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ABSTRACT

Body-worn cameras (BWCs) are quickly becoming standardized police
equipment. Axon Enterprise, a United States company based in Scottsdale,
Arizona, is currently the worldwide purveyor of BWCs having near-complete
control over the police body camera market. In 2012, the company launched
their Axon Flex body camera alongside claims about the efficacy of these
devices. While the research is expanding, scholarship has yet to explore the
role that stakeholders like Axon may play in the implementation of body
cameras across police services. This empirical chapter examines claims made
by Axon in media in relation to the efficacy of their body cameras over a six-
year period (2012–2018). Three themes relative to our analysis of Axon
claims emerged: officer and community safety; cost and officer efficiency;
and accountability and transparency. A basic finding that cut across all three
themes is that most of Axon’s claims appear to be shaped by beliefs and
assumptions. We also found that Axon’s claims were mostly predicated on the
market (i.e., financial considerations), rather than say scientifically or legally
grounded. Some suggestions for future research are noted.

Keywords: Police body-worn cameras; Axon; media; TASER;
accountability; transparency

INTRODUCTION
First piloted in the United Kingdom in 2005, body-worn cameras (BWCs) have
spread across police services worldwide. Police body cameras have received
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considerably more coverage in news media and on social media platforms than in
the research literature on the subject (Schneider, 2018a, 2018b). The cacophony
of claims across the media landscape contribute to the ongoing debates over body
cameras such as whether or not BWCs should be adopted across police services.
There are numerous stakeholders worldwide invested in the implementation of
police BWCs, including law enforcement agencies, politicians, civil liberties
associations, and industry groups, most notably, the United States–based tech-
nology and weapons company Axon Enterprise.

Headquartered in Scottsdale, Arizona, formerly known as TASER Interna-
tional, the publicly traded Axon Enterprise (Axon) is the worldwide purveyor of
BWCs. In early May 2018, Axon purchased its main competitor company Vievu
LLC. At the time of Axon’s acquisition of Vievu (the latter of which retained its
name but was subsequently rebranded as “now part of the Axon Network”),
BWCs and related technology services (i.e., software) accounted for approxi-
mately 30 percent of Axon’s revenue; however, Axon “expects the [BWC] busi-
ness to surpass Taser in the next few years” (Brustein, 2018). Following the
announcement of the aforementioned merger, Axon claimed to have 43 of 54
BWC contracts with major police departments across the United States.1 “This
dynamic could raise questions about whether a single company should control
such a sensitive market” (Brustein, 2018).

There is no doubt that Axon dominates the BWC market, an observation
made by many others (e.g., see Gelles, 2016; Stoughton, 2018).2 The issue of
Axon’s near total control of the police body camera market is certainly an
important one that we suspect will be the topic of much discussion and debate. In
this chapter, we present another question that we think would help provide
additional insight into some of the ways this single technology and weapon
company controls the BWC market: What claims does Axon make relative to
their body camera products in media? Addressing this question we think might
help us better understand how such claims may contribute to the role that Axon’s
current market share dominance has over influencing law enforcement agencies’
adoption and implementation of BWC technology.

Certainly, financial considerations and other conditions contributed to Axon’s
ascendance in the body camera market. We do not claim here to present the
entire history of Axon; rather, we suggest that Axon’s rise and market dominance
can be empirically tracked and better understood through the collection and
analysis of claims made by Axon representatives. Investigating Axon claims
about their body cameras, on the one hand, provides some insights into the
process of Axon gaining a dominant share over the BWC market and, on the
other hand, helps to illustrate some of the ways in which the company seeks to
retain its dominance over competitors.

As a publicly traded company motivated by maximizing its sales and profits
for its shareholders, Axon has an obvious interest in promoting claims to
persuade others, particularly law enforcement, about the value of their devices.3

Practically no scholarship has focused attention solely on the issue of Axon
claims relative to the hawking of their body camera products. In this chapter, we
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contribute to this gap in the research literature by examining public claims made
about BWCs by Axon representatives in media.

In what follows, we begin with an overview of BWCs and review the relevant
research literature. Our purpose is not to provide an exhaustive review of the
literature since this has been done elsewhere (e.g., Ariel et al., 2017, pp. 4–5).
Instead, we review a few more recent and selected key studies that provide evi-
dence for the efficacy of body cameras, the findings which are pertinent to our
investigation of Axon claims. We then detail our methodology, before turning to
our analysis and conclusion.

