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Background

• Official data on OIS are “a national embarrassment” 1

• Rise of crowdsourced data
• WAPO, The Guardian, Fatal Encounters, Mapping Police Violence…

• Accompanying increase in studies utilizing these data 2-5

• …Accompanying increase in our understanding of OIS?

• BUT NEVER FORGET: 
• All of these databases only track *fatal* OIS

1 Alpert 2015; 2 Nix et al. 2017; 3 Bor et al. 2018; 4 Cesario et al.  2018; 5 Johnson et al. 2019





What’s the Big Deal?

• Deadly force = “physical force capable of or likely to kill; it does not 
always kill” 6

• Police officers often miss 

• People often survive gunshot wounds

• What factors influence the likelihood of an OIS becoming fatal?
• Rounds fired/landed, gun caliber, proximity to trauma centers, whether 

officers administer aid

• Whether bullets hit vital organs

6 Fyfe 1978:32



VICE News Data

• Sought information on all OIS by the 50 largest jurisdictions in the US, 
from 2010 to 2016

• FOIA requests, district attorneys, some crowdsourcing

• Some apparent shenanigans with a few agencies

• Final sample: 4,117 OIS across 47 jurisdictions*

https://news.vice.com/en_us/article/a3jjpa/nonfatal-police-shootings-data


Variation Across Jurisdictions

• Overall fatality rate = 37%

• Ranges from low of 
16% (St. Louis) to a high 
of 71% (Boston)

• Caution against ranking



• A lot of the variation 
is noise

• Even the outliers aren’t 
that far outside the 
predicted funnel

• Still, some interesting 
regional patterns

Credit: Andrew Wheeler



Takeaways

• OIS are statistically rare events
• Very hard to “predict” them with regression models

• Especially without a meaningful benchmark 7

• Fatal OIS are not a random sample of all OIS
• Fatality rate varies across both time and space

• Aggregation bias

• Are we misleading ourselves when we analyze datasets that only 
capture fatalities?

7 Tregle et al. 2019



An Example Using VICE

• What percentage of people shot at by police were White, Black, or Latinx?

FATALITIES ONLY ALL OIS

Mean Std. Dev. Min Max Mean Std. Dev. Min Max

% White 35.6 22.0 3.0 81.8 30.7 20.0 4.8 76.7

% Black 44.3 30.0 4.0 90.3 48.0 28.2 4.8 87.4

% Latinx 16.1 19.7 0.0 56.0 17.4 16.6 0.0 51.2

* NOTE: N = 21 jurisdictions

https://news.vice.com/en_us/article/a3jjpa/nonfatal-police-shootings-data


An Example Using VICE
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An Example Using VICE
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An Example Using VICE
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An Example Using VICE
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Implications

• We need to know about every time an officer shoots at someone
• Ideally, every time they point their guns 8

• Many major city departments are leading the way in terms of transparency

• Rethink waiting for EMS?
• Difference between life and death can be minutes

• EMTs often administer painkillers, which can make it difficult for surgeons to 
communicate with victims

• Researchers: remember what we can and cannot conclude by 
analyzing crowdsourced fatal OIS data

8 Wheeler et al. 2017
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