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ABSTRACT 

 
 One of the concerns in law enforcement today is the issue of officers carrying different 

types of weapons and being able to carry backup weapons.  The problem with officers carrying 

different weapons means there is no standardization in the department.  This could create a big 

safety issue for the department and the community they are serving.  A survey was conducted 

from agencies of varying size and geographic location within the state of Texas to determine 

how many agencies issues their officers weapons and allow them to carry backup weapons.  The 

research showed that most agencies within the state of Texas supply their officers with 

handguns, and also allow their officers to carry backup weapons.  However majority of the 

agencies did not feel there is a safety issue with officers carrying different type of weapons.          
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INTRODUCTION 
 
 One of the concerns in law enforcement today is the issue of officers carrying different 

types of weapons.  This can be especially true if their department does not supply them with the 

same type of weapons.  Individual law enforcement agencies have their own specific standards 

for officers and weapons.  In some agencies, large or small, the department supplies their officers 

with handguns, and in other agencies it is left up to the individual officer to make the decision 

regarding what type of weapon one wishes to carry.  

What type of weapon an agency chooses to use is based on a number of factors including: 

costs associated with the weapons and ammunition, weapon maintenance, ammunition type, and 

the ability of officers to handle the weapons.  Even if officers supply their own weapon, there are 

still a number of factors that can effect their decision.  These factors are also very similar to 

those in which many agencies face.    

 The problem with officers carrying different weapons means there is no standardization 

in the department.  This could create a big safety issue for the department and the community 

they are serving.  With different variations, in both weapons and calibers, there is a possibility 

officers would not be able to interchange equipment if they became involved in a deadly force 

situation.  If the department supplies their officers with weapons, the officers would all be armed 

with the same type and caliber.       

 The purpose of the research is to determine if it is beneficial to the department and to its 

officers that each be supplied with the same type and caliber of weapons.  Another issue to be 

addressed is the use of backup guns.  Some agencies allow their officers to carry backup guns 

while others do not.  The author will research books, magazine articles, and also conduct a 
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survey of several law enforcement agencies to try and find an answer to the questions on the 

survey.    

 The anticipated finding of the research is to demonstrate that it would be beneficial for 

the department and officers if every officer is supplied with the same type of weapon.  Ideally, 

this would simplify the training process for the department, enhance the officer’s confidence and 

ability to utilize another officer’s weapon, and reduce the liability of the officers and the 

department if everyone was issued and trained on the same weapon.  Additionally, by allowing 

officers to carry backup guns, this could help save lives and reduce injuries.  The results of the 

research will hopefully point out (to city or county government agencies) that an officer safety 

issue exists by allowing officers to carry different types of weapons. 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 
 
 Any department or officer looking for service weapons during a majority of the 20th 

century had a very easy time.  There were three major suppliers of handguns which were 

chambered in .38 Special or .357 Magnum.  Since that time, things have gotten considerably 

more complex with the introduction of semi auto pistols and a handful of new cartridges.  There 

are also several varieties and types of trigger systems that accompany the semi auto pistols.   

Before a department or an officer selects a firearm they will be using, there should be a 

considerable amount of research done to determine the: type of weapon to be used, caliber of 

weapon necessary, functions of the weapon, cost of the weapon and reliability of the weapon.  

When deciding what weapon to choose, the department has two choices which consider whether 

or not officers should be allowed to carry what they feel more comfortable using or if 

departments should mandate the “one size fits all” philosophy?  The weapon that is chosen 

should be one that meets the needs of all officers and the department.   
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If an officer feels comfortable with a particular weapon, he or she will train with it more 

often and more efficiently.  Both the officer and the department may find this to be beneficial, 

but the range staff might not be so happy since they have to learn several different types of 

weapon systems.  If the department makes the officers supply the weapon, this is a financial 

benefit for the department.  The disadvantage to this is that each weapon may operate in a 

different manor, such as double action, single action, or de-cocker models.  If all officers are not 

familiar or aware of how other weapons operate, it can create a problem if they would need to 

use a weapon that is different from their own.  When it is time to purchase ammo for 

qualification and training, this can be complicated since several varieties or types may need to be 

purchased.     

There are, however, some advantages to the “one size fits all” approach.  Service and 

practice ammo can be purchased easier since every officer is carrying the same weapon.  

