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Whereas, the World Health Organization (2002) defines violence as “the intentional use of physical force or
power, threatened or actual, against oneself, another person, or against a group or community, that either
results in or has a high likelihood of resulting in injury, death, psychological harm, maldevelopment or
deprivation” (p. 4).

Whereas, Amnesty International describes police brutality (also known as police violence or law enforcement
violence) as forms of various human rights violations by police, including but not limited to beatings, racial
abuse, unlawful killings, torture, or indiscriminate use of riot control agents at protests (Amnesty International,
2020).

Whereas, police brutality and law enforcement violence disproportionately affect Black and Hispanic/Latinx
communities (Buehler, 2016; Edwards et al., 2018; Hyland et al., 2015).

Whereas, policing - and police brutality - in the United States has strong historical roots including (1) slave
patrols in the South to enforce behavior of enslaved people (predominantly of African origin) (Hansen, 2019), (2)
the Texas Rangers’ brutality towards Indigenous Americans and the Mexican people (Bullock Texas State History
Museum, n.d.; Sandlin, 2018), and (3) enforcement of Black Codes and Jim Crow laws (Alexander, 2010, pp. 32-
44).

Whereas, between January 1, 2012 and February 12, 2018, 10,057 people were killed by police. The vast
majority of these deaths were among men who, on average, suffered 2.8 deaths per day (Edwards et al., 2018).
Since 2015, police have killed nearly 1,000 people annually (The Washington Post, 2020). Another form  of
police brutality arises when police indiscriminately use force against protestors. In 2020, this has included: (1)
dragging a young woman from a car while using a taser against her, (2) hitting protestors in the face  with
rubber bullets and teargas containers, and (3) shooting pepper spray directly into the face of protestors who
appear to be complying with police (Dewan & Baker, 2020; Heisler et al., 2020).

Whereas, law enforcement violence is also present in primary and secondary education systems. Nearly one-
third of students in the U.S. attend a school where police are present, but there is no school-based mental
health provider (i.e., counselor, nurse, psychologist, or social worker; Whitaker et al., 2019). Law enforcement in
schools can escalate school disciplinary referrals to arrestable offenses (e.g., Curran et al., 2019; Whitaker et al.,
2019), creating unnecessary involvement in the juvenile justice system. When this happens, students with
disabilities, Black and Indigenous students bear the brunt of the police system, having higher rates of being
referred to police and arrested than white students (Whitaker et al., 2019, p. 24). Students, particularly students
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of color, face police brutality in the forms of both psychological (e.g., decreased perception of safety at school
[e.g., Nakamoto et al., 2019]) and physical violence (e.g., Advancement Project, 2018; Stelloh & Connor, 2015).

Whereas, the United Nations Crime Congress’s Basic Principles on the Use of Force and Firearms by Law
Enforcement Officials (1990) describes an obligation of law enforcement to respect and protect life and use
lethal force only when unavoidable.

Whereas, governing bodies within the United States, including the Supreme Court, have affirmed that law
enforcement officers do not have a Constitutional duty to protect individuals, but only the public at large
(DeShaney v. Winnebago County, 1989; Town of Castle Rock v. Gonzalez, 2005; Warren v. District of Columbia,
1981).

Whereas, the Supreme Court of the United States has permitted the policy of qualified immunity for law
enforcement. Qualified immunity shields government employees from lawsuits if the employee “does not
violate clearly established statutory or constitutional rights of which a reasonable person would have known”
(Harlow v. Fitzgerald, 1982, para. 1). In many cases, law enforcement officers are largely protected in cases of
law enforcement violence, creating “an absolute shield for law enforcement officers” (Kisela v. Hughes, 2018, p.
15, Sotomayor dissenting). Between 2005 and 2007, 44% of courts favored police in cases of excessive force,
granting qualified immunity; between 2017 and 2019, that percentage rose to 57% (Chung et al., 2020).
Therefore, qualified immunity is an obstacle to restorative justice for victims of law enforcement violence.

Whereas, law enforcement violence promotes inequality across the social determinants of health leading to
worse health and social outcomes, such as poorer mental health (DeVylder et al., 2018), increased risk of
diabetes and obesity (Sewell, 2017), more years of life lost (Bui et al., 2018), and generational trauma (Bryant-
Davis et al., 2017). Yet, there are no national health objectives (i.e., Healthy People 2030) calling to reduce law
enforcement violence (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2020).

Whereas, calls to end law enforcement violence through reforms have led to additional funds to law
enforcement agencies (e.g., for sensitivity training and body cameras) (District Attorney Orange County New
York, 2020; U.S. Department of Justice, 2016) and attention to use of force policies. Body camera reforms do not
have a strong effect on officer behavior, citizen willingness to cooperate with police, or citizen satisfaction with
police interaction (Lum et al., 2019). The use of force policies are largely inadequate, lacking explicit guidance
that may save lives and reduce the public health toll on communities (Obasogie & Newman, 2017).

