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IMPORTANCE OF COMMUNICATION AND VERBAL 
COMMANDS FOR A POLICE OFFICER 

Lisovska Alla 
Candidate of Philological Science 

Associate professor at Department of Language Training 
Odesa State University of Internal Affairs 

One of the most common complaints civilians have about police 
officers is that their communication style is rude and arrogant. When 
officers adopt such a stance they run the risk of sending a message 
opposite to the one intended. As a result some members of the public 
lack trust in the police, and are unwilling to assist police in fighting 
crime. Although socio-demographic factors such as ethnicity, gender 
and age do affect attitudes to law enforcement, police officers who 
communicate politely and convey concern are more likely to facilitate 
compliance. 

By the very nature of their work, police officers communicate 
with people from a wide variety of backgrounds, attitudes, and 
preconceptions. These differences present several challenges. Officers 
are required to adjust their communication practices. They must 
quickly assess if the person they are talking to is a suspected or 
convicted felon, as an anxious member. Therefore, officers need to 
develop a type of code-switching that allows them to accommodate 
members of the public under some circumstances and to use 
authoritative forms of communication in others. To do otherwise 



54 

could be literally life threatening under certain circumstances. This is 
a type of balancing act for officers who must accomplish two 
objectives: represent authority and induce compliance, and, at the 
same time, show concern, and gain respect and trust. 

Trust is an important factor in establishing positive relationships. 
People tend to distrust members of dissimilar groups and may 
perceive them as threatening. For example, in police-civilian 
interactions, members of the public tend to see the uniform and the 
badge rather than the individual behind them. However, studies show 
that police officers who are willing to take the time to show kindness, 
understanding and consideration when interacting with others - 
especially those who may be distrustful - will likely foster a more 
positive atmosphere. This means a greater likelihood of cooperation. 

To be most effective, police officers should communicate in a 
style that is sensitive to the values, customs, and needs of a wide 
variety of community members within a given culture. In this way 
officers can be responsive to, and combat, the histories of immigrant 
minorities who often have had frightening experiences with non-
accommodating officers in their culture. However, accommodation 
practices can be counterproductive in certain ambiguous and, 
especially, physically- or life-threatening circumstances. Detecting 
cues to understand when to accommodate or code-switch to another 
more controlling and assertive style is a critical communicative skill. 

Verbalization when appropriate, can, and should be used, at all 
levels of force. During his “Realistic De-escalation» class, Dr. Bill 
Lewinski of the Force Science Institute suggests a verbal strategy that 
has an officer issue the same loud verbal commands no more than 
three to four times. If the desired response has not taken place, the 
officer needs to change what they are doing or saying. Some officers 
repeat the same commands cases dozens of times, however, the 
suspects do not change their behaviour and officers get stuck in a 
verbal command loop due to training, stress or a combination of the 
two. Finding yourself in similar situation, a police officer should ask 
a question: “If suspects haven’t changed their behaviour after being 
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ordered in the first three attempts, what is the likelihood they will 
change it in the next 30 tries?” [2]. 

A suspect’s non-compliance can be a sign that the suspect intends 
to harm an officer or attempt to escape. However, if the suspect is 
suffering a mental health issue, they may not be aware of or capable 
of following an officer’s commands. An officer’s stress level 
typically rises during these situations, which generally results in the 
officer raising his/her voice even louder and logically in the offender 
not complying. When dealing with non-compliance, several rules 
should be followed: 

- A situation may require the firing of a weapon. That task
should be given to someone not involved with communicating with 
the subject when possible. Talking adds additional time to an officer’s 
response when they need to respond physically. 

- Only one officer should do the talking. Too many voices -
possibly giving contradictory commands - only add to the confusion 
and stress of the situation. 

- Subject's hands must be kept in view. If you place the sights at
the subject’s waistline you can see their hands in most cases and your 
sights. This will provide for a faster reaction if they reach for a weapon. 

- Officer safety comes before communication strategies. Distance
gives the advantage of being farther from suspects and can help 
reduce their anxiety of feeling trapped or closed in.  

All in all, verbal communication is one of our most powerful and 
often used tools in daily work of a police officer. It is considered of 
great importance for an officer to accommodate in their 
communication with the public which result in trust in police in 
maintaining a positive image of law enforcement. 
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