POLICE BWCS
It is estimated that at least one third of all police services in the United States
have adopted BWCs (Sousa et al., 2016) and, further, that organizational char-
acteristics of police in the United States can predict the adoption of BWCs
(Koen, Willis and Mastrofski, 2018; Nowacki and Willits, 2018). The widespread
adoption of BWCs is also evident in other countries such as the United Kingdom,
and to a lesser extent in Australia and Canada (e.g., see Laming, 2019). Body
cameras are expected to produce several benefits for the police and the public.
For example, empirical research suggests that the use of BWCs reduces police use
of force (Ariel et al., 2015), decreases citizen complaints against police (Ariel
et al., 2017), and improves evidentiary collection and efficiency (Owens et al.,
2014). Some researchers suggest that BWCs can improve police accountability
and transparency (Henstock and Ariel, 2017). Scholarship has also explored the
perceptions of command staff views of BWCs and how this may impact the use of
force by officers wearing cameras (Smylka et al., 2016). One area that has
received practically no attention in the research literature is the role that various
stakeholders have in the adoption of body cameras. An analysis of claims made
by Axon relative to their body cameras helps provide some needed insight into
the role that the company might play in terms of the implementation of police
body cameras, i.e., police decisions to adopt cameras based on Axon claims.

Axon has increased its dominance in the weapons and technology market and
in doing so has created subsidiary companies in several countries to help expand
its reach (e.g., Axon Public Safety Canada, Axon Public Safety UK, and Axon
Public Safety Australia). Previously, Axon was exclusively an electroshock
weapons company that supplied stun guns to thousands of law enforcement
agencies around the globe. The company then rebranded to Axon in 2017. Axon
has since added BWCs and related technologies to its product offerings that
collectively fall under the umbrella of “digital evidence management systems”
(DEMS). The rise of DEMS is directly attributed to the expansion of BWCs, the
latter of which creates digital evidence (e.g., video) that must be securely handled
and stored. For instance, Axon operates its Evidence.com – a secure cloud
platform for law enforcement to manage digital evidence captured by police body
cameras. According to Winston (2015), Axon’s:
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cloud-based evidence strategy is central to the company’s plan for profitability. The company is
focusing on increasing annual Evidence.com subscriptions, which range from $15 to $109 per
month, or up to $1,200 per year per camera – that’s up to three times the $399 price tag of the
hardware itself. For large departments, this carries a hefty price tag: The Los Angeles Police
Department’s purchase of cameras for its patrol officers is expected to cost $7 million a year.

Research on BWCs has expanded in recent years, and the literature continues
to grow as more police agencies choose to test and adopt the technology. Despite
the growth in scholarship, most studies have been nonexperimental, which
restricts public knowledge regarding the effectiveness of BWC technology (Ariel,
2016; Cubitt et al., 2017; White, 2014). Nevertheless, police use of force and
citizen complaints against the police are the most frequent outcome measures
examined in experimental research involving BWCs. The research that has tested
the effects of police BWCs on these two issues has been mixed; however, of these
research studies, the results of the Rialto experiment has received the most
attention (Schneider, 2018a).

The so-called landmark “Rialto study” is one of the most influential BWC
studies conducted thus far and has set a standard for subsequent replication
experiments (Ariel at el., 2016). The study was conducted in Rialto, California,
between 2012 and 2013 with all frontline officers (n 5 54). The research team
employed a comparative design of shifts in which police officers wore cameras
(treatment group) and shifts where officers did not (control group).4 Over the
course of the study, a total of 988 shifts were randomly assigned with 489
treatment and 499 control conditions. The findings demonstrated that police use
of force was approximately 50% lower for the treatment group (n 5 8) when
compared to control conditions (n 5 17) and that complaints against officers
dropped by 88% compared with the 12 months prior to the experiment (Ariel
et al., 2015). The study design was replicated in the United Kingdom with the
Birmingham South Local Policing Unit in the West Midlands Police force
jurisdiction for six months in 2014 (Henstock and Ariel, 2017). A total of 430
shifts were randomly assigned with 215 treatment and 215 control conditions.
The primary outcome measure was the cameras’ effect on use of force. These
results suggest that the treatment group exhibited a 35% reduction in use of force
compared to control conditions (Henstock and Ariel, 2017).

Another experimental BWC study was conducted with the Orlando Police
Department in Florida between 2014 and 2015 (Jennings et al., 2015). The
researchers randomly assigned 46 officers to wear cameras (treatment group) and
43 were not assigned cameras (control group). Researchers tested the effect of
body cameras against response to resistance (R2R; use of force) and serious
external complaints (e.g., unnecessary or excessive use of force and/or harassment
by police). The findings of this study showed that officers wearing cameras had a
significantly lower prevalence of R2R incidents compared to the control group,
and camera-wearing officers accumulated a significantly lesser number of serious
complaints compared with the officers who did not wear the cameras (Jennings
et al., 2015). Similarly, Jennings et al. (2017) conducted a similar study in Florida
of the Tampa Bay Police Department and found that use of force decreased by
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more than 8% in the 12 months after body cameras were deployed when
compared to the predeployment period.

