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The concept of a use of force continuum is not new to the law enforcement profession. Many years 
ago, use of force continuums were commonly included in law enforcement policies ostensibly to help 
law enforcement professionals and civilians understand force options. But for more than two decades, 
the best practice has been to avoid the inclusion of use of force continuums in policy. 

Recently, the pendulum has swung again as reform groups advocate for law enforcement 
agencies to adopt use of force continuums in policy to address concerns of excessive force and 
reduce the level of force used by law enforcement professionals.

Lexipol has strongly advocated against the inclusion of any sort of force continuum or escalation 
scale for many years, based upon favorable language from the courts and due to the concerns 
explained below. 

Overview on Use of Force Continuums
A use of force continuum is a chart or checklist that correlates a level of force to specific levels of 
resistance. For example, if a suspect’s resistance is categorized as “passive resistance or verbal 
refusal,” a use of force continuum might suggest acceptable force responses as “verbal commands” 
and/or “control holds” and/or “pain compliance techniques.” Use of force continuums are generally 
organized in terms of increasing resistance (from no resistance to posing a deadly threat) and the 
corresponding intensifying interventions (from no intervention to the use of deadly force). 

Use of force continuum charts present many issues that eventually led many practitioners and trainers 
to eliminate them, including: 

1. The use of force continuum models are unlikely to reflect applicable legal standards in an 
accurate, precise, and comprehensive manner.1

2. There are many use of force continuum models (more than 50² ) and multiple variations of 
those basic models. Different use of force continuums categorize the same force techniques at 
different levels. Continuums also use concepts and definitions that are not universally consistent 
among law enforcement trainers and agencies. These inconsistencies and discrepancies are 
confusing and can yield catastrophic results.

¹Ciminelli M. (2014) Legal Implications of Use-of-Force Continuums in Police Training. 
http://www.aele.org/Continuum2014.pdf
² ibid

http://www.aele.org/Continuum2014.pdf
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3. Use of force continuums may actually lead an officer to use more force because they promote 
an “if … then” model of reacting to situations rather than teaching officers to use their discretion, 
judgment, and communication skills to resolve incidents with as little force as possible. 

A quick example can help illustrate how use of force continuums can cause confusion: 

An officer stops a motorist for speeding, then learns the driver’s license has been revoked due to a 
prior arrest for DUI—an arrestable offense. The officer tells the driver she is under arrest and directs 
her to exit the vehicle, but the driver places both hands on the steering wheel and tells the officer 
she is not budging. After numerous directives to release her hands and exit the vehicle, the officer 
knows he must take a different approach. 

Use of force continuums use terms or phrases to describe the resistance posed by a person, such as 
“resistance,” “passive resistance,” and “active resistance.” But which form of resistance is the driver 
showing? Is clutching a steering wheel “passive”? Is it still passive if the car is on? Is it still passive if the 
car is on and there is a child or adult in the backseat who may be in distress? Which form of resistance 
this driver is showing and what action the officer should take would depend on the use of force 
continuum model that agency uses, as opposed to allowing an officer to use their judgment or even 
common sense depending on the nuances of each situation.

Lexipol’s Position on Use of Force Continuums
Since Lexipol’s inception, we have monitored case law and state legislation, and neither has 
required the adoption of use of force continuums within policy or training. The inconsistencies and 
discrepancies within continuum models described above also create risks by mandating that officers 
use a level of force that may be far greater or far less than what is reasonable in a given situation. For 
these reasons, Lexipol’s does not include a continuum in its Use of Force Policy.

Lexipol’s policy, instead, guides officers to follow the precedent set by the Supreme Court in Graham 
v. Connor that force must be “objectively reasonable.” According to the Supreme Court, use of force 
is analyzed under the Fourth Amendment’s prohibition of unreasonable searches and seizures: “…
the question is whether the officers’ actions are ‘objectively reasonable’ in light of the facts and 
circumstances confronting them, without regard to their underlying intent or motivation…The 
‘reasonableness’ of a particular use of force must be judged from the perspective of a reasonable 
officer on the scene, rather than with the 20/20 vision of hindsight…The calculus of reasonableness 
must … allow for the fact that police officers are often forced to make split-second judgments—in 
circumstances that are tense, uncertain, and rapidly evolving—about the amount of force that is 
necessary in a particular situation.”3  This analysis acknowledges the complexity of use of force and 

³Rockwell v. Brown, 664 F.3d 985, 991 (5th Cir. 2011), citing Graham v. Connor, 490 U.S. 386, 397, 109 S.Ct. 
1865, 104 L.Ed.2d 443 (1989). (internal cites omitted)
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the consequent need for it to be examined on a fact-specific, case-by-case basis – not pursuant to a 
prescribed formula or set of expectations. 

Since a use of force continuum is often a graph or flowchart, it attempts to condense the complex 
use of force analysis into a seemingly simple “prescribed formula.”4  A continuum strives to precisely 
quantify what kind of force can be used against individuals exhibiting various levels of resistance to 
lawful police directives or actions. As a practical matter, however, use of force continuums are difficult 
to apply because they cannot encompass all the variables present in use of force incidents, which are 
often unpredictable and dynamic. In any format, a use of force continuum is not a panacea for guiding 
officers through actual force situations. This simplistic understanding does not take into account, 
as the Supreme Court noted, that the use of force occurs in “tense, uncertain, and rapidly-evolving” 
situations. The legal implications regarding use of force continuums have been well documented by 
various authors.5   

The mere fact that an officer did not follow the prescribed force on the continuum chart could be 
considered evidence of unreasonableness. On the other hand, even if an officer follows the agency’s 
use of force continuum model exactly, the level of force could later appear, or in fact be, unreasonable 
depending on the specific circumstances of the incident.  

No use of force continuum will align perfectly with all situations encountered in the field. Any model in 
policy or training could cause unreasonable physical harm, be used as evidence of unreasonableness, 
and/or lead to legal liability. Rather, aligning policy with the established case law around objective 
reasonableness—as Lexipol’s policy does—provides the best guidance for officers. 

Note: Agencies that subscribe to Lexipol policy content may have policy content that differs from the content referred 
to here. Lexipol subscribers receive policy content that incorporates state-specific legal and regulatory requirements. 
Also, each subscriber is encouraged to customize policy content to ensure it is applicable, practical, and functional for 
their agency as well as to ensure it meets the unique needs of their department and their community.

4Shinn, Timothy, “Who Fired that Shot, at Once the Truth Declare: The Objective Reasonableness Test and the Role of the Use 
of Force Continuum in Assessing Use of Force Incidents” 29 March 2016. CUREJ: College Undergraduate Research Electronic 
Journal, University of Pennsylvania, http://repository.upenn.edu/curej/203.
5Shinn, Timothy, “Who Fired that Shot, at Once the Truth Declare: The Objective Reasonableness Test and the Role of the Use of 
Force Continuum in Assessing Use of Force Incidents” 29 March 2016; Ciminelli, Michael L. “Legal Implications of Use-of-Force 
Continuums in Police Training.” (2014); Wallentine, Ken “The Risky Continuum: Abandoning the Use of Force Continuum to Enhance 
Risk Management (2009).


