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Summary

Brazil and the Philippines stand out in their respective regions with regard to the people killed by 
on-duty police officers, both in absolute numbers and per capita. Whereas in Brazil, extraordinarily 
high levels of such killings have, to a greater or lesser extent, been a persistent phenomenon for the 
past decade, the Philippines saw rather low levels for at least a decade until 2015, which, however, 
then escalated in summer 2016 when Rodrigo Duterte became president with his promise to “fatten 
the fish” in Manila Bay with the corpses of the drug criminals (Duterte 2016, quoted in BBC 2016). 

This report presents the initial results of a comparative analysis of police use of deadly force in 
Brazil and the Philippines over the last decade or more. Unlike previous studies, it is not centered 
on individual cases or national analyses. Instead, after a descriptive analysis of the situation at the 
national level, it focuses on the subnational level of government in both countries, then going on to 
compare how the macro-variables analyzed correlate with the use of lethal force by the police in the 
two cases, with the objective of verifying whether the dynamics and explanatory factors are similar.

Police violence is not uniformly distributed in the two countries, but varies significantly over time 
and space. We argue that this difference can be explained in two ways: first, as the outcome of 
variation in structural variables, such as levels of poverty, inequality, urbanization, or crime levels, 
and second, as an outcome of variation in subnational “political will” and the actions of political ex-
ecutives, who may use the means at their disposal to influence policing practice in their respective 
jurisdictions. 

This report, which will be the first in a series, focuses exclusively on the first of these explana-
tions: the influence of broad structural factors on police use of deadly force. 

In terms of theory, the report relies on two competing explanations for police use of force. Con-
flict theory assumes society to be economically and racially divided, with elites using state institu-
tions, especially the police, to safeguard their interests and suppress discontent. Thus, police vio-
lence should overwhelmingly impact members of groups that are perceived as potentially dangerous 
underclasses. Consensus theory emphasizes the dimension of shared values and goals of a society, 
arguing that security and order are common objectives and the police a core state institution working 
for the common good of all. Thus, police violence should, in principle, not target any particular group, 
but result from actions against criminals challenging the established orders in defense of a shared 
societal consensus about a preferable order. 

Both theories translate into different assumptions about the determinants of police violence. 
Consensus theory argues that, in principle, policing pays no regard to person or status, the core de-
nominators of use of deadly force should directly relate to the danger or threat emanating from the 
environment or specific situation in which the police operate. Police use of force should be largely 
reactive to threats from individuals or groups in this environment. Conflict theory links police violence 
to the repression of marginalized groups, with police use of force aiming at averting any danger to 
elite interests emanating from these groups. Therefore, police violence should primarily focus on 
members of such disadvantaged and potentially dangerous groups as the urban poor, or ethnic or 
racial minorities. 



For both Brazil and the Philippines, our analysis considers the influence of core structural vari-
ables on police use of deadly force, as suggested by consensus and conflict theory, focusing on 
demography (population density), economy (inequality, poverty,) and crime (homicide/index crime, 
drug trafficking/affectation). Moreover, each of the two studies includes further variables that allow 
for additional details, based on data only available in one country. For both cases, we separated the 
analysis into two periods: before 2016 and after, when in both countries, new national governments 
explicitly called for a much tougher approach to crime.

As with most of the empirical literature on this topic, a mixed picture emerged in our two compar-
ative case studies. Overall, the explanatory power of structural variables was stronger in the Philip-
pines than in Brazil. 

For Brazil we find mixed results for conflict and consensus theory. In the first period (2011–2015), 
population size is positively correlated to the use of police deadly force, whereas poverty showed a 
negative correlation. This means that in these years, police lethality was more frequent in more popu-
lous and less poor states. In the second period (2016–2021), only unemployment shows a correlation 
— a change in the dynamics of police lethality, in which the economic crisis may have played a role. 
Regarding consensus theory, only carjacking correlates with police use of deadly force in the first pe-
riod, while homicide is the only variable that correlates in the second period, indicating that there is a 
change in the context of violence in which police lethality occurs.

The analysis of the subnational units in the Philippines produced a number of unexpected results. 
While police use of force varied with the population density and population size of the subnational 
units, it was negatively correlated with poverty, i.e., poorer units recorded higher levels of police use 
of deadly force. Further, levels of inequality did not influence police use of deadly force. Thus, overall, 
support for conflict theory is lacking for the case of the Philippines. Levels of serious crime likewise 
showed no correlation with police use of deadly force, but police use of deadly force rose with drug 
affectation in provinces and cities for both periods, signaling some support for consensus theory. 
Based on this, it could be argued that police use of force varies with levels of crime, here, with a spe-
cific focus on drug crime.

It is important to note the lack of “fit” between the significant variables in the two countries. De-
spite possible methodological limitations, what we in fact observe from the data is that the variables 
that are correlated with the use of lethal force by the police mostly differ between the two countries, 
that is, each country has its own dynamics and even macro-level explanations have considerable 
contextual limitations. When examining possible explanations for the use of lethal force by the po-
lice, it is important to consider intermediate factors of meaning, culture, normative order, and socially 
established practice. 
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1. IntroduCtIon

On a superficial level, what differentiates a police officer from an ordinary citizen is the former’s pre-
rogative to use force for a legitimate reason. Acting as a branch of the state, police officers are the 
most visible aspect of the state’s claim to a monopoly on violence. Of course, in a democracy, it is 
expected that this force be used reasonably and only when strictly necessary, always geared toward 
guaranteeing and respecting the rule of law.

The precise definition of reasonable and necessary use of force, especially deadly force, is vague, 
subjective, and open to discussion depending on circumstances. Nevertheless, some general princi-
ples apply to the legitimate use of deadly force that are, in one way or another, replicated in national 
laws and police regulations worldwide. The United Nations have elaborated on these in the “Basic 
Principles on the Use of Force and Firearms by Law Enforcement Officials”:

Law enforcement officials shall not use firearms against persons except in self-defense 
or defense of others against the imminent threat of death or serious injury, to prevent the 
perpetration of a particularly serious crime involving grave threat to life, to arrest a person 
presenting such a danger and resisting their authority, or to prevent his or her escape, and 
only when less extreme means are insufficient to achieve these objectives. In any event, 
intentional lethal use of firearms may only be made when strictly unavoidable in order to 
protect life. (United Nations 1990)

Nevertheless, the indiscriminate use of deadly force by police institutions has been a serious and 
widespread problem in several countries. Use of deadly force constitutes extreme actions that 
should be rare, but are in fact very frequent in Brazil and the Philippines, the countries we focus on.

Although both are relatively consolidated democracies, Brazil is one of the countries with the 
highest level of police use of deadly force worldwide and the Philippines have the highest in the 
Southeast Asian region, with the latter exhibiting a steep rise from July 2016 onward during the war 
on drugs initiated by newly elected President Duterte. The use of high levels of deadly force by those 
who should be enforcing the law signals the absence of a credible commitment to due process and 
the rule of law by the most visible state institution of law enforcement — the police. Almost complete 
impunity illustrates that the mindset extends well into other law enforcement institutions. Thus, these 
dynamics indicate a major problem for democracy.

The aim of this research is not only to identify the incidence of police use of deadly force but in 
fact chiefly to explore the reasons that help explain the subnational variation of its occurrence. The 
core question of the project is simply: Which factors can explain variation in police use of deadly 
force across time and space in the two countries. 

In this first report on the use of deadly force in Brazil and the Philippines, we establish the struc-
tural baseline by analyzing to what extent subnational violence levels relate to structural variables, 
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such as poverty, inequality, urbanization, or criminal violence. These factors affect police perceptions 
of their working environment, thereby also influencing policing strategies, tactics, and practices.

The juxtaposition between these two countries proposed in this report is justified not only be-
cause of their high rates of lethal use of force, but also because both have seen an increase in such 
violence in recent years, specifically coinciding with the rise of national governments with an iron-fist-
ed agenda. Further, although there is substantial research on the predictors of lethal force by the 
police, most studies focus on the United States, which has a very different reality to countries in the 
developing world. Bearing this in mind, we will try to observe the internal dynamics of each country 
to then reflect on what they have in common and how they differ.

In the following chapter, we will first introduce two general theories on the causes of police use of 
deadly force that take two different perspectives on the police role in society as their starting point. 
We will then establish several macro-determinants of police use of deadly force that relate to one 
or both theories. Chapters three and four provide an analysis of the role of those determinants in 
explaining spatial variation of police use of deadly force between and temporal variation within sub-
national units in Brazil and the Philippines. Chapter five places the findings in a comparative perspec-
tive, discusses their implications and limitations, and points to potential areas for future research. 

1.1 CONFLICT OR CONSENSUS: CONTENDING THEORIES SITUATING POLICE AND   
 POLICE USE OF FORCE IN SOCIETY

In this section, we will present some of the causes set out by the literature that could help explain the 
magnitude and variation of the use of deadly force by the police from a macro perspective.

It goes without saying that individual decisions by police officers to use deadly force depend on 
a vast array of factors that relate to multiple analytical perspectives, ranging from macro to micro 
levels, such as historical, social, political, institutional, organizational, situational, cultural, and psy-
chological factors. We can therefore examine the individual level (viewing police officers as auton-
omous agents with specific personal and psychological profiles that impinge on their willingness 
to use force), situational (considering the contextual dynamics in which the police carry out violent 
actions), organizational (taking the specific attributes of police institutions and their leaders into ac-
count), political (regarding the political and ideological direction of those in positions of power), or 
the social and cultural environment (the relationship between the police and the community, and the 
values and attitudes of citizens) (Belur 2010; Cubas et al. 2015; Kania and Mackey 1977; Mesquita 
Neto 1999; Worden 1995).

Any study that aims to look at the issue of the use of deadly force from only some of the afore-
mentioned perspectives, including this report, must make a disclaimer regarding the limits of the 
work. We are taking just a few perspectives into account when addressing a complex and multidi-
mensional problem. This study only considers issues related to macro aspects of the use of deadly 
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force by the police. Here we can draw a distinction between two major perspectives on the macro-de-
terminants of police use of force: the conflict and the consensus theory. 

