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1.0 INTRODUCTION  

 
The report aims to inform the National Academy of Sciences Committee (Ad Hoc Committee in 

support of Evidence to Advance Reform in the Global Security & Justice Sectors: A Workshop-

based Consensus Study Series project) of international evidence concerning the effectiveness of 

training methods used to prepare police officers to promote the rule of law and protect the 

population. In addition to providing a summary of the evidence base related to training method 

effectiveness across various countries, the report describes the strengths and limitations of the 

data available to inform these practices. It also provides recommendations for future practice and 

offers commentary on what data should be collected and reported to ensure continued 

advancement in this area. 

 

While numerous police trainings have been subjected to scientific review, most evaluations 

assess a training’s impact on future outcomes rather than test the effectiveness of various training 

methods used to disseminate curricula. Such indirect tests of training method impacts do not 

permit a rigorous systematic review of the topic, but they will allow inferences to be made 

concerning the relative merits of various training approaches. For the current review, particular 

emphasis is placed on indirect evidence drawn from high quality studies (e.g., trainings assessed 

using randomized control trial designs). Although remarkably unresearched, conclusions drawn 

from the few direct evaluations of training method impact suggest that various training 

techniques differentially impact learning.  

 

This report intends to complement and provide additional context for another related report 

commissioned to examine the content of the police academy training and the core knowledge and 

skills to be included in the police curriculum (excluding the topic of police use of force). While 

current police academy curriculum is briefly highlighted to frame the present discussion, the 

substantive focus of the report is the structure and outcome of training methods used to 

disseminate and administer curriculum content.  

 

This report is divided into five sections. Following the introduction, I begin by articulating the 

purpose of police training and five goals that I propose should guide police training efforts to 

promote the rule of law and protect the population most effectively. In the third section, I provide 

a general overview of current police training curriculum content, along with summaries 

concerning what is known about teaching settings, methods, and instructors. The fourth section 

provides a summary of existing police training evaluations. This review includes the focus of 

training assessments, evaluation methods, the known impacts of police training, and the 

generalizability of current police training evidence. I conclude with summaries and 

recommendations based on what is currently known (and unknown) about how police training 

methods achieve their intended goals. The report’s final recommendations are centered around 

three fundamental conclusions meant to guide future data collection, research, and policy 

development. 
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2.0 REVIEW FRAMEWORK: THE PURPOSE AND GOALS OF POLICE TRAINING   

 

Before presenting summaries of international evidence on existing police training delivery and 

evaluations, I outline the general purpose of police training, as conceptualized for the intent of 

this report. In stating this purpose, I draw from the Committee’s guiding question that seeks to 

discover the most effective training methods for conveying the knowledge and skills police need 

to promote the rule of law and protect the population. Five specific police training goals are also 

proposed to support the current inquiry. The specific purpose and goals of police training 

outlined in this section provide a framework for the subsequent evidence review of current police 

training practices and guide the report’s conclusions and recommendations.  

 

2.1 PURPOSE OF POLICE TRAINING 

 

In the spirit of the Committee’s current effort, the primary purpose of police training should be to 

effectively convey core knowledge and develop skills needed for police to promote the rule of 

law and protect the population. This statement of purpose suggests two important points to 

consider. First, police training should use effective teaching methods and practices. Research 

demonstrating police training outcomes and the related methods used to teach officers are 

discussed in the following sections. But before discussing training outcomes, I acknowledge the 

second important point in this statement: police need specific knowledge and skills to promote 

the rule of law and protect the population effectively. Given that police academy curriculum can 

use effective training methods while simultaneously failing to provide the particular knowledge 

and skills needed to achieve these desired outcomes, I briefly summarize the findings contained 

in the related report commissioned to examine the content of the police academy training. 

 

As argued in the complementary report by Mazerolle, all police education, at all levels, should 

focus on building foundational knowledge concerning the “power few” (Sherman, 2007), often 

referred to as the law of crime and crime problem concentration (Weisburd, 2015). As such, 

police must understand the degree to which crime is concentrated across offenders, 

victims/targets, and places (see Lee et al., 2017; Martinez et al., 2017; O et al., 2017 for 

systematic review summaries), why crime concentration matters, and how to identify the types 

and sources of data needed to identify risky people and places. To apply this knowledge to 

promote the rule of law and protect the population, officers must also know how to conceptualize 

police response to problems. Most importantly, frameworks for understanding police response 

must help officers to differentiate between reactive and proactive police responses and predict 

likely outcomes of specific interventions. Finally, officers must be made aware of the evidence 

base concerning effective (and ineffective) interventions and data needed to support successful 

initiatives that focus on high-risk people and groups, crime-prone places, and highly vulnerable 

victims.  

