than whites in
“low disadvantaged neighbourhoods,” the views of whites and blacks
in “high disadvantaged neighbourhoods” are similar.

This suggests that an individual’s perception of police/policing is
determined by external forces and perceived community conscience, or
collective identity. Collective conscience could also explain the ten-
dency of younger people to distrust the police and view them in a less
favourable light than the middle-aged or elderly. This has been ob-
served in several studies (see Hagan, Shedd, and Payne 2005; Carr,
Napolitano, and Keating 2007). The present study finds that younger
people have less favourable views of police use of CEWs. Participants
aged 18 to 24 are predicted to hold a more negative view of CEW use
in policing than individuals aged 25 and older. The results of our study
are consistent with previous studies on age and support for police gen-
erally, which find that younger people are less supportive of police
than older individuals (Hagan et al. 2005; O’Connor 2008). This is
partly a function of socialization: young people who have friends who
hold a negative opinion of the police will develop negative perceptions
of the police (O’Connor 2008). Attitudes towards the police become
more positive as individuals grow older (ibid.).

In addition, the present study supports a gendered schism regarding
support for CEW use in policing. Female participants are estimated to
hold a less favourable view of the use of CEWs in policing than male
participants. Mandel (2013), for instance, found gender differences in
attitudes towards police use of Tasers in the aftermath of the Robert
Dziekanski case. Women were significantly more opposed to Taser
use, more likely than men to support reducing police officers’ use of
Tasers, had a higher likelihood of blaming the police for Dziekanski’s
death, and demonstrated a stronger emotional response to the incident
(ibid.). The findings of the present study are consistent with the avail-
able evidence on empathy (Han, Fan, and Mao 2008) in assessing fair
and unfair treatment (Kluwer, Tumewu, and Van den Bos 2009) and a
tendency to support the most vulnerable (Sims, Chin, and Yordon
2007; Mandel 2013) in contentious circumstances.

Our study does not find any statistically significant relationship
between education and CEW support, although education may play a
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role in gender effects on CEW support. Results from Alberta’s 2011
National Household Survey show that, across all levels of educational
attainment (except for trade certificates and qualifications), Aboriginal
women’s educational achievement far exceeds that of their male coun-
terparts. For example, 27.1% of Aboriginal women aged 35 to 44 and
21.4% aged 55 to 64 held college diplomas, compared to 18.3% and
14.1% of Aboriginal men in the same age groups (Alberta Treasury
Board 2011: 6). Further, 13.6% of Aboriginal women aged 35 to 44 and
10.2% aged 55 to 64, compared to 7.6% of Aboriginal men in both age
categories, had attained university degrees (ibid.). A study of Aborigi-
nal peoples in Canada (Cao 2014) indicates that educational attainment
negatively affects respondents’ perceptions of the police. More point-
edly, “Education [was] negatively related to confidence in the police
with the less educated having higher levels of confidence” (ibid.: 513).

Such results underscore two theoretically contingent factors related to
how class may frame the understanding of police and policing among
Aboriginal peoples. First, as Cao’s (2014) study shows, as educational
attainment rises, so does the negative perception of police. In this regard,
it could be that this trend features the feedback of more Aboriginal
women than men. Second, and interconnected with Aboriginal women’s
minority group status in Canada, the negative trend in police confi-
dence, if plausibly explained more by Aboriginal women’s assessments
than those of their male counterparts, could indicate the long-lasting im-
plications of historical injustices committed against Aboriginal women
at the hands of the criminal justice system. The long list of missing or
murdered Aboriginal women is instructive. In 2014, the RCMP released
a report stating that 1,181 reports of such women had been recorded
(164 missing and 1,017 homicides) and that, of these, 225 had not been
resolved (RCMP 2014). It is possible that Aboriginal women’s responses
to questions about CEW use by police are tempered by such conditions
due to their gendered subjectivity and other identities as mothers, sis-
ters, daughters, aunts, guardians, and so on, as well as victims – usually
at the hands of males.

Evidence that higher educational attainment results in less confidence
in the police was also observed by Weitzer and Tuch (1999, 2002) and
noted by Wu (2010). Brown and Benedict (2002) argue that the relation-
ship could be explained by the connection between liberalism and
higher education. Variables like political affiliation, university degree
type (Arts, Science, Business, etc.), and personal ideology as markers of
socio-economic status need to be considered as part of the complex
puzzle of understanding attitudes towards the police. Evidence
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suggests that “better-educated persons are more likely to hold liberal
attitudes favouring civil liberties and, as a result, view the police less
favourably than those with lower levels of education (ibid.: 565).