Elsewhere the Spokane (Washington) Police Department participated in an
experimental BWC study between 2015 and 2016. In this study, 149 officers were
given body cameras in two phases during which the first group of officers (n 5 82;
treatment group) began using cameras six months before the second group (n5 67;
control group). This study measured the effectiveness of cameras on use of force
and complaints against the officers. The results suggest that both citizen com-
plaints and use of force incidents decreased for both treatment and control groups
after they started wearing body cameras compared to predeployment (White
et al., 2017). However, use of force incidents and citizen complaints increased for
the treatment group during the postrandom control trial period. White et al.
(2017) explain that officers may at first be willing to adjust their behavior because
of the novelty of the new technology but return to “normal” behavior after the
novelty wears off (White et al., 2017).

In another study involving the Las Vegas Police Department, Braga et al.
(2018) found that officers equipped with BWCs had fewer complaints and use of
force reports compared to officers not wearing cameras. Officers wearing cameras
conducted more arrests and issued more citations relative to officers without
cameras (Braga et al., 2018). In the largest randomized controlled trial of BWCs
to date, Yokum et al. (2017) found very small effects across all measured out-
comes, including the use of force and complaints in their study with the Metro-
politan Police Department (Washington, D.C.). Notably, the outcome measures
failed to reach statistical significance, meaning there were no detectable or
otherwise, meaningful effects on use of force or complaints. Similarly, Ariel et al.
(2016) conducted a meta-analysis of ten BWC experiments with use of force as an
outcome measure and found that the cameras had no effect on police use of force
and that the use of cameras led to an increased rate of assaults against officers.

Most experimental research that has examined body cameras’ effect on
complaints against police show significant reductions (Ariel, 2016; Ariel et al.,
2017; Braga et al., 2018; Katz et al., 2014; Mesa Police Department, 2013; Owens
and Finn, 2018). Research also suggests that BWCs can civilize behavior between
the police and public (Ariel et al., 2015; ODS Consulting, 2011) and improve
evidence collection (Katz et al., 2014). The technology has also served useful for
court purposes. Owens et al. (2014), for instance, found that officers wearing
cameras had a higher proportion of intimate partner violence cases that resulted
in a criminal charge and conviction compared to officers not wearing cameras.
Similarly, results from other studies show that BWC videos resolve significantly
more cases through guilty pleas rather than criminal trials and can increase officer
efficiency (Goodall, 2007; ODS Consulting, 2011; Ready and Young, 2015).

Lastly, it is worth highlighting that the majority of research on BWCs has been
conducted in the United States and the U.K. Therefore, most of our knowledge
of the technology is limited to jurisdictions in these two countries. Nevertheless,
some police departments around the world have completed pilot projects and are
slowly rolling out BWCs. Some law enforcement agencies in countries like
Canada and Australia have been testing the efficacy of BWCs for years but have
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been slow to adopt the technology. Despite the relatively mixed and diverse
research results on police use of body cameras, what has remained constant,
lurking in the background across these experiments, is the presence of Axon’s
cameras and technology (e.g., Axon supplied their body cameras for most of the
aforementioned research studies) and the obvious financial interest that Axon has
in the police adoption of their technology devices. Thus, as BWC experiments
continue to expand, our research question then regarding claims made by Axon
relative to their body camera products, we assert, remains paramount, for
garnering insight into Axon’s market dominance and illuminating the company’s
role in influencing the adoption and implementation of body camera technology
across law enforcement agencies.

METHODOLOGY
The research topic and question informed the selection of a suitable method.
Given our stated interest in claims made by Axon in media, we selected Quali-
tative Media Analysis (QMA; Altheide and Schneider, 2013). QMA is an
approach that places emphasis on documenting the process through which
discourse is presented to audiences. A review of the research literature indicates
that scholarship has not directly investigated Axon claims about its body cameras
and related technologies in either news reports or on social media platforms. This
observation indicates there exists a concerning gap in the research literature
regarding understanding the role a private enterprise corporation like Axon plays
in the promotion of their body cameras and related services (e.g., software). This
void in the literature attracted our attention and directed our focus upon content
analysis of select news media articles featuring Axon product claims.