1.1.1 ConflICt or SoCIal threat theory

Conflict theory’s core assumption is that societies are economically and racially divided.1 For this rea-
son, hegemonic groups, especially those belonging to political and economic elites, use state institu-
tions and apparatus to safeguard their interests. In this sense, law enforcement is not a neutral actor 
but rather a tool to secure the demands of ruling classes. For this reason, state institutions target and 
criminalize minorities, treating them as “dangerous underclasses”, while guaranteeing protection and 
security for those in power (Liska 1987; Liska and Yu 1992; Renauer 2012). 

In this view, inequality is at the core of coercive control that targets some groups more than oth-
ers. The greater the inequality, the worse the living conditions, the larger the threat to elite interests, 
the more substantial the role of coercion as a control strategy. This happens because the status quo 
“is an unstable condition that must be sustained by sanctions or their threat” (Jacobs and O’Brien 
1998: 838–9)839. Excessive police use of deadly force is expected in environments with a large 
“economic underclass with little to lose and much to gain from redistributive violence” (Jacobs and 
O’Brien 1998: 839). This situation is most likely to occur in densely populated urban areas, where 
there is a higher chance of political and economic divisions having severe political consequences if 
not controlled, and where higher levels of social disorganization lower the social integration of neigh-
borhoods and result in higher levels of crime (Bellair 2017; Kubrin and Weitzer 2003). 

Such a perspective echoes many aspects of the police forces we study here, since they operate 
in deeply elitist, hierarchical, and unequal societies, in which rights depend on social position. In the 
Brazilian case, Pinheiro (2001; 1994) states that the use of violence by police forces should be ana-
lyzed under the aspect of a resilient authoritarian political culture which results in a schizophrenic 
democracy, in which governments’ exercise of power mirrors a hierarchical and violent society. 

1   Race and ethnicity are socially constructed terms used to divide humans into groups based on perceived 
visible and non-visible characteristics. This categorization can be self or other-based and is often linked to 
a differential treatment of certain groups. The term is a particular focus of concern in policing where race 
influences treatment, threat perception, policing styles, and ultimately the use of force. Ethnicity/race data in 
datasets relies on self-categorization or racial attribution by others and neither provides any form of “objec-
tive” categorization, referring instead to an imagined construction of self, we, and other that is meaningful for 
the person who makes the attribution. With respect to police use of force it is important that the attributes are 
visible or audible, be it in the form of skin color, style of clothing, language or dialect, specific location, etc. in 
a way that resonates with the ethnic/racial stereotypes in the minds of the individual police officers, so that 
they establish the categorization.  

  Thus, given our research question, the term is unavoidable insofar as it can guide the action of police officers 
in the field. That being said, in order to signal its fundamentally problematic character we choose to put it into 
italics.
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Several other authors use arguments from conflict theory to explain the high rates of police use 
of deadly force in Brazil (Huggins 2000; Pinheiro, Izumino, and Fernandes 1991; Paixão 1988; Paixão 
and Beato 1997; Caldeira 2002; Caldeira 2000). In an in-depth study on the authoritarian profile of 
Latin American police, Gonzalez (2020) shows that “[d]ifferences in the distribution of protection 
and repression often reproduce social cleavages and inequalities” (González 2020: 105). For the 
Philippines, the literature is scarce. Jensen and Hapal (Jensen and Hapal 2022: 154) argue that the 
securitization of the drug problem in Duterte’s war on drugs “represents a depoliticisation of mar-
ginalisation and exclusion that serves to preserve elite privilege”. While there is a consensus that, in 
absolute numbers, police and vigilante violence during the war on drugs targeted mostly urban poor, 
a comparatively large number of local government officials and police officers were also killed in po-
lice operations and as a result of the accompanying rise in death squad activities (Atun et al. 2019: 
105), suggesting more complex dynamics. Similarly, other analyses find vast support for the war on 
drugs among all segments of the population, including the urban poor (Curato 2016; Arguelles 2019; 
Jensen and Hapal 2022). 

Whereas race as a discriminatory category plays no role at all in the Philippines, it seems to be 
far more significant in Brazil. Similar to the US, blacks are overrepresented among the victims of fatal 
police violence compared to their population share (Bueno et al. 2019). Further, it seems that this is 
just the tip of the iceberg when it comes to differential treatment of blacks by the police in Brazil. Sin-
horetto et al. found evidence of racial filtering in police action, which is reflected in the total number 
of arrests made and in police lethality (Sinhoretto et al. 2020).

The racialized aspect of police use of deadly force is also a pressing theme in the literature on 
the United States that draws on conflict theory. Undoubtedly, relative to their share of the population, 
blacks are disproportionately victimized by deadly police violence. In a number of multivariate anal-
yses, however, this overrepresentation disappears as soon as other factors are considered. Thus, 
while some studies argue that population increase and criminal violence, as well as inequality and 
race, are highly predictive in explaining police use of deadly force (Jacobs and Britt 1978; Worden 
1995)”plainCitation”:”(Jacobs and Britt 1978; Worden 1995, others conclude that economic inequality 
and racial variables are unrelated to police killings, as other environmental variables can explain why 
blacks are more likely to be killed in the US (Jacobs and O’Brien 1998: 853)853. 

In a survey of multivariate analyses of the determinants of police use of fatal and nonfatal force 
in the US, Klahm and Tillyer (2010) point out that despite several decades of research, evidence is 
still mixed, even for essential structural variables such as race and social class. While the authors 
do not document negative findings, positive findings are countered by mixed results (race/ethnicity: 
2 positive, 7 mixed, 8 no relationship; social class: 5 positive, 2 mixed, 2 no relationship). Overall, the 
authors argue that “there is little consistency in terms of reported effects of exogenous variables 
across studies”. A qualitative review of more than 40 studies that focused explicitly on the role of 
race in actual police use of force (fatal and nonfatal) also concluded that the relationship remained 
unclear (Hollis and Jennings 2017). 
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To sum up, while the relationship between police use of (deadly) force and race and class is 
seemingly self-evident at first glance, quantitative studies considering a more significant number of 
variables signal that the relationship might receive qualified support at best. 

1.1.2 ConSenSuS theorIStS

Early consensus theorists came from a functionalist perspective and envisaged societies as places 
of shared values, goals, and articulation, which worked to establish harmony. From this perspective, 
law enforcement is geared toward reflecting society’s aims and acts to guarantee them. So, the func-
tion of the police is “to meet the defense needs of society as a whole rather than any subdivision 
within it” (Chamlin 1989: 554). Thus, law enforcement should, in principle, not target or protect any 
particular status group, but equally distribute resources and actions according to necessity in the 
face of law violations. 

Consensus theory recognizes that the definition of threats to society, which are classified as vio-
lations of the law that law enforcement institutions must address, varies across countries, as does 
the assessment of the level of threat and the appropriate level of punishment. Consensus theory 
argues that this threat perception is more grounded in socially shared values than in the interests of 
a few powerful groups. In this sense, it is not the assumed interest of a dominant class that triggers 
coercive police behavior, as “police officers are hardly automatons blindly following dominant group 
imperatives. […] The salience of threats perceived directly by the police should be more important 
than distal threats to the dominant group” (Holmes 2000: 349).

The more significant and violent the specific social threat, the greater the reaction of law enforce-
ment institutions. Thus, environments with higher levels of crime and police victimization should 
coincide with higher levels of policing and police use of deadly force (Liska 1987; Liska and Yu 1992; 
Renauer 2012). Overrepresentation of certain groups among the victims of police use of force could 
then be explained, on the one hand, by higher levels of crime among these groups, resulting in, for ex-
ample, variation in policing styles toward members of these groups and, on the other hand, by differ-
ential exposure to the police due to them residing in specific neighborhoods with high levels of crime.

In principle, consensus theory would suggest that police use of deadly force should be propor-
tional to the level of (serious) crime and threat in the environment in which the police operate. At 
first glance, clearly excessive use of force, as in the case of extralegal killings, then seems difficult to 
explain by means of this theory, insofar as the victims in the specific situations did not necessarily 
pose any danger and extralegal violence breaks the very laws that society agrees upon. However, this 
argument overlooks the fact that with both conflict and consensus theory, the same problem must 
be explained: the massive transgression of the law by law enforcers in order to enforce the law. While 
conflict theory assumes that excessive violence necessitates the unspoken consent of the ruling 
elites, consensus theory assumes that the police act against a background of a much broader tacit 
societal consent. Examining the case of Brazil, Willis (2015) shows that from the construction of 
the bandit as an evil and amoral subject who harms the community a consensus emerges — a tacit 
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agreement, which allows the execution of people who are considered criminals (even without due 
process of law) as a strategy to protect the community and ensure its safety. The same holds true for 
the Philippines (Kreuzer 2020; Jensen and Hapal 2022), where there was broad tacit societal support 
for Duterte’s war on drugs. In both cases, consensus on the use of deadly force necessitates the of-
ficial denial of illegality and requires the actions of deadly force to be carried out under the guise of 
self-defense or defense of others if those actions are to be officially linked to the law enforcement 
intuitions and not to death squads or other vigilante groups.

Empirically, serious crime is probably the only predictor of police use of deadly force for which, 
in this perspective, there are comparative analyses across many countries. While of limited validity 
due to severe data problems, a study by Osse and Cano (2017) comparing crime and police use of 
deadly force across 11 countries concluded that available data “supports the idea that police reliance 
on firearms is related to the violence experienced in a given country” (Osse and Cano 2017: 645). In 
a similar vein, a qualitative comparison of the US and Canadian experience finds that “the perceived 
threat and calculated risk for police officers in the United States is substantially higher […]. As a re-
sult, police officers in the United States utilize deadly force in greater frequency than in most western 
nations” (Parent 2006: 236). 