While Brown and Benedict’s (2002) supposition here may be evidenced
in an appropriate study, it is crucial to recognize that race, gender, eth-
nicity, and age could, both independently and collectively, alter
staunch, soft liberal, or other political inclinations, regardless of univer-
sity degree type or major. This phenomenon re-invokes the theoretical
underpinnings of intersectional analyses in providing an enhanced
understanding of any social phenomenon. It is worth reiterating that
our study does not find any statistically significant relationship
between education and support for the use of CEWs by police. How-
ever, we strongly believe that more research, particularly within the
Canadian context, is required in this area.

Conclusion

A national study on the use of force by Canadian police and support
for CEW use is long overdue. Future studies may consider a nationally
representative sample; this study used data collected in Alberta. Ex-
panded CEW use necessitates such a study. Questions may be included
to probe the objections of those who do not support CEWs; regional
comparisons may also be useful. In addition, a survey with a larger
sample size will provide the statistical power necessary to examine
possible interaction effects among race, gender, and age. Exploring
interaction effects would provide insight into how various dimensions
of social identity work together to shape perceptions of CEW use by
the police. In other words, both the technical aspects and public per-
spectives on CEW use are crucial. Similarly, future studies may con-
sider public attitudes towards police in Canada. For instance, focus
groups or in-depth interviews with members of the public could delve
deeper into the knowledge base and assessment of risk that individuals
navigate and negotiate every day. Such feedback from the public
would be beneficial and augment this study by better addressing what
Tulloch and Lupton (2002: 366) term the “buzz of risk.” In other
words, citizens of multiple backgrounds and subjectivities may well
already have measured, reflective, and informed opinions on the effi-
cacy of policing and the tools (e.g., CEWs) they deploy to do their
work. Moreover, these methods may provide insight into the point of
view (i.e., lived experiences) that individuals ascribe to when navigat-
ing the familiar/unfamiliar and the risky/banal consequences of life.
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Such points of view are largely on display during the widely employed
public consultation process associated with policy change, implemen-
tation, and oversight (see 680 News 2013).

In conclusion, although police have a “rule-like, social fact quality”
(Zucker 1987: 444) and are perceived as a seamless “part of the natural
order of things” (Crank and Langworthy 1992: 360), their activities,
such as using CEWs, do not appear to enjoy universal support. The
lower level of support for CEW among women, younger people, and
ethnic minorities suggests elements of mistrust. This may be connected
with concerns about excessive use of force (Skolnick and Fyfe 1994;
Pedicelli 1998). While Canadian police generally enjoy tremendous
support from the public, perceptions are difficult to overcome, whether
or not they have a basis in reality. This calls for greater engagement
with these specific groups in society.

Notes

1 This study is part of a broader research project called Less-Lethal Force Op-
tions in Canada: Taser Adoption by the Police and Its Consequences, sup-
ported by a Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council Insight
Development Grant (430–2012–0545). The authors wish to acknowledge the
comments and suggestions of three anonymous reviewers and the editor of
the CJCCJ. We also extend a huge thank you to the staff of the Population
Research Lab (PRL), Department of Sociology, University of Alberta. The
PRL collected the data for this study as part of the 2014 Alberta Survey.

2 Conducted energy weapons (CEW) are also referred to as neuromuscular
incapacitating devices, electro-muscular disruption technology, and con-
ductive energy devices (Levine et al. 2007). The leading CEW product is the
Taser, manufactured by Taser International.

3 Devices produced by Taser International, particularly the TASER X26, are
the market leaders among CEW and the most widely used in Canada.
Therefore, debates about CEW in Canada focus on Tasers.

4 The U.S. and Canadian contexts have important similarities and differences
in ethno-racial dynamics and the treatment of minorities in the criminal jus-
tice process. There are historical examples of racial exclusion in both the
United States and Canada; e.g., both countries share racialized histories of
trans-Atlantic slavery; discrimination against Japanese, Chinese, and other
Asian minorities in the 19th and 20th centuries; and the colonization of
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Aboriginals (Grabb and Curtis 2005). Regarding ethno-racial relations in
the two countries, the authors (ibid.: 215) conclude in their comparative
analysis, “We see divergences between the two societies that are sufficiently
great to make us disagree with the assertion that there are no meaningful
differences between Canada and the United States on the question of social
inclusion and tolerance of ethnic and other minorities. However, . . . we do
believe that most claims of truly large differences between the two peoples
are almost certainly illusions.” Findings from the United States apply to the
Canadian context only when we account for the important differences
between the two countries and their criminal justice processes. We are
grateful to one of the anonymous reviewers for pointing out the critical di-
vergences between the United States and Canada vis-à-vis the texture of
ethno-racial relations in the course of maintaining order.
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