QMA, or ethnographic content analysis, is a specific type of content analysis
that differs from conventional types of content analysis as a method in that QMA
focuses on a reflexive awareness of the process, meanings, and emphases to allow
for concepts to emerge throughout the entire research process. The method
involves 12 steps (for a longer discussion of these steps, see Altheide and
Schneider 2013, pp. 39–73). The first three steps concern the topic of investigation
(i.e., BWCs). The researcher first identifies the topic (step 1), reviews the literature
(step 2), and then becomes familiar with some relevant documents (e.g., news
reports) (step 3). Steps 4–6 involve creating a data collection instrument or
research protocol. Relevant variables or categories that emerge from the previous
three steps are listed (step 4), these variables are then tested against the data (step 5),
and the protocol is revised if needed (step 6). After the protocol is developed, a
sampling strategy is employed (step 7). The data are then collected using preset
codes (step 8) followed by analyses of these data (step 9). The categorization of
differences discovered during data analysis are then identified and included in
written summaries (step 10) along with some typical examples (step 11). The
materials should then be compared and contrasted with differences in the data
and finally integrated together into a draft that will become the final manuscript
(step 12).
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We directed our focus upon Axon claims as presented in two media formats
(steps 1–3): news media documents (mass media) as our primary data source and
Twitter (social media) as our secondary data source. These formats were selected
for the following reasons. First, regarding mass media, research demonstrates
that the major news media continue to retain their legitimizing function, espe-
cially for law enforcement.5 Major news media are basic aspects of popular
culture, and the logic of these media or “the process through which media present
and transmit information” (Altheide and Snow, 1979, p. 10) is strategically used
by companies such as Axon in order to bring more widespread awareness and
legitimacy to its claims about its products. For example, Axon has regularly
published press releases since 2009. A principal aim of a company press release is
to direct announcements to news media. When journalists publish stories citing
press releases, the news media facilitate, whether inadvertently or not, the legit-
imacy of companies such as Axon, which has published 374 press releases since
2009 (found here: http://investor.axon.com/press-releases). Given the role of news
media in both disseminating and legitimizing Axon’s claims about BWCs, it is
vital that we consider mass media news documents where we can empirically
observe and track how points of view and claims may change subtly over time
and across reports.

Second, regarding our secondary data source, and following news media,
social media platforms increasingly serve as significant sources of supplementary
legitimation. This is especially the case with Twitter as the majority of topics are
news based (Kwak et al., 2010) with the platform serving as a curated news feed
for many of its users (Wang, 2018). Twitter now predicts “relevant topics and
send[s] breaking-news notification based on a person’s interests” (Wang, 2018, our
emphasis). Research indicates that Twitter is among the most used social media
platforms by police agencies (Schneider, 2016). Therefore, considering police use
of Twitter, news stories featuring Axon’s press releases (relevant to police),
Twitter’s breaking news notifications that would be sent to police, and also
Axon’s direct engagement with police groups to help promote its claims about its
products, we surmised that Twitter would provide us with additional and relevant
secondary source data. We first utilized the LexisNexis database to collect our
news media data (articles), which served as our primary documents, or those
documents that comprise of the objects of study (Altheide and Schneider, 2013).

As we developed and revised our protocol instrument (steps 4–6), we searched
the LexisNexis database with the terms “taser” and “axon” and “camera.” We
included “taser” as a search term because the company did not change its name to
Axon until April 2017. We conducted searches from January 1, 2012, to August 1,
2018.6 Therefore, it was important that we included “taser” to capture all news
articles relating to body cameras prior to 2017.7 The search parameters returned
376 “hits” across international and local news media outlets primarily in the
United States but also in other countries like Canada, Australia, and the U.K.
Our initial review of these data revealed that 143 news articles were either
duplicates, business briefs of Axon stock, or unrelated to Axon body cameras
(e.g., articles that only discussed Tasers). Our focus per our research question was
with select news media reports – those articles with a thematic emphasis on Axon
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body camera technology and related claims (step 8). Themes are connected to
stories told by journalists who must “get specific information from sources that
can be tied to” the reporting of the narrative itself about BWCs (Altheide and
Schneider, 2013, p. 52). For this reason, we excluded the aforementioned 143
articles that did not meet these thematic criteria, resulting in 233 reports for
analysis (step 9).

The collection of Twitter data followed a careful reading of our news media
data. These Twitter data serve as our secondary documents or those records about
primary documents that “are at least one step removed from the initial data
sourced by a researcher” (Altheide and Schneider, 2013, p. 7). Our data sampling
strategy (step 7) of both news reports and Twitter data involved “progressive
theoretical sampling,” or “the selection of materials based on emerging under-
standing of the topic under investigation. The idea is to select materials for
conceptual or theoretically relevant reasons” (Altheide and Schneider, 2013, p. 56).
Lastly, numerous discussions with Axon employees in the form of in-person
meetings, phone conversations, and email and Twitter exchanges with the first
listed author further informed our approach and data sampling strategy.

Our primary sample of 233 news media documents were downloaded from
LexisNexis and converted into a portable document format consisting of an 879-
page data set for careful reading, review, and further analysis. We identified 42
news articles that featured quotes coded as claims by Axon employees about its
body camera technology (step 10). Analyses of these news media data produced
three basic themes (steps 11 and 12) that we explore below: officer and community
safety; cost and officer efficiency; and accountability and transparency. The
emergence of these themes from our analysis of the primary data set informed our
searches of Twitter.

At the time of our secondary data collection, Twitter only allowed public
access to the most recent 3,200 tweets of user profiles. A “tweet” is a user-
generated posting of 280 characters or less and can include any combination of
text, photos, videos, or links to websites. Tweets can also be “retweeted” or
shared with others. We gathered the most recent 3,200 tweets made to Axon’s
United States and Canada Twitter profiles, @Axon_US and @Axon_Canada,
respectively. Through the platform users can engage or tweet at (i.e., send public
messages) using the @ symbol, which serves “as a marker of addressivity (i.e., to
direct a tweet to a specific user)” (Honeycutt and Herring, 2009, p. 1). Hashtags
(#) can also be used to categorize tweets, so topics can easily be followed by users
on the platform. We retrieved our Twitter data using allmytweets.net.