Extensive research on the US suggests that violent crime rates are the best predictors of police 
use of deadly force. The differences between societal groups when it comes to involvement in cer-
tain forms of crime, resulting in differences in police exposure, is one explanation for the racial dis-
parity in police use of deadly force. A recent micro-level multivariate analysis showed that “police use 
of deadly force is a function of serious crime-firearm violence in particular. Race does matter but only 
insofar as it increases the level of firearm violence” (Klinger et al. 2016: 212). Another county-level 
analysis similarly concludes that there is a strong correlation between police-related fatalities and 
murder rates, also observing a clear-cut correlation between property crime and assaults on officers, 
all of which is in line with the consensus perspective on police use of force (Kopkin 2019). Explicitly 
analyzing the relevance of crime rates and socioeconomic disadvantage, Weisheit et al. (2022) find 
that “both play a role in police killings”, concluding, however, that socioeconomic disadvantage is 
the more important determinant (Weisheit et al. 2022: 145). Thus, there is substantial prior research 
which suggests that variables deriving from both models may matter. 

1.1.3 maCro-determInantS of polICe uSe of deadly forCe 

The US studies provide an important blueprint for research, if only because they identify structural 
factors which probably impact police use of deadly force: race, poverty and inequality, urbanization, 
and city size, as well as the level of violent crime. Further, there is some empirical evidence for both 
the conflict and consensus theory of police use of deadly force. According to these theories, police 
use of deadly force is an expression of the aim of the dominant societal groups to exercise repres-
sion to keep the threats of the unruly subaltern classes in check, on the one hand, and a result of a 
societal consensus on the need to “maintain society’s values, goals, and needs” (Liska and Yu 1992: 
11) through crime control, on the other. 
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The analyses below apply this perspective on the structural determinants of police use of deadly 
force to two countries in the Global South, one which is rife with racial prejudice, the other without 
visible racial divides which might impinge on police use of force. 

Both countries qualify as democracies, albeit with defects. However, the last few decades have 
seen regular elections with government changes in both countries. While some criticism of specific 
governments would be justified, overall, the media enjoy high levels of freedom in both countries, 
with scandals being exposed regularly. At the same time, both countries have high levels of criminal 
violence and poverty, as well as inequality. 

The selection of the study variables based on the US seems appropriate, not so much because 
the US is by far the most accurately “measured” country in terms of determinants of police violence, 
but mainly because the US is significantly closer to the Philippines and Brazil in terms of the depen-
dent, as well as a large number of independent, variables than to the core countries of the Global 
North (see the tables in the online appendix). Brazil, the Philippines, and the United States all have 
high levels of inequality and violent crime, as well as high levels of police use of deadly force. 

The following empirical part of this report will focus on the core question of how far the structural 
dimensions discussed above matter in terms of explaining the within-country variation of police use 
of deadly force in Brazil and the Philippines. Each of the following two chapters is structured accord-
ing to the steps followed in the study:

First, each chapter presents the choice and limits of the datasets used for analysis. Second, they 
provide descriptive mapping of police use of deadly force at the national and state levels. Third, they 
make correlations between the structural variables discussed above and police use of deadly force. 
Due to space constraints, more detailed explanations for the choices we made when selecting data 
have been moved to the online appendix which can be viewed here: https://www.hsfk.de/police-use-
of-deadly-force-in-brazil-and-the-philippines.

Our analyses include variables deriving from conflict hypothesis according to which we would 
expect police use of deadly force to be higher in environments characterized by significant economic 
and social inequality and higher levels of poverty, as in such environments threats to the elite should 
be most prevalent. In multi-racial settings, we would also expect racial bias in such violence. 

While the consensus hypothesis would acknowledge that these factors have a certain value, its 
focus is on the direct relationship between the level of crime and police use of force. It argues that, 
to a large extent, police violence is a reaction to or mirrors the violence encountered in the environ-
ment in which the police are policing. In high-crime environments, we may expect higher numbers of 
police-citizen encounters, resulting in an increased threat of escalation. 

https://www.hsfk.de/publikationen/publikationssuche/publikation/police-use-of-deadly-force-in-brazil-and-the-philippines-what-macro-level-factors-tell-us
https://www.hsfk.de/publikationen/publikationssuche/publikation/police-use-of-deadly-force-in-brazil-and-the-philippines-what-macro-level-factors-tell-us
https://www.hsfk.de/publikationen/publikationssuche/publikation/police-use-of-deadly-force-in-brazil-and-the-philippines-what-macro-level-factors-tell-us
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2. polICe uSe of deadly forCe In BrazIl

In Brazil, violence is not only widespread in society, but is also the language and instrument employed 
by authority. In this context, the exercise of power by the police is marked by arbitrary practices and 
coercive methods, including the use of excessive force. These practices are not only present during 
regimes of exception but also in democratic periods. This model of authority is not established and 
maintained based on the legitimate right to exercise power but rather on the imposition of coercive 
methods, which guarantees submission through feelings of resignation and fear (Oliveira, Zanetic, 
and Natal 2020).

This background allows us to understand what makes systemic police brutality possible but is 
insufficient to explain spatial and temporal variation in the Brazilian context. To advance our un-
derstanding of this phenomenon, it is necessary to observe its dynamics in detail, analyze its spa-
tial-temporal variations, and verify whether and how these relate to other variables.

2.1 THE STRUCTURE OF THE POLICE IN BRAZIL

Under Brazil’s last authoritarian military regime (1964–1985), the police were directly subordinated 
to the army and acted as auxiliary forces of political repression. The permanent exchange between 
the police and the army on training, experiences, repression, and abusive tactics exacerbated the 
preexisting violent tendencies of the police. The worst years of the dictatorship were a period of in-
tense political violence, in which persecutions, kidnappings, torture, deaths, and disappearances of 
political opponents were carried out by the Brazilian government, with the direct participation of the 
police (Coimbra 2000). 

With the end of the military dictatorship and the return to democracy, public security was largely 
delegated to the 27 federal states, which took over responsibility for maintaining the police forces 
and formulating and implementing public security policies. This civilianization and decentralization 
occurred with no institutional reforms regarding the forces’ ideological orientation, techniques, and 
action strategies.

The democratic constitution of 1988 stipulated two separate police forces: the civil police and 
the military police. The first is defined as the civil and judicial police, responsible for registering and 
investigating crimes; the second is the police in charge of prevention and street patrol. Importantly, 
the military police are defined as an auxiliary force of the army, preserving military aspects in the cor-
poration’s structure, training, ranks, and, especially, the mindset of police officers. Both police forces 
are organized on the federal state level, i.e., Brazil has a total of 27 military and civil police forces, one 
for each state. 
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2.2 A BRIEF SKETCH OF THE DATA

Essentially, there are two primary data sources on police use of deadly force, each with considerable 
problems. The Mortality Information System (SIM) is a national database which compiles informa-
tion on the cause of death based on death certificates filled out by doctors. The database also in-
cludes the category of “legal intervention”. Here underreporting is estimated to be between 50 per-
cent and close to 80 percent (Jesus and Mota 2010; Lopes et al. 2018; Ryngelblum and Peres 2021).  

In the absence of an official national database, accessing data on people killed by the police in 
Brazil therefore means collecting it from each of the police forces of the 27 states. It also necessi-
tates the development of strategies for dealing with missing information, intermittent data, and a 
lack of standardization in the categorization the information. We mainly relied on Brazil’s Access to 
Information Law to gather the necessary information.2 We sent petitions to the states requesting 
data on police lethality (people killed by civilian and military police, on and off duty) and police vic-
timization (civil and military police officers killed on and off duty) between 2007 and 2020. While far 
superior to the above datasets, our data still suffered from missing information. We compensated for 
the missing data by adding data published in the “Anuário do Fórum Brasileiro de Segurança Pública” 
and inputs from the “Pesquisa Perfil das Instituições de Segurança Pública” (for the detailed data and 
information on the sources, see the online appendix). The same strategy was used to determine the 
number of police victimized during the period under study. 

As there was a large concentration of missing data in the first four years of the data collection 
(2007–2010), we decided to start the analysis in 2011, allowing us to improve the quality and reliabil-
ity of data significantly. 

2.3 DESCRIPTIVE ANALYSIS 

The overwhelming number of people killed by the police died in on-duty encounters with members 
of the military police (84 percent; for details, see the online appendix). This is to be expected as the 
military police are tasked with patrolling the streets and consequently have the highest number of 
citizen encounters. In addition, 10.5 percent of deaths resulted from off-duty actions by members of 
the military police. Considering our research interests and corresponding information quality and re-
liability, we decided to focus on data on people killed by military police on duty.

2   This law, enacted in 2011, provides publicity and transparency of information related to public authorities (ex-
cept when protected by secrecy). The law determines that all states of the federation maintain, on their official 
websites, a communication channel that allows the registration and monitoring of requests for information by 
citizens.

https://www.hsfk.de/publikationen/publikationssuche/publikation/police-use-of-deadly-force-in-brazil-and-the-philippines-what-macro-level-factors-tell-us
https://www.hsfk.de/publikationen/publikationssuche/publikation/police-use-of-deadly-force-in-brazil-and-the-philippines-what-macro-level-factors-tell-us
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2.3.1 the natIonal SCenarIo

Overall, police use of deadly force has seen a solid upward trend of around 210 percent over the past 
decade, with the sharpest growth from 2016 to 2018, followed by stabilization at a high level during 
the subsequent years (see Figure 1). Adjusted to population, this translates as a rate of 1.05 police 
killings per 100,000 inhabitants in 2011, which peaked in 2020 at 2.7. The dramatic rise in killings 
from 2016 to 2018 coincides with the presidential term of Michel Temer,3 who took over as president 
after the impeachment of Dilma Rousseff. Unlike his predecessor, who largely avoided the issue of 
public safety and left it to the state governors, Temer took a rather bellicose stance which focused 
on a tougher approach and brought the armed forces (controlled by him) into the equation as a secu-
rity provider in Rio de Janeiro. Temer’s successor, Jair Bolsonaro, advocated even more repressive, 
iron-fisted approaches, among them providing the civilian population with firearms and introducing 
policies endorsing official tolerance of and support for police use of deadly force, while voicing oppo-
sition to the prosecution of such acts at the same time.

Fig. 1: People killed by military police on duty, 2011–2021, Brazil (count).

Overall, the data related to social conflict theory at the national level shows that the rise of people 
killed by the police corresponds to a broadly similar rise in unemployment (see Figure 2) with a time 
lag of approximately one year. This signals that heightened police use of force could be interpreted 
as a reaction to rising unemployment, which in turn is associated with economic crisis. 