Whereas, budget allocation throughout the United States represents a larger investment in the criminal and
legal system than in services that promote health. The United States spends twice as much on the criminal and
legal system (inclusive of police, prison, and courts) than it does on welfare (including Temporary Assistance for
Needy Families (TANF), Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), and supplemental social security)
(Ingraham, 2020). In metropolitan areas, a similar pattern occurs. For example, in Detroit, Michigan in 2019,
police department expenditures exceeded health department expenditures by $280.6 million (Hendrickson,
2020).

Therefore, be it resolved, the Society for Public Health Education, Inc. (SOPHE) shall:

1. Declare law enforcement violence/police brutality as a threat to community and public health, and share
this declaration with its chapters, the Coalition of National Health Education Organizations (CNHEQO), and
other organizational partners.

2. Educate members on the historical foundations of law enforcement violence and systemic and
institutionalized racism in the United States, and the effects of these systems of oppression on the social
determinants of health, social needs, and health outcomes through:

a. Providing webinar education and training on the Center for Online Resources and Education (CORE).
b. Directing SOPHE journals to prioritize manuscripts on these topics.
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Develop resources for members to engage in advocacy to eliminate law enforcement violence and
encourage police reform and/or abolition including (1) revisioning of the role of a safe society by reducing
the notion of security through violence, and (2) support prevention by reallocating funds from budgets, such
as law enforcement, to programs supporting economic, environmental, health, and racial justice.
Support local, state, and national campaigns on criminal justice policies and reforms that call for fair
treatment of all populations; and, raising awareness of law enforcement violence and the effects of violence
on community health.
Adopt a social impact policy to strategically assess sites for the Annual Meeting or other conferences/in-
person events through a critical lens. Prior to a decision being made, a report will be presented to the Board
on a potential city’s police violence record, including publicly available information on the local law
enforcement agency’s reforms and the locality’s dedication to reducing policing.
Contact (1) local government representatives (e.g., Mayor's Office or City Commission), (2) local law
enforcement agencies, and/or (3) tourism offices/commissions in SOPHE event-host cities to affirm SOPHE's
support of adopting policies that reduce use of force by law enforcement and encourage the re-
appropriation of police budgets to community health, mental health, and social services.
Urge local, federal, and state governments and agencies to:
a. Allocate funding to intervention studies to eliminate law enforcement violence.
b. Adopt policies removing law enforcement and similar policing strategies from primary and
secondary education settings.
c. Contextualize law enforcement violence as a public health issue and include the elimination of law
enforcement violence in national health objectives.
d. Implement and enforce policies and evidence-based practices to eliminate law enforcement use of
force without allocating additional funds to law enforcement agencies to implement these practices.
e. Invest in community health and social services by identifying new funding streams, such as
reallocating funds from the criminal and legal system.
f. End qualified immunity for, and thereby increase accountability of, law enforcement workers.
g. End militarization of law enforcement forces.

Society for Public Health Education | 10 G Street, NE Suite 605 | Washington, DC 20002 | 202.408.9804 Fax 202.408.9815
www.sophe.org | @SOPHEtweets



References

Alexander, M. (2010). The new Jim Crow. The New Press.
Amnesty International. (2020) What is police brutality? https://www.amnesty.org/en/what-we-
do/police-brutality/

Bryant-Davis, T., Adams, T., Alejandre, A., & Gray, A. A. (2017). The trauma lens of police
violence against racial and ethnic minorities. Journal of Social Issues, 73(4), 852-871.

https://doi.org/10.1111/josi.12251

Buehler, J. W. (2016). Racial/ethnic disparities in the use of lethal force by US police, 2010-
2014. American Journal of Public Health, 107(2), 295-297.

https://doi.org/10.2105/AJPH.2016.303575

Bui, A. L., Coates, M. M., Matthay, E. C. (2018). Years of life lost due to encounters with law
enforcement in the USA, 2015-2016. Journal of Epidemiological Community Health, 72(8), 715-718.

Bullock Texas State History Museum. (n.d.). The Texas Ranger story. Bullock Texas State History Museum.
Retrieved September 15, 2020, from https://www.thestoryoftexas.com/discover/campfire-
stories/texas-ranger

Chung, A., Hurley, L., Januta, A., & Gomez, G. (2020, May 8). Shielded. Reuters.
https://www.reuters.com/investigates/special-report/usa-police-immunity-scotus/

Curran, F. C,, Fisher, B. W,, Viano, S., & Kupchik, A. (2019). Why and when do school resource officers engage in
school discipline? The role of context in shaping disciplinary involvement. American Journal of
Education, 126(1), 33-63. https://doi.org/10.1086/705499

DeShaney v. Winnebago County, 489 U.S. 189 (1989).

DeVylder, J. E., Jun, H. J., Fedina, L., Coleman, D., Anglin, D., Cogburn, C., ... & Barth, R. P.
(2018). Association of exposure to police violence with prevalence of mental health symptoms among
urban residents in the United States. JAMA network open, 1(7), e184945-e184945.