Axon Canada was very active in “retweeting” law enforcement personnel
tweets that limited our data to the most recent 3,200 tweets on @Axon_Canada
between July 2017 and September 2018. Whereas we were able to retrieve data
from the U.S. Axon account from October 2015 to September 2018. U.S. Axon
Twitter posted 1,003 tweets between October 24, 2015, and September 21, 2018,
and the Canadian account posted 327 Tweets between July 9, 2017, and
September 21, 2018. These tweets were downloaded from Twitter for additional
reading, review, and analysis and are included below, where relevant as sec-
ondary data provided in support of our primary media data.
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FINDINGS
Axon’s claims identified across our data are categorized into the three themes that
follow. It is important to stress that some of Axon’s claims, especially those
concerning efficacy, were made prior to the publication of any empirical research on
BWCs. This important observation, and one that was consistent across the data,
illustrates that Axon marketed its BWCs in absence of empirical evidence
regarding efficacy, which helps set the tone for much of Axon’s subsequent claims
that we detail below. In line with the principles of our methodological approach,
we incorporated data gathered from Twitter only when these data were theo-
retically and thematically relevant in support of our identified news media
themes. Our findings reveal among other things how Axon made and circulated
claims in news media reports and later reinforced many of these claims using
Twitter. We now turn to the first of our three themes, officer and community
safety.

Officer and Community Safety

Axon claims that emerged in 2012 were largely in relation to how BWCs could
protect police officers from false accusations of misconduct. As an illustrative
example, Axon’s Chief Executive Officer (CEO) and cofounder Rick Smith told
the Philadelphia Daily News, “To have your own recording is the best weapon
against allegations against you” (Farr, 2012). Smith’s assertion speaks directly to
concerns of individual officers and not the policing institution as a whole. The
explicit suggestion here is that people cannot be trusted, a tension that is
consistent across the research literature on police occupational culture (e.g., see
Manning, 1978, p. 195). An implicit assumption in CEO Rick Smith’s above
statement speaks to those growing concerns of police control over their public
perception through media. Specifically, those recent changes to this process
ushered in by the advent of social media platforms where user-generated viral
videos of police can quickly spread unfavorable views of police (Schneider, 2016).
Here Axon provides a technological solution to offset such concerns, as Smith
noted elsewhere in a New York Times report: “One big reason to have these
[BWCs] is defensive” (Hardy, 2012).

Our analysis of the data revealed that Axon did not make any other claim
related to officer safety until three years later. In 2015, Axon claims shifted from
their products protecting the individual officer (from false accusations) to com-
munity safety concerns. These concerns were largely related to protecting the
community from police use of force in that Axon provides a lesser force option.
For instance, consider the idea that if citizens understand that they are being
recorded in their encounters with police, they are more likely to act in accordance
with the interests of police, thus reducing police use of force. To help illustrate the
point, consider a representative example from an Investor’s Daily Business, a
newspaper that covers finance and economic matters, and not usually police or
crime issues. The report, like numerous others in our data set, featured current
and former police officers as cited experts, buttressed by Axon employees who
spoke on the “life-saving technology” that Axon develops for law enforcement.
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A retired police chief formerly with Fort Worth Police in Texas (and paid Axon
consultant), Jeff Halstead commented that

They [Axon] are in existence to make our jobs safer and save lives. When someone like Rick
[Smith, CEO of Axon] in the private sector shows that visionary service for us, we’re very
grateful. (Fox, 2015)

Chief Halstead’s statement is then supported by Smith who provided the
following anecdote: “We’ve changed these officers’ lives, and they consequently
come up and hug me on a regular basis. And they’ve thanked me because
I prevented them from killing someone” (Fox, 2015). In other words, Axon has
kept the community safe from what we can probably surmise are actions of police
use of deadly force. It is important to note that the above statements by Halstead
and Smith were each made when the company was Taser and, therefore, very
likely refer to its entire product line (i.e., Tasers, BWCs, digital evidence).
Nevertheless, each of these statements helps to thematically illustrate the use-
fulness of Axon’s technology in regard to community safety concerns.