From a consensus perspective, there is some evidence of the link between police use of deadly 
force and the level of serious violent crime (homicide; see Figure 3) for a period, but this does not 

3   During Michel Temer’s presidency, there was a significant shift in public security policies, characterized by a 
more repressive and overt approach, compared to the more preventative stance of the Dilma Rousseff era. 
This shift was reflected in initiatives such as a federal military intervention in the security of Rio de Janeiro, 
proposals for constructing additional federal prisons, and a belief that the country needed more weapons and 
less research.
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hold over time. During the first wave of rising police killings, we find a similar increase in homicides, 
but in the following years, there is an abrupt downward turn in homicides in 2018 and 2019, i.e., the 
opposite trend, with homicide falling while police lethality rises. It could possibly be argued that there 
is a negative correlation between the two, which would mean, for example, that the increase in police 
killings would result in a reduction of homicides by eliminating potential offenders. We will return to 
this point later in the chapter. 

Fig. 2: Unemployment, 2012–2021, Brazil (rate). 

Fig. 3: Homicide, 2011–2021, Brazil (rate).

On the national level, we find no support for consensus theory regarding the relationship between 
police use of deadly force and the rate of police killed (see Figure 4). If at all, a negative relationship 
can be hypothesized for the second post-2016 period, when the steep rise in police use of deadly 
force occurred in parallel to an equally steep fall in the number of police officers killed on duty. This 
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suggests that from 2016 onward, police used deadly force even more indiscriminately, including in 
situations where there was no threat to the police. 

Fig. 4: Military policemen killed on duty, 2011–2021, Brazil (rate per 100,000 officers).

Nevertheless, one key problem of national aggregate data is the high level of aggregation that 
hides not only subnational variation but also allows strong effects in a small number of units to have 
an excessive distorting influence on the perceived development over time. Rio de Janeiro, with less 
than 8 percent of the country’s population, was regularly responsible for 15 to 27 percent of police 
killings, with numbers rising from approximately 440 to over 1,500 between 2011 and 2018. On the 
other hand, São Paulo, with approximately 21 percent of the Brazilian population, accounted for a 
share of police killings that fluctuated between 25 and 11 percent, with a clear downward trend during 
the past decade. Finally, the Federal District, with 3 percent of the population, accounted for less than 
0.1 percent of police killings throughout the decade. 

This small number of examples of variation between subnational units and within units over time 
illustrate that the lack of fit between potential independent variables and police use of deadly force 
may be a result of a problematic level of observation, where specific relationships cancel each other 
out in the summation at a highly aggregated level. Thus, in the following analysis, we will turn to the 
state level, i.e., the level on which the various police forces are organized and to whose political es-
tablishment they are answerable. 

2.3.2 temporal and SpatIal ComparISon wIthIn and Between StateS

As previously mentioned, the Brazilian federation is composed of 27 federal units (26 states plus the 
Federal District), which are, according to the Federal Constitution, responsible for formulating and 
implementing public security policies and managing state police forces.
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Each state has a civil police and a military police, which are usually under a secretary of public 
security, who is appointed and dismissed according to the governor’s wishes. This means that, within 
the hierarchy, the police are subordinate to the state-level executive branch and can have the focus of 
their work and policing practice changed depending on who is in charge at the time. 

National-level data mask significant variation in the extent of police killings in the various politi-
cal units. For the whole period from 2011 to 2020, Rio de Janeiro police proved the most fatal, killing 
approximately five civilians per 100,000 inhabitants each year, whereas in the Federal District the rate 
stood at 0.11 killings. Overall, 13 states and the Federal District have rates lower than 1 and a further 
5 states have rates of between 1 and 2. 

These substantial differences suggest that while overall violence is relatively high, the excesses 
are driven by a much smaller number of subnational units and would be better explained by a spatial 
variation on the subnational level. Given that besides Rio de Janeiro, the highly rural and peripheral 
Amapá and Rio Grande do Sul stand out, we can conclude that the variation is also neither a simple 
geographical nor an urbanization-related phenomenon.

Further, as shown in Figure 1, national data indicate strong growth in police killings of 210 percent be-
tween 2011 and 2020. However, this overall trend masks significant subnational variation. While the rates 
of police killings rose in all but one state between 2011 and 2020, the magnitude of growth differed dra-
matically (see Figure 5). While in São Paulo, police killings rose by 35 percent, killings in Goiás increased 
by more than 8,000 percent. Goiás actually moved from the second lowest rate in 2011, with 0.1 deaths 
to the second highest in 2020 with 8.63 deaths per 100,000 inhabitants. A more detailed analysis, going 
beyond these illustrative examples, shows that this trend toward higher levels of police use of deadly 
force is mainly stronger among the states with high police fatality rates, i.e., they pull the national trend.

Fig. 5: Temporal and spatial variation in police use of deadly force, 2011–2021, Brazil.
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The illustration above compares four of the 27 political units. It illustrates our argument about the 
crucial importance of considering subnational temporal and spatial patterns (for the complete data 
on all units, see the online appendix).

The extent to which structural variables can account for this development across units and over 
time is examined in the following section. 

2.4 STRUCTURAL EXPLANATIONS FOR POLICE USE OF DEADLY FORCE

In this section, we look at explanatory variables suggested by the literature, examining their cor-
relation with police use of deadly force. These variables comprise socioeconomic conditions with 
respect to conflict theory (such as poverty and inequality), and crime rates and police victimization 
with respect to consensus theory.

Our variable of interest here is police use of deadly force, i.e., the rate of people killed by military 
police officers in the line of duty. The correlated variables for structural conditions linked to conflict 
theory are race (i.e., the percentage of self-declared white people), Gini index (measuring levels of 
inequality in the states), poverty and unemployment (measurement for economic conditions).

The variables related to the consensus hypothesis are rates of homicide, carjacking, drug traffick-
ing, drug use, possession of illegal firearms, and military police killed on duty (police victimization) 
as a direct threat to police officers’ lives (on the sources for the different variables, see the online 
appendix). 

The analyses performed in this section are simple Pearson correlations, that is, a statistical con-
struct that measures the linear association between two continuous variables, indicating the strength 
and direction of the relationship, with a value between -1 and 1, where a 1 and -1 indicates a perfect 
linear relationship and 0 indicates that the two variables are not correlated at all. For the interpreta-
tion of the correlations, we consider results below 0.29 as weak, from 0.3 to 0.59 as moderate, 0.5 to 
0.79 as high, and above that as very high.

For analytical purposes, the data presented here were divided into two time series, the first 2011–
2015 and the second 2016–2021. In making this choice we considered both the dynamics of the 
national political context, which involved an impeachment, and the changes in the public security 
paradigm, indicating a split between the two periods. We also took into account the general trend of 
the data on people killed by the military police, which show acceleration of growth starting in 2016. 

The results of the correlation between use of deadly force and demographics can be seen in Ta-
ble 1. Among the related variables, population size shows a weak (0.25) but significant (at the 0.05 
level) positive correlation with police use of deadly force in the first period, but this correlation does 
not extend to the second period. This means that between 2011 and 2015, police lethality tended to 
be slightly more concentrated in the most populous states, but when the numbers of killings by the 

https://www.hsfk.de/publikationen/publikationssuche/publikation/police-use-of-deadly-force-in-brazil-and-the-philippines-what-macro-level-factors-tell-us
https://www.hsfk.de/publikationen/publikationssuche/publikation/police-use-of-deadly-force-in-brazil-and-the-philippines-what-macro-level-factors-tell-us
https://www.hsfk.de/publikationen/publikationssuche/publikation/police-use-of-deadly-force-in-brazil-and-the-philippines-what-macro-level-factors-tell-us
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police increased this dynamic changed, probably because cases increased more in less populous 
states. Population density, in turn, showed no correlation, indicating that in the Brazilian case, police 
lethality is not necessarily concentrated in the more densely populated states.

2011-2015 2016-2021

Correlation Significance Correlation Significance

Population 0.257 0.0028 -0.046 0.5560

Density 0.091 0.2956 -0.074 0.3435

Race 0.4831 <0.0001 -0.2032 0.0093

Table 1: Correlation results: Demography and police use of deadly force, Brazil.

The racial composition of states mattered for the first period, during which police use of deadly force 
was comparatively lower (r=0.48; p<0.001). It is, however, important to bear in mind that race was 
measured by the percentage of whites in the population. Thus, the positive relationship observed 
means that the more whites, the higher the lethality rates. This result contradicts the conflict thesis 
which proposes that police lethality can be used as a strategy of racial control, especially in situa-
tions where whites feel their hegemony is threatened. The literature on the role of race in police use 
of force suggests that racial threat is a direct function of the share of blacks in the population, only 
mediated by blacks in local positions of political authority, such as mayors for example. Thus, the 
divergent result for Brazil needs additional research. The more detailed data show that in the first 
period, states with more whites tended to have more cases of police use of deadly force, but this cor-
relation loses its effect in the second period, most probably because, during this period, the lethality 
rates also increase in states with a lower concentration of whites.

The economic variables (see Table 2) provide only mixed support for conflict theory. Before turn-
ing to the individual variables, we should note that for all three variables, the strength and direction of 
the correlation changes between the two periods analyzed, suggesting that the national government 
perspective and policy on crime control can actually override structural determinants.

2011-2015 2016-2021

Correlation Significance Correlation Significance

Gini -0.170 0.0509 0.132 0.0929

Poverty -0.311 0.0002 0.174 0.0264

Unemployment -0.183 0.0359 0.382 <.0001

Table 2: Correlation results: Economic variables and police use of deadly force, Brazil.

