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Moving Targets: An Examination of Departmental Firearms Policies and Police Shootings at Vehicles 
John Shjarback, Ph.D. Department of Law and Justice Studies, Rowan University

Julie Ward, Ph.D. Department of Medicine, Health, & Society, Vanderbilt University

Introduction

Departmental Silence/Permissiveness versus Restrictions

Analytical Plan & Findings

Do restrictive deadly force policies reduce the likelihood and frequency of police shootings at moving vehicles?

*There is no single, uniform use of force policy
-approx. 18,000 police departments in the US; based on case law and 
state statutes 

100 largest municipal police departments in the US (city/dep = unit of 
analysis)

DVs: Sub-set of fatal and non-fatal, injurious police shootings of citizens (2015-
2020) from the Gun Violence Archive (GVA)
-Binary/dummy (0,1)  0 = no departmental shootings; 1 = at least 1
-Pooled count  total number of departmental shootings (0 – 9)

IVs: 1) Departmental permissiveness versus restrictiveness
-Binary/dummy (0,1)  0 = silence, permissiveness, authorization
 1 = restrictive language with prohibitions

        2) Language instructing officers to avoid placing themselves in path of car    
             and/or moving out of the way (0 = no; 1 = yes)
 
Controls: violent crime and homicide rates, concentrated disadvantage, 
jurisdiction’s population estimates

US police fatally shoot approximately 1,000 people each year
-Another approx. 800 survive after being struck by gunfire

-2015-2020: 774 people shot when ”vehicle” classified as weapon (7.4%)

Departmental/Administrative Policy
Long history of evidence suggesting policy restrictiveness reduces police 
shootings and use of force more broadly
-fleeing felon standard  in defense of life only

National consensus of 11 leadership organizations (e.g., IACP, NOBLE) 
-Model policy includes restrictions on shooting at/from moving vehicles

Data & Measures

Conclusion

1. Bivariate correlations
2. Multivariate analyses: Logistic Regression (DV #1) and Negative 
Binomial Regression (DV #2) modeling

Departments with more restrictive firearms policies re: moving 
vehicles were less likely to 1) have these types of shootings and 2) 
had fewer of them – net of controls
-Policy language instructing officers to move out of the way of 
moving vehicles was not associated with this subset of police 
shootings

This paper is a work in progress with plans to submit to Policing: A Journal of Policy and Practice. 
This study relied on data from: The Gun Violence Archive (GVA), police departments’ use of force/firearms policies from public 
records requests (largely through Campaign Zero/8 Can’t Wait campaign), FBI’s UCR system, and the US Census Bureau.
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