The news outlet from which the above claims derived is representative of the
business-oriented coverage that regularly featured stories and claims made by
Axon over six years of media coverage between 2012 and 2018. Coverage in
business media is significant in presenting Axon’s claims as market based, rather
than say scientifically or legally based, and thus suggests how business media may
help influence Axon’s claims in regard to community safety (i.e., to market its
products to law enforcement who are in the business of managing public safety).
To demonstrate the point, let us consider three thematic statements made by
Axon executives in Progressive Media, a privately held International group of
companies that span media, business information services, technology, and
communications. “Our body cameras and Evidence.com platform are providing
new and innovative ways to maximize officer safety,” suggested Axon’s CEO Rick
Smith (Progressive Media, 2015). Chief Operating Officer Jeff Kukowski asserted
in a different report, “Our AXON cameras coupled with the EVIDENCE.com
platform are a game-changer for law enforcement as they increase transparency,
save taxpayer dollars and ultimately help make communities safer” (Progressive
Media, 2014b). Further touting community safety issues, former Axon executive
Vice President Marcus Womack claimed “We’re thrilled to see that our Axon
body-worn video cameras have a positive effect on police agencies and are ulti-
mately making communities safer” (Progressive Media, 2014a). None of these
Axon claims were supported with empirical evidence, and at the time of this
writing, little research has examined the link between BWC use and officer and/or
public safety. Further, it might be noted that contrary to the aforementioned
claims, one study by Ariel et al. (2016) even found that officers wearing BWCs
faced more assaults from the public.

Perhaps not surprisingly, as Axon’s business model shifted to focus increas-
ingly on BWCs in 2017, the frequency and duration of Axon claims relative to
body cameras in news reports increased. For instance, in April 2017, Axon
announced that they would provide free body cameras and related software
services to all frontline police in the United States for one year, and in July 2017,
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this same offer was extended to officers across Canada. Following Axon’s
unprecedented offer to outfit all frontline police across North America with free
body cameras, CEO Rick Smith asserted

We are going ‘all in’ to empower police officers to more safely and effectively do their jobs and
drive important social change by making body cameras available to every officer in America
(Rayman, 2017)

Smith claimed elsewhere, “We believe these cameras are more than just tools
to protect communities and the officers who serve them” (The Record, 2017).
Smith provided no evidence in support of either of his statements; rather, the
efficacy of his safety claims appears to be shaped by his personal beliefs and
assumptions. Similar claims sans evidence and drawing on assumptions also
appeared regularly on Twitter.

As one thematic example, consider an August 17, 2018 tweet made on Axon’s
U.S. account:

Leveraging technology is more than just adapting a few new devices & putting a couple more
gadgets on the belt. It’s a global shift. It’s a cultural shift. It’s a huge undertaking...but it’s
making your department smarter and safer.

Such assertions pertaining to safety – let alone any global or cultural shifts –
are quite difficult to make with empirical certainty. Nevertheless, when Axon did
provide support of its unverified safety claims, it did so by tweeting indirect and
unsubstantiated statements attributed to police departments and officers, what
might otherwise be characterized as hearsay. Consider the following two repre-
sentative examples.

We [Axon Canada] are extremely proud to partner with @CalgaryPolice on their Body Worn
Camera Proof of Concept. We could not agree more that this program will help “to create a
safe, transparent, accountable and innovative policing environment for the City of Calgary”.
(July 18, 2018)

In another example directed at both a department and individual officer, Axon
tweeted: “Proud 2 partner w @CityFredPolice on their #DigitalEvidenceManagement
System. 100% agree w @Deputy_Gaudet ‘We believe that by being equipped
with cutting-edge technology, we can better serve and protect our community’”
(July 16, 2018).

Cost Saving and Officer Efficiency

Axon made numerous claims across our data set concerning body cameras as cost
saving devices. For example, Axon BWCs would reduce cost for police depart-
ments in relation to the more than $2 billion annually that is reportedly spent by
law enforcement “paying off complaints about brutality” (Hardy, 2012). Video
evidence generated by Axon body cameras would presumably help defend and
subsequently corroborate police statements against allegations of abuse. Such
statements seem at the very least to suggest that “brutality” payments are largely
frivolous in nature and video evidence would prove such. Further, Axon’s cost
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savings claims preceded evidence showing a link between body camera use and
cost reduction. Empirical and anecdotal evidence has since emerged in support of
BWCs reducing complaints against officers (e.g., see Ariel et al., 2015; Ariel et al.,
2017; Braga et al., 2018; White et al., 2017). Logically, a reduction in complaints
made against police may translate into cost savings. However, just one published
study has found that BWCs contribute to significant cost savings due to
complaint reductions (Braga et al., 2017).

Nevertheless, before the publication of any of the aforementioned studies,
Axon continued to promote numerous and unverified claims that BWCs reduce
costs for law enforcement agencies and the communities they serve. As one
example, in 2014, Axon asserted that BWCs would “save taxpayers dollars”
(Progressive Media, 2014b). A few years earlier in 2012, Axon affirmed that
BWCs coupled with its software would achieve cost savings for law enforcement
agencies by removing the need to have information technology employees on the
payroll (Hardy, 2012). CEO Rick Smith even guaranteed certain law enforcement
agencies “complete predictability of the costs of their on-officer video and
TASER program” (Progressive Media, 2014c). In spite of Smith’s bold claim,
there have been several cases where law enforcement agencies reported that costs
increased after BWC adoption and that new positions were created for personnel
to deal with various information requests and data management concerns.
Consider, for instance, that the Palm Beach Gardens (Florida) Police Depart-
ment (Peters, 2018) and Minneapolis Police Department (Jany, 2018) (both police
services use Axon BWCs) had to hire additional employees to reduce the backlog
of data management issues.