The indicator for economic inequality, the Gini coefficient, is not significant in either of the two peri-
ods analyzed, suggesting that the use of lethal force is unrelated to inequality at state level.  Poverty 
shows a moderate (-0.31) negative and significant correlation (at the 0.05 level) in the first period 
analyzed, i.e., between 2011 and 2015, the use of deadly force by the police tended to be concentrated 
in the less poor states, also contradicting what would have been expected based on conflict theory. 
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However, once again these variables cease to correlate in the second period analyzed, suggesting 
that as police lethality increases, it tends to spread to the country’s poorer states.4 

Unemployment levels only have an effect in the second period, in a moderate correlation (0.38), 
which is positive and significant (at the 0.001 level). This means, as conflict theory would lead us to 
suspect, the more unemployment, the greater the use of deadly force by the police. In general, unem-
ployment is one of the consequences of economic crises. It reflects periods of economic recession 
which cause the formal labor market to shrink and push part of the population toward informality, 
mostly workers with low education (Pochmann 2015). For low-income people, being without a for-
mal job implies a drastic change in daily life. They tend to be more exposed in public spaces while 
searching for some form of paying activity, increasing their physical vulnerability. In addition, other 
serious consequences of unemployment are a greater propensity for alcohol abuse, violent behavior, 
and crimes against property (Oshiro and Marques 2017). The police are frequently summoned to deal 
with the repercussions of this crisis. Thus, according to the logic behind conflict theory, rash policies 
may be used in moments of crisis to increase social control over the most vulnerable. This is what 
can be observed here — when unemployment rose, police lethality went in the same direction.

In sum, what we observe here offers some arguments supporting the application of conflict theo-
ry, but also points to certain limitations. In the first period analyzed, when rates of police use of lethal 
force were lower, there was a correlation with variables such as population size, race, and poverty, 
so police lethality tended to be concentrated in more populous, majority-white, and wealthier states. 
However, when we examined the period with the sharpest growth in lethality rates, this only correlat-
ed with unemployment, indicating that economic crisis tends to result in the spread of this type of 
behavior, in accordance with its dynamics. In this sense, our results only provide partial support for 
the conflict theory. 

When it comes to consensus theory discussions, we move now to correlations with the variables 
measuring crime rates (see Table 3). The data show that homicides only have a low positive (0.22) 
and significant (at the 0.05 level) correlation for the second period analyzed. This means that the 
higher the homicide rate, the higher the rate of police use of lethal force. This contradicts the nega-
tive relation hypothesized in Section 2.3.1 when we observe from the national data that homicides 
showed a falling trend during the same period in which lethality rose. What we can see here, there-
fore, is that even in the face of a national trend of declining homicide rates, in some states homicides 
rose and police lethality followed in a positive relation.5 

As for carjacking, we find a moderate positive (0.32) correlation, significant at the 0.001 level, but 
only for the first period. In other words, the more cars stolen, the more police lethality. Broadly speak-

4  The data on racial composition and poverty follow the same trend, also because the two variables are signifi-
cantly and highly negatively correlated, meaning that whiter states are less poor (see correlation matrix in the 
appendix).  

5  This trend has mainly been observed in the northern region of the country, in areas adjacent to the Amazon 
rainforest. These states belong to Brazil Legal Amazon (BLA), where violence is mainly linked to illegal defor-
estation, illegal mining, and organized crime (de Lima et al. 2022; Human Rights Watch 2019).

https://www.hsfk.de/publikationen/publikationssuche/publikation/police-use-of-deadly-force-in-brazil-and-the-philippines-what-macro-level-factors-tell-us
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ing, both homicides and carjacking produce elements to support the consensus theory, based on 
the idea that the police react and tend to be more violent to protect society in a situation where they 
perceive a serious threat. These are violent crimes and signal the level of danger emanating from 
the environment in which the police operate. Nevertheless, the type of situation that would trigger a 
police response is contextual and inconstant.

According to the data, in the first period, higher police lethality rates were correlated in states 
with high rates of carjacking, indicating the presence of organized gangs focused on this market. In 
the second period, however, this element loses its effect and the threat that is most likely to trigger 
a police reaction is homicide. This shift between homicide and carjacking in their relation to police 
use of deadly force is surprising from the perspective of conflict theory, which would assume that 
in economic crises, police subservient to elite interests would focus on repressing crimes against 
property, thus increasing the chances of fatal outcomes in this context. This is not the case, however. 

2011-2015 2016-2021

Correlation Significance Correlation Significance

Homicide -0.098 0.2605 0.227 0.0035

Carjacking 0.328 0.0001 0.137 0.0874

Drug trafficking 0.001 0.9840 -0.149 0.0606

Drug 0.129 0.1524 -0.1399 0.0803

Firearm -0.056 0.5364 -0.1847 0.0310

Police killed 0.124 0.1639 0.1365 0.0855

Table 3: Correlation results: Criminality variables and police use of deadly force, Brazil.

Further, levels of drug trafficking, drug use, and availability of illegal firearms had no correlation in 
either period, indicating once again that not all potentially violent contexts trigger a violent response 
by the police. Most importantly, drug-related organized crime, which is generally seen as one of the 
main public security concerns, seems not to correlate with police lethality rates at the state level.

Finally, the variable that measures police victimization, that is police officers killed on duty, is not 
correlated with police use of deadly force in either period. This indicates that the violent actions of 
the police are not a reaction to a perceived threat to their own lives as police officers. The use of le-
thal force is not a proportional reaction to the level of individual threat that police officers face on a 
daily basis.

Taken together, the variables analyzed offer only weak support for consensus theory, since most 
of the variables that indicate a criminal and potentially violent context do not correlate with police 
use of deadly force.
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3. polICe uSe of deadly forCe In the phIlIppIneS

3.1 THE STRUCTURE OF THE POLICE IN THE PHILIPPINES

The Philippine National Police (PNP) is a national organization administered by the National Police 
Commission (Napolcom) under the Department of the Interior and Local Government. Below the na-
tional level are the regional, provincial, city, and municipal levels. The PNP developed in 1991 from a 
merger of the national Philippine Constabulary and the local city and municipal police forces that had 
already been organized into the Integrated National Police and provided a joint command structure 
under then president Ferdinand Marcos in the 1970s. The 1991 merger also meant a civilianization of 
the force, as the police was separated from the armed forces of which it had been a separate branch. 

Despite having a national chain of command from the chief of police down to the municipal level, 
the PNP is far from insulated against political interference. On the contrary, the PNP is directly linked 
in a relationship of dependency to the chief executives on the subnational levels, who are deputized 
as representatives of the Napolcom and as such wield significant powers. Provincial governors can 
choose their preferred candidate for the position of provincial police director from a shortlist of three 
candidates provided by the PNP. They also head the provincial peace and order council (POC) and 
in this position oversee and participate in the drafting of the provincial public safety plans. City and 
municipal mayors have even more wide-ranging powers. Similar to provincial governors, they can 
choose their preferred police director from a shortlist of five candidates. In addition, they can also 
recommend the reassignment of PNP members and the appointment of new PNP members. More-
over, they hold certain disciplinary powers for minor offenses committed by members of the PNP. 
Most importantly, they “exercise operational supervision and control over PNP units in their respec-
tive jurisdiction” meaning they have “the power to direct, superintend, oversee, and inspect the police 
units and forces,” which includes “the power to employ and deploy units or elements of the PNP […] 
within the locality” (Philippines 1990, sec. 51b). Together with the largely civilian POC, they also estab-
lish, develop, and amend the local community safety plans, encompassing priorities for action and 
program aims for implementation by the local PNP stations. 

This localized pattern of organization counteracts a vertical chain of command by creating a 
direct horizontal link to political actors. It provides the latter with significant options for influencing 
policing in their respective spheres of control. Horizontal dependency also extends to the financing 
of the PNP, as the PNP budget is far from sufficient for operation. In general, local government units 
(LGUs) pay for most of the operating expenses, buy new equipment, and also finance the police sta-
tions. In addition, a large number of LGUs may grant additional “financial incentives” to PNP mem-
bers in their jurisdiction, “subject to the availability of funds” (Republic Act 6975 Philippines 1990, 
sec. 36; as amended in Republic Act 8551 Philippines 1998), which provides these LGUs with plenty 
of leeway to wield carrots and sticks. 

Thus, both the history of a police, which to a significant extent developed out of autonomous city 
and municipal police services, and the post-martial law legal assurance of control by local political 
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executives suggest that local policing is not against the interests of the local political establishment, 
but is in fact subject to a process of negotiation.

3.2 A BRIEF SKETCH OF THE DATA

There are no official data on police use of deadly force in the Philippines. Since early 2017, the Phil-
ippine government has been publishing what it calls “#realnumbers” on the government’s anti-drug 
campaign, including data on suspects killed by the PNP. However, these data only cover the national 
level, and no lower. Further, they often cannot be divided into uniform periods. Likewise, there are no 
data on police officers killed or wounded, except for some rather arbitrary data presented haphazard-
ly in some of the PNP annual accomplishment reports (Philippine National Police n.d.). 

Thus, all data on police use of force were collated by one of the authors through online media 
analysis for the pre-Duterte period from 2006 to June 2016 and by ABS-CBN Investigative and Re-
search Group for the period from July 2016 to June 2021 (ABS-CBN Investigative and Research Group 
n.d.). The latter is still the most reliable and comprehensive dataset on police killings in the context 
of the war on drugs. One alternative, the Armed Conflict Location and Event Data (ACLED) coding of 
violent incidents in the Philippines, tracks similar acts of violence by police and vigilantes. However, 
compared to the ABS-CBN dataset, it is less comprehensive, capturing significantly fewer incidents. 

Despite its relatively comprehensive nature, the ABS-CBN dataset underreports actual rates, as 
even the official government data report the death of 6,252 persons during anti-drug operations un-
til May 31, 2022, whereas ABS-CBN reports less than 5,000. This would suggest an underreporting 
of approximately 25 percent, which is supported by a comparison with local data that exists for the 
province of Bulacan. The latter comparison provides details on all major police operations in the prov-
ince (Bulacan Police Provincial Office n.d.). Given that ABS-CBN data only document deaths that are 
perceived to be related to the war on drugs, these data were complemented by our own data docu-
menting police killings beyond this frame, such as robberies or kidnappings, for example (for further 
data on sources, see the online appendix).6 

It could be suggested that media analysis may also result in a spatial bias, as remote and rural 
areas are rarely covered by journalists and are underrepresented in the media. This cannot be dis-
missed out of hand, in principle, but it should be borne in mind that another dataset by the author on 
targeted killings of politicians shows maximum values for a number of peripheral and rural provinces, 
suggesting that news from such areas does find its way into the media. 