Instructors will also have fewer types of weapon systems to learn and may become highly 

proficient.  This will benefit all officers since they will have the same type and caliber of 

weapon.  Every officer will be knowledgeable of how the weapons function and will be able to 

use another officers weapon if the need should arise.  This would allow officers to exchange 

magazines or ammo if needed.  If the department supplies the weapons, it has better control over 

what weapon each officer is carrying.  In a large agency this would provide uniformity.     

Another issue is the use of backup guns.  There are dozens of law enforcement agencies 

across the state that prohibits officers from carrying more than one handgun on duty.  Despite 

facts that show numerous police trainers, veteran officers, and law enforcement personnel, 

firearm specialists say such policies are misguided and put officers and the people they serve at 

risk.   
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Griffith (2004) has written, “If you must have one of something to survive, then you 

better have two because Murphy’s Law never sleeps.  A backup gun is like a reserve parachute, 

it is a matter of common sense” (p.36).  Anything that can be done to help keep an officer safe 

and alive should be done.  Backup guns are like a last-ditch tool that can save an officer’s life, 

but this should not reduce their importance.  Evidence shows that police officers find themselves 

in that proverbial last ditch at a rate of about once every two years. 

Despite the evidence that shows backup guns can save an officer’s life, some law 

enforcement administrators still will not allow their officers to carry them.  Some administrators 

also have officer safety concerns, others say “we have never done it that way”, some have 

inherited policies and never personally addressed them, others are concerned about public 

perception of “Rambo Cops”, and others worry about officers carrying “throw down” guns that 

can be placed in a scene of a questionable police shooting.  Police administration is a political 

job and allowing officers to carry backup guns requires political courage.  Image is everything in 

modern American policing, so much so that some agencies won’t even discuss their documented 

firearms policies.   

A police department should have a policy regarding backup guns if it allows its officers 

to carry them.  The police should include type or caliber of backup gun to be carried.  The serial 

number of the backup guns should be kept on file so officers are safeguarded from claims of 

carrying “throw down” guns.  The police should also require the officers to qualify with the 

backup guns when they qualify with their regular sidearm.   

When it all comes down to the end, it does not matter who supplies the weapon.  An 

agency needs a well written use of force policy.  This will help departments and officers defend 

themselves against nuisance lawsuits.  An agency also needs to have a high quality firearms 
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training policy, one that is vital to the officers and to the agency. Firearms’ training is something 

that we all can effectively use more of.  Agencies are sometimes reluctant to provide extensive 

training because of the cost involved with ammo and overtime.  What an agency needs to 

consider is what the liability is when one sends officers to the street who do not have the ability 

to shoot effectively.  The officers are not only a danger to themselves but to the citizens they are 

serving. 

According to Spaulding (2003), “Several decades ago, a federal court decision titled 

Popow v. Margate established the criteria that agencies must follow when training their officers 

with firearms.  The decision stated that firearms training must go beyond mere qualification.  

Training programs must include scenarios that officers may encounter on the street, i.e. shooting 

at moving targets, shooting in reduced light, etc.” (p.23).  Ammunition and range time may cost 

some money, but they are definitely cheaper than lawsuits, hospital stays, or officer funerals.                  

METHODOLOGY 

 The author’s goal in conducting this research is to produce an answer to the research 

question: Is it beneficial for officers to carry the same type of weapon verses officers carrying 

what they want.  The author’s purpose is to establish the value of, and need for standardized 

weapons and training.  The author hypothesizes that this research will confirm that both officers 

and law enforcement agencies benefit when every officer is carrying the same weapon.  

Additionally the author contends that this study will also affirm that allowing officers to use 

backup guns will help reduce injuries and save the lives.  Having established these results 

through research, the author ultimately hopes that this research will help standardize training and 

reduce safety issues throughout the department.  Additionally, data has been collected from 

twenty four Texas law enforcement officers throughout the state.  This has been accomplished 
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through the administration of a survey utilizing categorical and close-ended, forced response 

questions.  Survey participation was requested of officers from agencies of varying size and 

geographic location within the state of Texas, and resulted in 100% response rate.  Analysis of 

this data will produce statistics regarding the percentage of agencies currently employing 

officers.   

The research question to be answered is: if it is beneficial for officers to carry the same 

type of weapon verses officers carrying what they want, should officers be allowed to carry 

backup guns?  A hypothesis of the research proposes that officers carrying the same type of 

weapon will help standardize training and reduce safety issues throughout the department, and 

the use of backup weapons could also help reduce injuries and save the lives of officers. 

