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HANDCUFFING SKILLS 

 

The aim of this 
module 

Introduction 

therefore is to: 

The decision to handcuff a subject still remains a 

  show how to 

controversial area. The application of handcuffs is clearly 

apply handcuffs 

based on the officer’s perception of the subject at the 

at the correct 

time, in the circumstances, while taking into account all 

application site 

the facts, which must be accountable both in law and 

  ensure that 

procedure. From a potential complaint point of view, 

the technique 

subjects who are allegedly unnecessarily handcuffed, 

application is 

those who allege that excessive force was used while 

correct 

handcuffs were applied, and handcuffs allegedly being 

  ensure that the 

applied too tightly are important factors to consider. 

handcuffs are not 

These elements, together with the common offences 

too tight and are 

relating to the application of handcuffs, assist in the 

incapable of 
becoming tighter 

creation of a simple training module to deal with most 
circumstances. 

  link with other 

modules 

 1 

contained within 

Types of handcuff 

this manual. 

H

This module is only concerned with handcuffs of a rigid variety and these 
may be classified as: 

A
N

Rigid handcuffs 

D
C
U
F
F
IN
G
 S
K
ILLS 

 

© CENTREX (Central Police Training and Development Authority) March 2002 - REVISED MAY 2005 



[bookmark: 4][image: ]

[image: ]

Hinge handcuffs 

Combination hinge/rigid handcuffs 

 

Parts identification 

 

2 

H

The illustration below shows the various parts of a rigid handcuff; these 

A

parts are equally applicable to hinge cuffs and combination hinge/rigid 

N

handcuffs. Also illustrated is an array of handcuff keys. 

D
C

 

Double Bar 

Double Lock Pin 

U
F

Back Strap 

F
IN
G
 S
K

Rivet 

ILLS 

Keyholes 

Single Bar 

Finger Grooves 

Handcuffing 

Keys 
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Rivet 

When the single bar is placed and pushed against 

The single and double bars are connected and 

the outside or inside of a subject’s wrist, it passes 

secured by a rivet. The use of the rivet when 

through the double bar and encircles the wrist. 

leverage is needed is peculiar to hinge type 
handcuffs. 

Checks of the inside of the single bar ensure that 
it is free of any sharp burrs that could possibly 

Back strap 

cause a subject injury. Also, the teeth on the 
single bar should not be worn down in such a way 

When the handcuff is held, this part of the 

as to compromise officer and subject safety. This 

handcuff will fit into the fleshy webbing of the 

phenomenon may occur more in an open style 

officer’s hand, and between the base of the thumb 

handcuff holster, as it gives the officer the 

and the heel of the hand. 

opportunity to repeatedly spin the single bar 
through the double bar, thereby wearing the teeth 

Finger grooves 

down. This situation may be remedied by placing 

When the handcuff is held, the fingers of the 

the handcuffs in a fully enclosed holster, which 

officer’s hand will wrap around the 

not only assists with retention (see Personal 

finger grooves. 

Management Module), but also prevents what 
may be termed as the ‘ratchet syndrome’. 

Handcuff keys 

Double bar 

Handcuff keys generally come in a small issued 
size and the larger elongated type. It is important 

The double bar is part of the frame of the 

to realise that issued keys have the correct size 

handcuff and is separated by the single bar. 

ward to fit the corresponding handcuffs. 

Again, it is important that there are no sharp 

Additional keys must have a corresponding ward, 

burrs that could possibly cause a subject injury, 

or malfunctions in removing the handcuffs may 

and also that the frame of the double bar is not 

occur. 

bent as this could also compromise officer and 

 3 

subject safety. 

H

Keyholes 

A

The keyholes are located on the side of the 

N

handcuff, where the handcuff key is inserted 

D

to unlock the handcuff. 

C
U

Double lock pin 

F

When the handcuff has been applied to a 

F

subject’s wrist and the single bar has been closed 

IN

so as not to impede the circulation of the flow of 

G

blood to the subject’s wrist, the double lock 
should then be engaged to prevent the single bar 

 S

from closing further. 

K
I

To engage the double lock pin, the pointed tip of 

L

the handcuff key, or a similar object such as a 

L

ballpoint pen, should be used by inserting it into 

S

the double lock pinhole until it comes to a stop. 