The differences between the analysis of the Philippines and the Brazil study not only concern the 
data on our dependent variable, but also the data we use to operationalize our independent variables. 
While Gini and poverty data exist, as does HDI, there is insufficient data on serious violent crimes, 

6  For the Philippines, data on police use of deadly force only include suspects killed by the police. They do not 
include bystanders and others that were killed by the police in armed police encounters reported by the press. 

https://www.hsfk.de/publikationen/publikationssuche/publikation/police-use-of-deadly-force-in-brazil-and-the-philippines-what-macro-level-factors-tell-us
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such as murder and homicide, on the provincial level. The vast majority of crime data are only re-
ported systematically at the national and regional levels. Fairly comprehensive provincial-level data 
only exist for the wider category of index crimes,7 and even these have to be collected from various 
sources published by the Philippines Statistics Authority. Poverty data differ significantly from those 
for Brazil, as the Philippine statistics office does not employ absolute reference points but instead 
constructs subnational equivalents for certain consumption baskets, which are then used to estab-
lish subnational poverty prevalence, in general, every three years. 

Finally, it is important to note that for the analysis, the data were aggregated based on electoral 
terms (e.g., from July one year to June the following year),8 resulting in six periods under consider-
ation. This was deemed reasonable because, first, several pieces of core data were only available 
every three years (Gini, poverty, HDI), which happened to be around the middle of the aforementioned 
periods. Second, in the pre-Duterte period, the vast majority of cases had at least one or several years 
with zero killings by the police. Combining three years into one period thus reduced the zero share 
in the sample and linked crime levels directly to political officeholders. The following analyses are 
based on the overall sample of 81 provinces plus the 17 LGUs of the NCR (16 cities and one munici-
pality).  

3.3 DESCRIPTIVE ANALYSIS

3.3.1 the natIonal SCenarIo

In Brazil, the advent of populist and hardline President Bolsonaro does not coincide with a sudden 
shift in levels or patterns of police use of force but signals more of a continuity with and stabilization 
of the levels reached under his predecessor Michel Temer. In the Philippines, however, Rodrigo Dute-
rte brought a dramatic rise in the practice of police use of deadly force, which already became visible 
in the months before Duterte took over as president in July 2016. Figure 6 shows that in the decade 
before Duterte, election years (2007, 2010, 2013) typically saw a dip in police violence. This no longer 
holds for the 2016 election. Here, the election period saw a distinct rise in police use of deadly force 
to unprecedented heights. However, this period can be divided into one before the elections, charac-
terized by a relatively low level of violence, and one after Duterte’s election victory was certain. Then 
the number of suspects killed in Police operations increased significantly.

As pronounced as this growth might have been during this election period, it is essential to note 
that underlying the wave-like movements of police use of deadly force between 2006 and 2015 was 
a linear rise of approximately 100 percent within one decade. 

7  The category of index crime includes homicide, murder, rape, and physical injury, as well as robbery, theft, 
carnapping, and stealing of motorcycles. 

8  Elections take place in May, with new officeholders taking office in July. 
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Fig. 6: Suspects killed in police shootouts, January 2006–June 2016, Philippines.

One explanation for the probable violence-reducing effect of elections in pre-Duterte Philippines is 
that the police are tasked with a multitude of additional tasks to ensure peaceful elections, secure 
election hotspots, and enforce the gun ban during the election periods. An already overstretched 
police force thus reduces operations that directly target certain criminals, thereby also reducing po-
lice-suspect encounters that may result in violence. 

An analysis of the types of crimes mentioned in the media in connection with the armed encoun-
ters between January 2006 and June 2016 produces an astonishing result (see Figure 7): drugs had 
not played any role in police armed encounters before 2013. Until 2012, the vast majority of encoun-
ters for which types of suspected crimes could be established belonged to the broad category of 
robbery/holdup, and, to a much lesser extent car or motorcycle napping. While numbers were still 
relatively low, the years 2014 and 2015 already saw a significant and unprecedented rise in the role of 
illegal drugs as contextualization of fatal armed encounters. Put simply, these data suggest that the 
shift in police attention had already occurred before the topic of drugs became a media hype in late 
2015 and early 2016 due to the radical narrative of presidential candidate Rodrigo Duterte.  
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Fig. 7: Encounters by types of suspected crimes, 2006–June 2016, Philippines.

Fig. 8: Suspects killed by PNP, July 2006–June 2021, Philippines.
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Figure 8 illustrates the dramatic and sudden rise in police killings that accompanied Duterte’s call for 
a war on drugs. The first half of 2016 saw less than 200 killings, most of which were concentrated in 
the month of June, i.e., after the election victory of Rodrigo Duterte. This number shot up to almost 
1,500 deaths in the following six months, which would correspond to an annual rate of 2.7 killings 
per 100,000 inhabitants — almost identical to the Brazilian rate for the three years between 2018 and 
2020. Given some underreporting, it can be assumed that during the first six months of the Duterte 
presidency, Philippine police killed more people, adjusted to population size, than the Brazilian police. 
However, while in the Philippines, the level of police killings dropped significantly after a few months, 
the Brazilian situation is more of a constant state of exception. This holds despite the fact that the 
Duterte government featured in many more headlines concerning police killings than the Temer or 
Bolsonaro governments. 

While the police use of deadly force during the Duterte period also follows a wave-like pattern, links 
to elections (2018, 2019) are no longer evident. Further, the upward dynamics are countered by down-
ward dynamics, which might lead to a new equilibrium of police use of deadly force at approximately 
the pre-Duterte level. However, it should be noted that the years from 2020 to the present have been 
affected by the Covid-19 pandemic and repeated lockdowns that brought public life to a standstill and 
also affected the likelihood of police-citizen encounters. 

Applying our independent structural variables to the data shows no relationship at the national 
level. Neither the wave-like movement nor the overall rise of police use of deadly force in the Philip-
pines is reflected in any of the indicators for the core structural dimensions of poverty and inequality 
or murder and homicide.9 Both Gini (see Figure 9) and poverty (see Figure 10) are slowly receding, 
the latter at a faster pace up until the onset of the pandemic. Violent crime (murder and intentional 
homicide) does have a distinct curve profile (see Figure 11). However, the overall curve is in no way 
related to the observable curves concerning police use of deadly force. Here a caveat seems in or-
der, that being the partly inverse relationship between homicide and police use of deadly force ob-
served under Duterte. In the Philippines, as in Brazil, it is important to note the significant reduction 
in homicides coinciding, with a time lag of one year, with rising levels of police use of deadly force. 
In the Philippines, the initial rise in homicides can be explained by the increase in the number of vig-
ilante killings that accompanied the iron-fisted police campaign. However, the following years saw a 
steady drop to levels that were way below those seen in earlier years, a trend that clearly preceded 
the Covid-19 pandemic and the effects it might have had on crime levels. The same holds true for 
robbery (see Figure 12), although here, the downward trend already set in earlier, challenging the oth-
erwise reasonable assumption that there might have been a causal relationship between the hardline 
approach and subsequent drop in crime. 

9  Both murder and homicide include intentional killings. However, murder has additional circumstances. See 
Philippines revised Penal Code, article 249 for homicide and article 248 for murder (Philippines 1930).  
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Fig. 9: Gini Index, 2003–2018, Philippines.               Fig. 10: Poverty rate, 2003–2021, Philippines.

  

Fig. 11: Murder and intentional homicide in the Philippines, 2007–2021.

Fig. 12: Robbery in the Philippines, 2009–2022.
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The analysis now shifts to the province and independent city level, which is the highest political level 
below the national. While in Brazil, there are 27 units at this level, with an average population of close 
to eight million inhabitants, in the Philippines, there are more than 100 such units with an average 
population of less than one million. Thus, results are expected to be more fine-grained compared to 
Brazil. 

3.3.2 polICe uSe of deadly forCe: temporal and SpatIal ComparISon  
 wIthIn and Between provInCeS and Independent CItIeS

One of the questions not asked in the preceding chapter was to what extent pre-Duterte patterns of 
violence relate to patterns during the Duterte presidency. This question is basically about path de-
pendency, asking to what extent LGUs that exhibited higher levels of violence during the earlier years 
also reacted more strongly to the president’s call for a war on drugs. This was tested by comparing 
pre-Duterte and Duterte period kill rates for the 81 provinces and the 17 LGUs of the National Capital 
Region. The values for the two periods showed a strong and highly significant correlation (r=0.6745, 
n=98, p<0.0001), signaling a fairly strong relationship between earlier and later levels of police use 
of deadly force. 

An examination of spatial patterns showed that in the decade before Duterte, rates of police use 
of deadly force were significantly higher in urban regions. These are mainly the centers of the three 
macro-regions of Luzon in the north, the Visayas in the middle, and Mindanao in the south. These 
are the NCR and regions 3 and 4a in Luzon, Cebu City and province in the Visayas, and Davao City in 
Mindanao. 

Rather surprisingly, levels of killing in Cebu surpassed overall levels of killing in the NCR during 
the decade before Duterte. The Duterte years confirmed these overall spatial patterns, adding a few 
hitherto largely violence-free regions such as several provinces in the far south of Luzon (Bicol re-
gion) and the southern part of Mindanao. Overall levels of violence remained lowest in the Visayas. 
A more detailed analysis of the components of the National Capital Region shows how prior levels 
of violence largely predetermine the local reaction to the Duterte campaign, with one notable excep-
tion — Caloocan in the far north of the National Capital Region. This city, which was among the top 
ranking with respect to police violence in the Duterte years, had low levels in the earlier decade (for 
a detailed graphic illustration of the shifts between the provinces of the Philippines and between the 
LGUs of the NCR, see the online appendix).  