Dewan, S., & Baker, M. (2020, June 2). Facing protests over use of force, police respond with more force. The

New York Times. https://www.nytimes.com/2020/05/31/us/police-tactics-floyd-protests.html

District Attorney Orange County New York. (2020, June 12). District Attorney Hoovler announces funding for

Society for Public Health Education | 10 G Street, NE Suite 605 | Washington, DC 20002 | 202.408.9804 Fax 202.408.9815
www.sophe.org | @SOPHEtweets



police agencies for body-worn cameras and implicit bias training [Press release]. Retrieved from

https://www.orangecountygov.com/CivicAlerts.aspx?AID=1054

Edwards, F., Esposito, M. H., & Lee, H. (2018). Risk of police-involved death by race/ethnicity
and place, United States, 2012-2018. American Journal of Public Health, 108(9), 1241-1248.

https://doi.org/10.2105/AJPH.2018.304559

Hansen, C. (2019, July 10). Slave patrols: An early form of American Policing [National Law Enforcement
Museum]. Blog: On the Beat. https://lawenforcementmuseum.org/2019/07/10/slave-patrols-an-early-
form-of-american-policing/

Harlow v. Fitzgerald, 457 U.S. 800 (1982).

Heisler, M., Mishori, R., & Haar, R. (2020). Protests against police violence met by more police violence—a
dangerous paradox. JAMA Health Forum. doi:10.1001/jamahealthforum.2020.0739

Hendrickson, C. (2020, June 16). Fact-checking Rep. Rashida Tlaib’s claim on Detroit’s police

spending vs. healthcare. Detroit Free Press.
https://www.freep.com/story/news/local/michigan/detroit/2020/06/16/fact-check-detroits-police-vs-
health-spending-gap/3194086001/

Hyland, S., Langton, L., & Davis, E. (2015). Police use of nonfatal force, 2002-11 (NCJ 249216). U.S. Department of
Justice, Office of Justice Programs, Bureau of Justice Statistics.
Ingraham, C. (2020, June 4). U.S. spends twice as much on law and order as it does cash

welfare, data show. The Washington Post. https://www.washingtonpost.com/business/2020/06/04/us-

spends-twice-much-law-order-it-does-social-welfare-data-show/

Kisela v. Hughes. No. 17-467, 584 U.S. (2018). (Sotomayor, S. dissenting).
https://www.supremecourt.gov/opinions/17pdf/17-467_bgm1.pdf

Lum, C., Stoltz, M., Koper, C. S., & Scherer, J. A. (2019). Research on body-worn cameras.

Criminology & Public Policy, 18(1), 93—118. https://doi.org/10.1111/1745-9133.12412

Nakomoto, J., Cerna, R., & Stern, A. (2019). High school students’ perceptions of police vary by student race and
ethnicity: Findings from an analysis of the California Healthy Kids Survey, 2017/18. WestEd.

Obasogie, O. K., & Newman, Z. (2017). Police violence, use of force policies, and public health.

Society for Public Health Education | 10 G Street, NE Suite 605 | Washington, DC 20002 | 202.408.9804 Fax 202.408.9815
www.sophe.org | @SOPHEtweets



American Journal of Law & Medicine, 43, 279-295. https://doi.org/10.1177/0098858817723665

Sewell, A. A. (2017). The illness associations of police violence: Differential relationships by

ethnoracial composition. Sociological Forum, 31(S1), 975-997. https://doi.org/10.1111/socf.12361

Stelloh, T., & Connor, T. (2015, October 26). Video shows cop body-slamming high school girl in S.C. classroom.
NBC News. https://www.nbcnews.com/news/us-news/video-appears-show-cop-body-slamming-
student-s-c-classroom-n451896

The Washington Post. (2020, August 31). Fatal force.

https://www.washingtonpost.com/graphics/investigations/police-shootings-database/

Town of Castle Rock v. Gonzalez, 545 U.S. 748 (2005).
United Nations Crime Congress. (1990). Basic principles on the use of force and firearms by law

enforcement officials.
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/Professionallnterest/Pages/UseOfForceAndFirearms.aspx

U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. (2020). Healthy People 2030 Objectives. HealthyPeople.Gov.
https://health.gov/healthypeople/objectives-and-data/browse-objectives

U.S. Department of Justice. (2016, September 26). Department of Justice awards over 520

million to law enforcement body-worn camera programs [Press release].
https://www.justice.gov/opa/pr/department-justice-awards-over-20-million-law-enforcement-body-
worn-camera-programs

Warren v. District of Columbia, 444 A.2d. 1 (D.C. Ct. of Ap. 1981).
World Health Organization. (2002). World report on violence and health: Summary.

https://www.who.int/violence injury prevention/violence/world report/en/summary en.pdf

Society for Public Health Education | 10 G Street, NE Suite 605 | Washington, DC 20002 | 202.408.9804 Fax 202.408.9815
www.sophe.org | @SOPHEtweets