Analysis of Axon activity on Twitter was consistent with our findings related
to cost saving claims made in news media reports. Consider the following tweet
from the @Axon_Canada Twitter account: “Contact us to see how police services
across Canada & around world are reducing costs & increasing disclosure speed
& security” (May 6, 2018). Not only do such claims by Axon run counter to
instances like those examples above where police have experienced increased
costs due to BWC adoption, there is currently no empirical evidence in Canada
that supports BWCs as a cost reduction strategy for police. Nevertheless, a great
deal of Axon’s cost reduction claims were presented under the pretense of officer
efficiency. For instance, in reference to Axon’s redaction software, spokesman
Steve Tuttle asserted,

When someone requests a video of an officer’s entire shift, that creates an extreme burden on an
agency. Police work is a lot of walking around. It’s like war. You can go for a week and have a
five-minute battle. We make it very simple. (Spivack, 2016)

Axon has also claimed numerous times that the use of their BWCs will
eventually make writing reports obsolete for officers.

Let us consider two thematic statements each made in 2017 by CEO Rick
Smith where he claims that BWCs will end up “reducing the need for endless
paperwork” (The Record, 2017), and “Police officers are now video creators, and
that could eventually replace traditional written reports” (Shiffer, 2017). Pres-
ently, there is no indication that law enforcement will discontinue report writing
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and likely we can surmise that body camera footage will complement written
reports. Nevertheless, Axon statements in support of such efficiency claims on
Twitter are abound, as one example:

Thank-you to all the attendees from across Canada at our Axon Demo Day in #Vancouver
today. We hope we have been able to showcase how our solutions can help save time and
improve efficiency. (February 28, 2018)

Accountability and Transparency

Police body cameras are expected to enhance both accountability and trans-
parency (Henstock and Ariel, 2017). These are among the two oft-cited claims of
BWC technology in the research literature (Ariel et al., 2017; White, 2014; White
et al., 2017). Axon also regularly heralded these claims. For instance, in a 2012
Salt Lake Tribune article, CEO Rick Smith asserted that BWC technology “holds
everybody accountable” (Stecklein, 2012). Axon representatives have also
claimed that their BWCs are an asset for law enforcement “as they increase
transparency” (Progressive Media, 2014b) and that the technology “assists police
in capturing, managing, and sharing their digital facts without the complexity as
well offering greater transparency” (Progressive Media, 2014a). In relation to
accountability and transparency claims, analysis of these data revealed that most
of Axon’s claims in this regard were directed at specifically named (identified)
police agencies.

As one illustrative example, Smith identified the Louisiana State Police (LPD)
specifically by name and the LPD’s decision to adopt BWCs by stating: “Fully
deploying HD body cameras, let alone taking the innovative step of purchasing
two per officer, is undoubtedly a bold move in the direction of improved
accountability,” further continuing that the LPD’s BWC adoption

…virtually ensures that important interactions don’t go unrecorded, and you’re looking at an
agency whose technology can help them go above and beyond. We commend them on being the
first major, statewide agency to take these steps. (Plus Media Solutions, 2016)

As evidenced across the research literature on police body cameras,
accountability and transparency are identified as two critical areas of concern
with respect to implementation. We might surmise that Axon would identify
individual departments who have adopted their cameras in order to draw the
attention of law enforcement agencies considering BWCs but opting for a “wait-
and-see” approach in relation to what police services testing the devices on a trial
period decide regarding their own BWC adoption (e.g., see Bellano, 2017;
Wakefield, 2017 as a few examples). It is perhaps understandable then that Axon
would link accountability and transparency issues with individual departments
given that law enforcement have been under public scrutiny to be more
accountable and transparent in their actions with the public and that BWCs are
sometimes lauded as a panacea, a perspective supported by Axon claims. When
viewed strategically, Axon’s accountability and transparency claims then might
attract police departments to adopt its products while appeasing the public.
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CONCLUSION
A key finding of this empirically driven chapter is how many of Axon’s very own
and often frivolous claims is somewhat consistent with the research literature that
suggests that the current debates over body cameras are informed by “beliefs and
assumptions rather than empirical evidence” (Mateescu et al., 2016, p. 122). Our
finding is especially salient given the dubious interest Axon has in promoting its
claims in hopes that police agencies will continue to adopt their body cameras
and related services. This chapter also reveals how many of Axon’s claims
occurred in the absence of evidence. While many of Axon’s claims continue to
remain suspect, some of their early claims (especially those related to reduced use
of force) would be later supported ex post facto in the research literature as noted
herein. Frivolous or not, it is likely that Axon’s claims about its body cameras
will remain influential in the ongoing debates over the implementation of these
devices. Let us now briefly return to the question we posted at the outset of this
chapter: What claims does Axon make relative to their body camera products in
media?