A look at the macro-regions and regions10 (see Figure 12) shows significant differences concern-
ing police use of deadly force during the pre-Duterte and Duterte period. The most crucial result of the 

10  There are three “macro-regions”, Luzon, the Visayas, and Mindanao, which are often treated separately for 
statistical purposes but have neither an administrative nor a political point of reference in the form of a mac-
ro-regional government. Regions are a purely administrative level of government between the national and the 
provincial/city level. While national agencies have regional branches, there are neither legislative nor execu-

https://www.hsfk.de/publikationen/publikationssuche/publikation/police-use-of-deadly-force-in-brazil-and-the-philippines-what-macro-level-factors-tell-us
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comparison is that the macro-region Luzon and its core regions, the NCR, and the adjacent regions 3 
and 4a are highly overrepresented with respect to their share of killings if adjusted to population size. 
Although Luzon only accounts for 57 percent of the population, 83 percent of pre-Duterte police kill-
ings occurred in Luzon. During the first five years of the Duterte era, the rate stood at 77 percent. With-
in Luzon, the NCR was the epicenter of police use of deadly force before Duterte. This changed during 
the years of the campaign, when the NCR share dropped from 42.5 percent of all killings to 25.8 
percent, while region 3 (Central Luzon) almost doubled its share from 17.6 percent to 29.2 percent. 

Fig. 13: Regions’ share of police use of deadly force and population, July 2006–June 2016 and July 
2016—June 2021, Philippines.

Temporal analysis of police use of deadly force for the various LGUs shows that while national dy-
namics do play a role, these can only partially explain local dynamics, which differ significantly even 
between adjacent LGUs. Overall variation in local temporal patterns within the LGUs was more prom-
inent during the pre-Duterte period, while during the Duterte campaign, these local temporal pat-
terns were much more uniform, broadly resembling each other. This is to be expected, given that nei-
ther the government of Gloria Macapagal-Arroyo (until 2010) nor the government of Benigno Aquino 
(2010–2016) made fighting crime a priority or developed an explicit national strategy that the police 
would then have had to implement. 

Duterte was the first Philippine president to develop and implement a comprehensive national 
crime-fighting strategy, which included sustained efforts to enforce this line, top-down, from the na-
tional to the local PNP level. Despite this homogenizing effect, there is still significant temporal varia-

tive bodies on the regional level. There is also no consistent regional policymaking, as only joint councils with 
the participation of provincial governors make the decisions. 
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tion within LGUs. This shows that LGUs’ “violence profiles” have certain unique characteristics which 
deviate from the violence profile we would expect based on the national-level political dynamics. 

3.4 STRUCTURAL EXPLANATIONS FOR SPATIAL AND TEMPORAL VARIATION OF   
 POLICE USE OF DEADLY FORCE

We now analyze the extent to and direction in which the core variables detailed above — i.e. demogra-
phy, inequality, poverty, crime — can explain variation between police use of deadly force levels in the 
more than 100 LGUs that make up the Philippines’ uppermost subnational level of politics. The war 
on drugs waged by Philippine law enforcers under President Duterte departs significantly from the 
policies of previous presidents, not only with respect to aims and means deemed legitimate but espe-
cially with respect to the extent to which the national-level politics and PNP leadership enforced low-
er-level compliance. In light of this, we assume this dual change of strengthening vertical top-down 
control and shifting to an iron-fisted national war on drugs situation to have considerable impact on 
the extent and way in which structural variables relate to police use of deadly force. While previously 
the main point of reference for the local PNP commander was the local mayor, under Duterte, verti-
cal accountability and top-down pressure to perform plays a much stronger role for the local police 
directors. Further, the mayor, who, in the past, had, in principle, been free to independently decide on 
the local approach to crime control, was now under severe pressure to show dedication to the aim of 
eradicating the “drug menace” if he did not want to run the danger of being included on lists of “narco 
politicians”. Thus, it seems appropriate to separate these two periods in order to ascertain how these 
political determinants impinged on the role played by structural variables. 

A first group of indicators focuses on demographic characteristics, these being population size 
and density, as well as “urbanization” of the LGUs (see Table 4). All three of these indicators provide 
different continua that separate small rural LGUs with small populations from urban LGUs, which are 
generally larger and more densely populated with more and larger business enterprises.

Here, all three variables point in the same direction. Larger, more urbanized, and densely populat-
ed LGUs tend to experience higher levels of police use of deadly force. Thus, to a significant extent, 
police use of deadly force is an urban phenomenon, a characteristic that was actually strengthened 
to some degree during the war on drugs. 

Pre-Duterte 2006–2016 Duterte 2016–2019

Correlation (p) Significance Correlation (p) Significance

LGU population size 0,30 <0.0001 0,39 0.0001

LGU population density 0,52 <0.0001 0,55 <0.0001

LGU urbanization 0,49 <0.0001 0,50 <0.0001

Table 4: Demography and police use of deadly force.
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This observation is in keeping with the generally acknowledged fact that urbanization and crime 
tend to covary, with crime being more prevalent in urban environments. This provides some support 
for the consensus hypothesis, as then police use of deadly force would be a consequence of crime, 
levels of which tend to vary with urbanization. However, if the link between urbanization and crime is 
mediated by higher levels of poverty and inequality leading to higher levels of social disorganization 
in urban areas (Lowenkamp, Cullen, and Pratt 2003; Errol, Madsen, and Moslehi 2021; Bellair 2017), 
higher levels of police use of deadly force might also be a function of the repressive role of the police 
in the service of elite interests. Thus, it seems reasonable to analyze how police use of deadly force 
relates to those socioeconomic and criminogenic dimensions of the environment. 

The second group of indicators are focused on the socioeconomic determinants of the LGU pop-
ulation, encompassing poverty, inequality, and overall “human development”,11 a composite index that 
brings together the dimensions of human health, education, and economic development. All three 
deal, in one way or another, with the assumptions underlying the conflict hypothesis, according to 
which the police uses force in order to enforce the political and economic interests of the governing 
elite class. Thus, police use of force should be more pronounced in social settings that are charac-
terized by higher levels of inequality and poverty. Higher levels of human development, in turn, signal 
better overall living conditions and chances to make a living without resorting to crime. Conflict the-
ory should thus suggest an inverse relationship with police use of deadly force. The less this is the 
case, the more plausible the assumption of the consensus hypothesis, according to which police do 
not explicitly target marginalized social classes that are perceived as potential threats by the ruling 
elites.

Pre-Duterte 2006–2016 Duterte 2016–2019

Correlation (p) Significance Correlation (p) Significance

Inequality (Gini) -0.12 <0.05

Poverty 1 (poverty level) -0,42 <0.0001 -0,29 <0.002

Poverty 2 (subsistence level) -0,31 <0.0001 -0,13 <0.15

Human development index (HDI) 0,33 <0.0001

Table 5: Socioeconomic situation and police use of deadly force.

Surprisingly, while only modest in strength, all four variables regarding the socioeconomic grounding 
of police violence produce highly significant correlations, which however, go in unexpected direc-
tions. Both measurements of poverty show a negative correlation with police use of deadly force, 
suggesting that in poorer LGUs, the police use less fatal violence. The same holds true for inequal-
ity: LGUs with less inequality tend to have higher levels of police use of deadly force, even though, 
in this case, the correlation is very weak. If, as conflict theory assumes, the poor are the underclass 
potentially threatening elite interests and therefore requiring repressive control, then control should 

11  For both inequality (Gini) and human development (HDI), data are only available for the pre-Duterte period, 
precluding any comparison between periods and limiting the informative value to the earlier period only. 
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be more prevalent and more repressive in contexts with higher levels of poverty. However, this does 
not hold true either for “regular” poverty or for “subsistence-level poverty”. 

Thus, the direction of correlation between inequality and poverty, on the one hand, and poverty, on 
the other, seem to undermine conflict theory’s assumption that police violence targets the poor and 
should thus be more prevalent in LGUs with higher levels of inequality and poverty. 

For the Philippines it is important to note that populous and highly urbanized LGUs have signifi-
cantly lower poverty levels compared to the countryside. Insofar as police use of deadly force is 
predominantly an urban phenomenon, prevalent in densely populated and populous cities and prov-
inces, the inverse relationship to poverty can be explained by the fact that poverty is more prevalent 
in the comparatively sparsely populated areas outside the more densely populated centers. This is 
expressed by the negative correlation between population density and poverty (r=-0.466; p<0.0001). 

The above results also suggest that the Duterte’s war on drugs had an effect on the distribution 
of police use of deadly force, insofar as violence also penetrated those poorer LGUs that had largely 
been devoid of police use of force in earlier years. 

These results suggest that the relationship between urbanization, poverty, and police use of force 
is much more complex than often assumed. Poverty and police use of force may correlate differently 
in urban and rural areas. However, research on both crime and its control is overwhelmingly focused 
on urban settings with specific characteristics, based, for example, on the assumption that social 
disorganization results in crime, increased police contact, and thus police use of force. As Weisheit, 
Falcone, and Wells (2006: 11) explain, “many of our basic models of crime don’t seem to fit rural ar-
eas, suggesting critical flaws in the models”. Similarly, research on rural policing shows that while in 
urban environments, organizational variables explain more variance in behavior (e.g., arrest rates), in 
rural environments, the opposite is true. Here, “police style […] is more vulnerable to variation in en-
vironmental factors” (Crank 1990: 184). Thus, rural communities may experience low levels of police 
use of deadly force despite higher levels of poverty due to different styles of “rural” policing (Rodg-
ers and Asquith 2022), lower levels of social disorganization, and still functioning community social 
control mechanisms. 

Only with respect to human development is the direction of the correlation as assumed: higher 
levels of human development reduce police use of deadly force, which is to be expected, as HDI co-
varies to a significant extent with population density (r=0.526, p<0.0001).

A third group of indicators focus on crime and threat as determinants of police use of deadly 
force. Given the lack not only of data on police officers victimized in armed operations, but also 
systematic homicide data for all LGUs at the provincial/city level, we were forced to establish sec-
ond-best alternatives. These are, on the one hand, the level of index crime, which encompasses homi-
cide but goes far beyond it, also including physical injury and rape, as well as crimes against property 
such as robbery, theft, and carnapping. On the other hand, in the absence of data on drug crime, we 
decided to use data on the drug affectation of LGUs based on the share of barangays that are affect-
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ed by drugs (for details, see the online appendix). The results of the correlations show either a negli-
gible or no correlation for crime, but a modest and highly significant correlation for drug affectation 
(see Table 6).

Pre-Duterte 2006–2016 Duterte 2016–2019

Correlation (p) Significance Correlation (p) Significance

Index crime 0,09 <0.1 0,22 <0.02

Drug affectation 0,48 <0.0001 0,41 <0.001

Table 6: Crime and police use of deadly force.