 

In order to unlock the double lock, it is 
necessary to insert the handcuff key into the 
keyhole and turn the key a quarter turn in the 
direction of the single bar and then towards the 
double bar for release. 
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Malfunction maintenance 
and cleaning 

The normal reason why a handcuff malfunctions 
may be due to a broken key ward in the keyhole. 

 

This can be more apparent with certain types of 
elongated keys, where more torque can be 

  IMPORTANT. 

produced to sheer off the ward. In this situation 
the broken portion of the key may block the 

If the handcuff 

insertion of another key, thereby preventing the 

comes into 

single bar from releasing.When this happens, the 

contact with 

officer should remove the other cuff. The 

blood, it must 

malfunctioning cuff should be placed on a hard 
surface and gently tapped. This often causes the 

be cleaned 

broken portion of the key to shift to another 

with an 

location. Once tapped, another key should be 

appropriate 

used to attempt to remove the handcuffs. 

cleanser, to 
prevent the 

If the tapping of the bracelet does not free the 

spread of 

action of the handcuffs, then they will have to be 

bacteria. 

cut off with bolt cutters. The grip of the handcuffs 

 

should be held by the officer or another person to keep the handcuffs 
from twisting and injuring the subject when pressure from the bolt cutters 
is applied. The bolt cutters should be positioned as close as possible to the 
single bar where it inserts into the ratchet mechanism, as this area of the 
handcuff tends to cut more easily. 

 

4 

Care should be taken when positioning the bolt cutters. The tip of the cutters 

H

should not extend beyond the width of the single bar. To aid subject 

A

confidence and prevent injury, a thin piece of cardboard or something 

N

similar may be placed between the handcuff and the subject so that the skin 
is not pinched in the event of slippage. 

D
C

Any lubricant (other than oil), with either a teflon or silicone base, should 

U

be used to lightly spray the moving parts of the handcuff periodically, and 
wiped off afterwards. 

F
F

Medical implications of handcuffing 

IN

(see Medical Implications Module) 

G
 S

Basic principles of handcuffing 

K

Since handcuffing is an important part of subject control, it is important to 

IL

have a system that consists of techniques that are simple and potentially 

L

effective, no matter if the subject is standing, seated, kneeling or prone. 

S

Therefore this system comprises two techniques (rear palms out (back to 

 

back) and a front stack) which utilise the concept of commonality of top 
cuff application. 

However, officers should additionally consider using unarmed skills to 
support any item of equipment. The following principles are the main 
elements used to measure the performance of an officer. 
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Handcuff removal 

Technique application 

 

positions 

 

In general terms, handcuffs, when applied, should 

 

finish up in: 

 

 

  Rear palms out position 

Handcuff application to the 

 

front and rear of a subject 

 

 

COMPETENCES 

  Front stack position 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  Hybrid positions 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

8 

 

H

Technique application 

 

A

subject types 

 

N

This system is concerned with: 

D
C
U

  co-operative subject (yes type) 

 

 

F

 

F

 

IN

  potentially unco-operative subject (maybe 

G

type) 

 

 S

 

 

K

 

IL

 

L

 

 

S

 

 

  totally unco-operative subject (no type) 
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ACPO Guidelines on the Use of Handcuffs 

Any intentional application of force to the person of another is an assault. The use of handcuffs 
amounts to such an assault and is unlawful unless it can be justified. Justification is achieved 
through establishing not only a legal right to use handcuffs, but also good objective grounds for 
doing so in order to show that what the officer did was a reasonable, necessary and proportionate 
use of force. 

Legal powers to use reasonable force are derived from various sources: Section 3 Criminal Law 
Act 1967, Section 117 Police and Criminal Evidence Act 1984, Common Law (Breach of the 
Peace) and Common Law (Self Defence). 

Officers should be familiar and comfortable with the circumstances in which handcuffs may be 
used. Moreover, they should be able to justify the usage to supervisory officers, and appropriate 
Authorities including the Courts. In the same way officers should be prepared to justify the period 
of time the handcuffs were applied before their eventual removal. 