The method of inquiry was a seven question survey distributed during LEMIT Module I 

held in January 2005.  The author also contacted several firearms instructors over the telephone 

to aid in the research.  The survey included both large and small departments across the state of 

Texas.  The smallest department that responded had fifteen sworn officers and the largest 

department had 3500 sworn officers.  The response rate of the survey was 86%.  The surveys 

were collected and the data was carefully examined.  The response to each question was then 

tallied.  The information from the survey will be reviewed to see if it will support the hypothesis.         

FINDINGS 

 The survey was broken down into seven specific questions.  The first question asked was 

in reference to the size of the department.  The departments ranged in size from 15 to 3500 

sworn officers.  The geographic area covered by the survey was police departments located 

inside the state of Texas.   
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 The second question asked, “Does the department supply officers with handguns?”  

Thirty-seven and one half percent of the departments do not supply officers with handguns, and 

sixty-two and one half of the departments do supply their officers with handguns.  Five of the 

twenty-four departments surveyed who supply weapons also allow their officers to carry other 

weapons that are not issued by the department if they are approved by the chief.      

 Question number three stated, “If so, do you like the kind supplied by the department?”  

Twenty-two percent of the officers surveyed said that they do not like the handguns supplied by 

the departments while 78 percent of the officers said they like the handguns supplied by the 

department. 

 The fourth question listed on the survey was, “If the department does not supply 

handguns, does the department have a guideline outlining what an officer can carry?”  Eight 

percent of the departments do not have guidelines outlining what type of weapon officers can 

carry.  Ninety-two percent of the departments have guidelines in place.   

 The fifth question asked, “If the department does not supply handguns, do you feel there 

is a safety issue to have officers carrying different type of handguns?”  Sixty percent of the 

officers surveyed felt there is not a safety issue with carrying different handguns, and forty 

percent felt there is a safety issue with carrying different types of handguns.  Some felt it is only 

a safety issue if the officers are working as a two man unit and they are each carrying a different 

type of weapon.  

 Question six asked, “Does the department allow officers to carry backup handguns?”  

Twelve and one half percent of the departments do not allow their officers to carry backup guns, 

but eighty-seven and one half percent of the departments surveyed do.                                        
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 The seventh question listed was, “If officers are allowed to carry backup guns, are they 

required to qualify with them?”  Ten percent of the departments do not make their officers 

qualify with them.  Ninety percent of the departments make their officers qualify with the backup 

guns they carry. 
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CONCLUSIONS 
 
  A concern facing law enforcement today is the issue of officers carrying different types 

of weapons if their department does not supply them.  The purpose of the research is to 

determine if it is beneficial to the department and to its officers that each be supplied with the 

same type and caliber of weapons.  The research proposes that there might be a safety issue if 

officers are carrying different types of handguns and are not allowed to carry backup guns on 

duty?”  The hypothesis of the research is to show that officers carrying the same type of weapon 
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will help standardize training and reduce safety issues throughout the department, and the use of 

backup weapons could reduce injuries and help save the lives of officers.   

After reviewing the data from the surveys, the author concluded that a number of 

agencies that issue departmental weapons, issue the weapons because it standardizes the training 

process.  A majority of the agencies surveyed did not feel there is a safety issue with officers 

carrying different types of weapons.  Eighty-seven and one half of the departments surveyed 

allow their officers to carry backup guns and require the officers to qualify with them. 

The information gathered through research, surveys, and phone interviews did not 

support the hypothesis regarding safety issues.  However, the findings did support the hypothesis 

regarding backup guns.  The author had trouble locating statistical information regarding the use 

of departmental issued weapons that would have aided in the research.  The statistical 

information may have helped support the safety issue of the research.    

The research will aid departments who are looking at purchasing departmental weapons 

for their officers.  This information may also benefit departments who do not allow their officers 

to carry backup guns and assist them in recognizing that the use of backup guns could save the 

lives of officers.         
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Appendix  
 
 

Departmental Issued Weapons 
Survey 

 
 
1.  Number of officers in your department?                                                  
 
2.  Does the department supply officers with handguns?    Yes or No   
  
3.  If so do you like the kind supplied by the department?   Yes or No 
 
4.  If the department does not supply handguns does the department  
     Have a guideline outlining what an officer can carry?    Yes or No 
 
5.  If the department does not supply handguns do you feel that there is 
 a safety issue to have officers carrying different type of handguns?  Yes or No 
 
6.  Does the department allow officers to carry backup handguns?  Yes or No 
 
7.  If officers are allowed to carry backup guns are they required to  
     Qualify with them?        Yes or No 
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