Our data demonstrate that Axon made numerous claims about its products
including some that heavily favored pro-police sentiments such as literally
weaponizing video evidence as a combative measure against public accusations of
misconduct. Our analysis illustrates that Axon mostly, although not entirely,
made unverified statements absent any empirical evidence in support of their
claims in news media reports and on Twitter. Axon claims that begin with “we
believe” as evidenced in this chapter are certainly indicative of this finding. When
support of claims was provided by Axon, it most usually occurred in the form of
statements made by either paid consultants who are (or were) law enforcement
officers or by reaffirming unconfirmed statements made by police not working as
Axon representatives, which was more typical on Twitter. Some of Axon’s own
claims about the efficacy of their body cameras were made far in advance of the
publication of any reviewed studies that could confirm or refute Axon claims.
Even in more recent circumstances where body cameras have been the subject of
academic evaluation, Axon has solicited and publicized the endorsements of
scholars prior to peer review and publication of research results. For example, on
May 8 2019, Axon Canada shared a link to a short promotional “case study
video” on Twitter highlighting “preliminary research” findings about the impact
of body cameras on public perceptions. In the video, the findings were described
by the researcher, Lakehead University Assistant Professor Alana Saulnier,
alongside Vishal Dhir, the Managing Director of Axon Canada, giving the
weight of academic evidence to Axon marketing claims. In other circumstances,
as outlined earlier in this chapter, Axon made claims contrary to evidence, which
lends support to our finding that some of Axon’s statements were based on
company beliefs rather than evidence.

Another point for additional consideration only touched on briefly herein is
how endorsements about body cameras from police help support Axon’s claims
in business-related media as a strategy for raising interest among investors. Police
and academic endorsements provide much needed legitimacy to Axon’s products
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and suggest their products are successful, attracting would-be investors to pur-
chase shares in the company, which subsequently raises the share price. What
Axon claims police say about the success of their products helps Axon attract
investors and also expand into new markets. A point illustrated by Hoium (2018)
in “Why Axon Enterprise’s Growth Is Just the Beginning,”

Axon Enterprise Inc.’s revenue has nearly tripled over the past five years as body camera
and taser use has increased in law enforcement agencies around the world [...] Axon could
conceivably grow its customer base more than six times without any new products just by
expanding into new markets and getting more penetration in existing markets (emphasis added).

This chapter contributes to the limited amount of research on Axon efficacy
claims in relation to their body cameras, provides some empirical insight into
Axon claims over a six-year growth period of rapid deployment of police body
cameras, contributes to the burgeoning body camera literature, and is the first
study to conduct QMA on Axon claims in media. The goal of this methodology is
not to generalize findings but rather to gain understanding by studying docu-
ments (i.e., news reports and social media posts) as representations of social
meanings and institutional relations. Future research could incorporate addi-
tional sampling procedures such as random sampling to accommodate those
scholars interested in generalization or use Twitter as a primary data source (web
scraping and mining tools could help with this process).

Axon will likely continue making claims about its products and at the very
least will engage in efforts to retain its dominance in the body camera market.
Independent academic studies that are not funded or connected to Axon are
necessary to continue to learn more about Axon’s role in the body camera market
including the promotion of other Axon products such as drones. Future studies
could also examine Axon press releases, the claims that are made in these doc-
uments, and which of these press releases and claims gain attention in news media
or on social media. Lastly, our research was limited to North America. Future
studies might examine Axon claims in other countries and markets and on other
social media platforms. We feel that understanding these developments in rela-
tion to the expansion of body cameras among law enforcement remains crucial.
We look forward to such endeavors.

NOTES
1. There are 69 major police departments in the United States, but not all have adopted

BWCs.
2. Axon’s dominance is often discussed in news media articles and usually is only noted

in passing reference in the academic research literature. These two citations serve as the-
matic examples of this dichotomy.
3. Some evidence suggests that police agencies are aware of body camera maker’s

interests and the profits that companies will make from the adoption of body-worn camera
devices by police (del Pozo, 2017).
4. Axon supplied body cameras for the Rialto study and has supplied cameras for nearly

every single one of the replication studies that have followed.
5. For example, when police conduct is questioned or scrutinized by the public, law

enforcement continues to issue press releases through traditional news media outlets rather
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than utilizing their social media for direct communication of such matters with publics
(e.g., see Schneider, 2015, 2016).
6. In 2010 and 2011, Axon (then Taser) published just two press releases each year. In

2012, the company began to publish press releases more frequently (at 37), and since 2013,
Axon has published about 50 press releases each year. This observation informed the years
of our search parameters in LexisNexis.
7. Note: Axon was the name of the camera model since its creation in 2012.
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