In considering what action is reasonable, an officer should apply the principles of the Conflict 
Management Model, especially the Impact Factors. Factors such as age and gender, respective 
size and apparent strength and fitness may or may not support the justification of using handcuffs, 
taking into account all the accompanying circumstances at the time. There must always be an 
objective basis for the decision to apply handcuffs. 

The physical condition of a person is another consideration in deciding whether or not handcuffs 
should be applied or their application continued. For example, where a person has a condition 
that may be aggravated when handcuffed, this might make their use unreasonable. When 
handcuffs are used, the condition of the person should be monitored to ensure that there is no 
particular risk of injury or death. 

The following advice and guidance is provided to help clarify these guidelines: 

(i) 

In establishing an objective basis for believing that a person may escape or attempt to 
escape, an officer may react to whatever the person says or does, but need not wait for a 
physical act. The officer should take into account the seriousness of the offence for which 

 9 

the person has been detained. Depending on the circumstances, this can induce a level of 
desperation so that an attempt to escape could reasonably be expected. Previous 

H

indications of the personís likelihood to escape can also be considered to establish 

A

reasonable grounds to handcuff. 

N

(ii)  In establishing an objective basis for believing that a person should be handcuffed because 

violence is likely to be used against the officer or a member of the public, the officer need not 

D

wait for a physical act from the person. The officer should take into account the actions of 

C

the person prior to detention. If violence had already been displayed in the circumstances 
that led to the detention, regardless of whether or not the detention was for an offence 

U

involving violence this could constitute adequate objective grounds for handcuffing. Verbal 

F

and nonverbal indications from a person of a possible likelihood of violence can provide 

F

grounds for making an objective decision. When a person is known or is believed to be likely 

I

to use violence, based on previous experiences of such (perhaps particularly at the point of 

N

detention or while in custody), this would also assist an officer to develop an objective basis 

G

for a decision to use handcuffs. 

 

There will be occasions when officers take custody of prisoners from one of Her Majestyís 

S

Prisons, usually under the authority contained in Section 41 Crime Sentences Act 1997, eg to 

K

facilitate attendance at an identification parade. Irrespective of the status of the prisoner the 

I

escorting officer bears the responsibility of deciding whether the prisoner should, or should not 

L

be handcuffed. 

L

In addition to the officerís prior knowledge of the prisoner (as set out in paras. (i) and (ii) above) 

S

consideration should also be taken of any information available from the Prison Authorities. The 

 

Prison Service have access to intelligence and information which may not have been previously 
available to the police officer. The category or status of the prisoner will be based on this 
intelligence and will include a recommendation as to whether handcuffs should be used. The 
information should be conveyed to police in writing. If for any reason this information is provided 
verbally officers will make a record of the information. A requirement made by the Prison Service 
that handcuffs should be used places no obligation on the police officer but it must be recognised 
that in such circumstances the Governor may decline to release the prisoner to police custody. 
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Technique application practica
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(co-operative subject) 
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Removal of handcuffs 
rear palms out 

(co-operative subject) 
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Front stack 

COMPETENCES 

(co-operative subject) 

 

 

Occasionally, it may be necessary to handcuff a 

 

subject at the front, this may be because: 

 

  t
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This is not an exhaustive list. 
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Removal of handcuffs 
front stack 
(co-operative subject) 

COMPETENCES 
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Rear palms out 

(potential y unco-operative subject) 

 

 

 

Rear palms out 

subject pulls away 
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Standing the subject up from 
a prone and seated position 
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Method #1 

COMPETENCES 
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Turning the subject over from 
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Rear palms out subject 
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Totally unco-operative 

Handcuffing a totally unco-

subject 

operative subject from the 

conventional groundpin position 
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Handcuff transition rear 
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Apply the handcuffs 

 

 

 

Be sure to ask the subject 
Always ask the subject if the handcuffs are too tight. 

Check the handcuffs for tightness 
Physically check the handcuffs at the widest point of the wrist for being too 
tight. 

 

 

 

. 

Evidence 
Always evidence the justifiable use of handcuffs on a subject. 

Additional handcuffing considerations 
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This is not an exhaustive list and occasionally exceptions may occur! 
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