These findings challenge explanations that tend toward the conclusion that violence committed by 
Filipino police officers is a reaction to a hostile and violent environment. If this were the case, we 
should see a positive correlation with index crime. 

Instead, the link between drug affectation and police use of deadly force suggests that the police 
seem to have resorted to the use of deadly force in dealing with the problem of illegal drugs. Local 
government units with higher levels of drug affectation seem to have experienced more police use of 
deadly force. This may either be because of differences in policing in such environments, for exam-
ple, more prevalent use of strategies that increase the probability of armed encounters, such as buy-
bust operations that aim at apprehending drug suspects in the act of selling. Alternatively, the police 
may actually opt for targeted killings in particular in environments where illegal drugs are prevalent 
and experience shows that the police are incapable of building strong cases, resulting in widespread 
impunity and a feeling of frustration that is acted out in police aggression (Kreuzer 2022). Either way, 
this correlation, combined with the absence of a positive correlation between poverty/inequality and 
police use of deadly force, suggests that police use of deadly force generally targets a specific group 
deemed criminally deviant and not the larger underclass of the (urban) poor.

Summing up the Philippine case, three results stand out: police use of force is more prevalent in 
urban environments, it varies according to the perceived drug affectation of the LGU, and it has an 
inverse relationship to poverty. The latter seems reasonable, when we consider that in the Philippines 
poverty is more prevalent in rural areas, where police use of deadly force has been and still is rather 
restrained. The temporal and spatial analysis above shows, on the one hand, that three regions are 
clearly overrepresented with respect to their share of police use of force, both before and under Dute-
rte, these being the National Capital Region and the adjacent regions 3 and 4a. A comparison of the 
shares during the pre-Duterte and Duterte periods reveals that the overall share for region 4a and the 
NCR fell, whereas the share for region 3 almost doubled, a shift for which a single province, Bulacan, 
was largely responsible. Cases like this point to the limits of any search for structural causes of po-
lice use of force. 

While in many respects, the analysis was inevitably incomplete, mostly due to the lack of ade-
quate data, the comparison of LGUs nevertheless showed significant results. These findings do not, 
however, clearly conform with either the conflict or the consensus model of police use of force. The 

https://www.hsfk.de/publikationen/publikationssuche/publikation/police-use-of-deadly-force-in-brazil-and-the-philippines-what-macro-level-factors-tell-us
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inverse relationship to poverty suggests that police use of deadly force is not a simple means of 
suppression of an unruly underclass. The negligible effect of inequality, which should be positively 
related to police use of force if the conflict hypothesis were to hold water, points in a similar direction. 

The lack of fit with crime suggests that environmental threat is not relevant for police choice for 
or against use of force, as consensus theory would posit. The link with the drug affectation rate, a 
figure that is not based on police drug cases but on barangay officials’ assessments of the severity 
of the problem in their barangay, indicates that police use of deadly force varies in relation to the lo-
cal perception of the severity of an especially visible form of social deviance — drug addiction and 
pushing. The widespread approval of the brutal actions of the police, in turn, signals that, although 
the police violated laws in their choice of means, they could be sure that the vast majority of the 
population would consent to their actions, which provides significant support for consensus theory. 

4. SoCIal threat and ConSenSuS theory: what Can we Say?

At this point it seems relevant to remind the reader of an important disclaimer already mentioned 
in the introduction. That is, the limited comparability of data used for the operationalization of the 
variables, differences in population size between the Brazilian and Philippine government units under 
study, and the problem that a number of variables, such as Gini, HDI, and poverty levels, are not mea-
sured on an annual basis and are not always available for the whole period for all LGUs. 

Despite these limitations, our comparison goes far beyond what is known about the spatial and 
temporal variation of police use of deadly force in these two (or almost all other) countries world-
wide. In both countries, comparisons systematically focusing on subnational variation are exceed-
ingly rare.12 Ours are by far the most complete with respect to the periods under study and govern-
ment units, encompassing as they do the whole country in each case and analyzing change within 
and between subnational units over a decade or more. 

To sum up our research, we argue that our results cast doubts on the general assumption that 
that macro-variables, such as poverty, inequality, or crime, used to explain a phenomenon should 
work similarly in different environments. However, comparing the results of our analyses of with-
in-country variation, we conclude that this does not hold. First, while most of the independent vari-
ables had a positive or negative relationship with police use of force in the Philippines for both pe-

12   For the Philippines, see Atun et al. 2019; Tusalem 2019. Both analyses focus solely on the first years of the 
Duterte campaign. Atun et al. differ further insofar as they use a different dataset, which includes reports on 
vigilante killings, eventually resulting in an almost doubling of the numbers. While the results with respect to 
the concentration of violence in the NCR are similar, their short observation period precludes observation of 
the shifts of violence from the NCR to other regions that occurred later. Tusalem’s study comes to somewhat 
similar results to our analysis with respect to the role of population size and drug affectation of the provinces. 
However, while in our analysis, HDI is unrelated, in his analysis it is an important explanatory variable. Howev-
er, his analysis is based on data for 62 provinces, excluding 19 provinces and all independent cities including 
those of the National Capital Region. Thus, his analysis excludes not only the units which (generally) have the 
highest HDI values, but also those with highest levels of drug affectation and population density. 
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riods, in the case of Brazil, no correlation could be found for the majority of variables tested (see 
Table 7). Second, while overall, the direction of relationships remained stable, with only slight shifts 
in the Philippines case, the divergence between the phases of more or less iron-fisted national gov-
ernments reversed the direction of the relationships between the two variables, which remained sig-
nificant in the Brazilian case (poverty, race). This strengthens the idea that there are two distinct 
moments in the dynamics of the use of lethal force by the police in Brazil, affecting formerly low-vio-
lence states more strongly and thereby actually cancelling out and reversing the influence of the two 
relevant macro-variables of poverty and race. In contrast, the much more radical shift in police use 
of deadly force triggered and enforced by the Duterte administration was implemented in a way that 
upheld previous patterns. 

Brazil Philippines
to Dec 2015 since Jan 2016 to Jun 2016 since Jun 2016

Population density none none positive positive

Population size positive none positive positive

Inequality none none negative no data

Poverty negative positive negative negative

Race positive negative not applicable not applicable

Serious crime none13 none none positive

Drug crime none none positive positive

Table 7: Correlation between police use of deadly force and core macro-structural variables.

Consensus theory would suggest that police violence varies with criteria pertaining to crime, as po-
lice would police differently in environments with higher levels of crime, police use of force being 
largely a reaction to threats emanating from environments with higher crime rates. Inequality, race, 
or poverty should only matter indirectly insofar as they may be perceived as determinants of crime 
rates. In contrast, conflict theory would assume a direct link between multiple forms of structural 
marginalization and police use of deadly force.

Put simply, whether or not our analysis supports either of these two theories depends crucially on 
which country we look at and when. As already detailed above, certain discrepancies in results may 
be explained by compromises we had to make due to different sets of available data. Nevertheless, 
we would not have expected such a huge difference with respect to the role played by the structural 
variables. 

The Brazilian case provides some support for conflict theory, especially on account of the effects 
of unemployment and violent control of population during economic crises. In line with consensus 
theory, police violence correlates with homicide and carjacking, signaling that police use deadly force 
in order to contain or fight serious crime, probably in a highly excessive way. Possibly the most sur-

13  Of four variables measuring different aspects of crime we found a weak correlation with only car theft and homicides, 
but only for one (and a different one) period.
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prising results were not only that inequality and population density did little to explain variation in po-
lice use of deadly force, but that the currently much discussed factor of racial composition seems to 
have only mixed results when it comes to variation in police use of deadly force between states. This 
result thus challenges the racial threat version of conflict theory. The results also show that when 
police lethality tends to change considerably in a short period of time, the dynamics and therefore 
correlated variables also change. The explanations used must thus be considered temporal and con-
textual, which in this case, strongly points to politics as a trigger for coercive policing.

Thus overall, our Brazil analysis would suggest that structural variables that are typically linked to 
both consensus and threat theory do not hold much explanatory power in this specific case. 

In the Philippines, several results stand out that ultimately challenge both theories. While conflict 
theory would have us believe that poverty and police fatality correlate positively, consensus theory 
would suggest the same link for crime and police use of force. However, in the Philippines, poverty 
shows an inverse and significant correlation with police fatality, while there was no correlation with 
serious crime. Only drug use proved to be positively linked to police use of deadly force. 

In contrast with our findings in the Brazilian case, in the Philippines the variables correlated with 
police use of deadly force do not change significantly between the period before and under Duterte. 
This signals that there is a path dependence, with use of force increasing according to previously es-
tablished patterns, which, however, did not clearly conform with either consensus or conflict theory. 

Thus, our analyses provided only weak and mixed evidence for both consensus and social threat 
theories. The case specificity regarding structural factors suggests that the relevance and conse-
quences of structural conditions may differ according to other factors, such as national, subnational, 
or organizational cultures, or patterns of thought, norms, and values, as well as political institutional 
structure and culture.

With respect to police use of deadly force, it seems reasonable to link patterns of police violence 
to the levels of popular punitiveness and politicians’ support for punitive or iron-fisted law-enforce-
ment in the subnational working environment of the police, which should not be uniform but differ 
according to local circumstances (Pomerantz et al. 2021). While there has been much discussion on 
the “punitive turn” in public opinion, populist punitiveness of political elites at the national and subna-
tional level, and increasingly harsh punishment policies since the late 1980s, much of the discussion 
overlooks the substantial variation of attitudes and practices between different states and within 
states alike. Given that a local chief executive has sufficient formal and informal power over the po-
lice, it can be assumed that the way in which they use their powers over the police, and their aims in 
doing so, may explain variation between local government units as well as within units in the case of 
a change of chief executive. From this political-ideological perspective, the use of lethal force by the 
police would be sensitive to the influence not only on national governments, but also of subnational 
chief executives’ and administrations’ policy preferences, with a tendency to increase when there is 
an expectation of tougher action focused on repression and tolerant of excessive violence.
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How this political logic impacts on police fatality in the subnational political units of Brazil and the 
Philippines and how it relates to the structural determinants discussed in this report will be a topic 
of our future research. 
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