 

Police academy curriculum must continually evolve as new scientific evidence concerning crime 

risk and response effectiveness becomes available. Therefore, any future policing mission or 

vision that helps police promote the rule of law and protect the population must include a 

commitment to continual training supporting on-going officer professional development. 



 

5 

 

Following Mazerolle’s recommendations, as well as recommendations of the President’s Task 

Force on 21st Century Policing (see Lum et al., 2016), such development should include training 

that teaches officers how to prevent community harm using the latest evidence concerning the 

law of crime concentrations and proactive police approaches, including effective offender-, 

place-, and victim-focused interventions. To the extent that police training curriculum does not 

incorporate our most current knowledge and skill sets needed to implement associated evidence-

based interventions, any police training, regardless of method, will be less effectual, and police 

training will fail to fully achieve its intended purpose.  

 

2.2 GOALS OF POLICE TRAINING 

 
In addition to its general orientation and purpose, the literature suggests five additional police 

training goals to ensure that officers can effectively promote the rule of law and protect the 

population. The five goals – including that police training must be evidence-based, do no harm, 

support problem-solving, promote the appropriate use of discretion, and be adaptable – highlight 

basic criteria that can be used to evaluate any specific training curriculum or method. These 

goals are revisited in the conclusions and recommendations section of this report to assist with an 

assessment of current practices and provide recommendations for future research and practice. 

 

Goal #1: Training must be evidence-based. For almost 30 years, Sherman and colleagues have 

argued that scientific evidence should inform police practice (see Sherman, 1998 for an early call 

for "evidence-based policing" based on lessons learned in the medical field and previous crime 

reduction experiments). Yet, some of our most popular police trainings remain unevaluated prior 

to agency adoption. Recent examples include de-escalation training (Engel, McManus, et al., 

2020) and implicit bias training (Council on Criminal Justice Task Force on Policing, 2021b; 

Spencer et al., 2016), both of which have been widely adopted following demands by community 

leaders and residents, despite lacking strong evaluation and, in the case of implicit bias training, 

questions concerning the training’s potential to change officer behaviors.  

 

The absence of rigorous evaluation leaves critical questions unanswered. For example, we do not 

know what aspects of the curriculum are most impactful, if the training might have unintended 

consequences, the proper dosage (time spent that should be on training and the timing of re-

training to retain skills and prevent knowledge decay), or the most effective methods for teaching 

the curriculum. It is important to note that there is tremendous variation in training standards 

across and within countries, even for crucial police training topics, including mental health and 

crisis de-escalation training (Plotkin & Peckerman, 2017). For police to effectively promote the 

rule of law and protect the population, rigorous evaluations of police training outcomes must 

occur prior to, or at least in concert with, widespread promotion and implementation. 

 

Goal #2: Training must do no harm. Like many medical interventions that are iatrogenic (i.e., 

produce an adverse effect, not always due to error or negligence), policing can also produce 

unwanted consequences, even if highly successful in reducing crime (see Tankebe, 2020, for an 

example of counter-terrorism policing interventions that likely encourage radicalization). Several 

researchers have advocated for a harm-focused approach to help police better reduce community 

harm and prioritize how officers address problems associated with the law of crime 
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concentration (see Ratcliffe, 2015), yet it can be argued that this approach has not been fully 

embraced as it relates to police policy and training.   

 

All trainings, even those concerned with routine policing activities, can impact police 

effectiveness. For example, we know that changes to the ways in which police conduct traffic 

stops can lead to reductions in unnecessary searches (Epp & Erhardt, 2020) and increased 

perceptions of police legitimacy (Mazerolle, Antrobus, et al., 2013). A focus on the control and 

reduction of the iatrogenic (Anderson & Burris, 2017) or harmful effects (Sparrow, 2008) of 

police training outcomes, on both the community and police, will allow us to better achieve our 

training purpose. For police to effectively promote the rule of law and protect the population, we 

must consider a holistic view of police training impact, ensure that our training evaluations test 

for unwanted and potentially negative effects, and consider tandem training (see McCraty & 

Atkinson, 2012) that might help officers better cope with stressors of their occupational duties 

(Blumberg et al., 2019). 

 

Goal #3: Training must support problem-solving. Sir Robert Peel’s first policing principle tasks 

police with preventing crime and disorder to avoid over-reliance on the use of punishment and 

the need for military occupation to avoid community harm.1 This is particularly important in the 

international context, as crime prevention as a police function is considered critical to 

encouraging and supporting the development of democratic governments (Bayley, 2005). The 

degree to which police can proactively prevent crime is dependent upon on their knowledge of 

crime science (as outlined in Mazerolle’s report) and their ability to apply this information to 

solve community problems.   

 

Problem-solving aimed at crime prevention requires public participation. Public perceptions of 

police legitimacy influence the degree to which people will voluntarily cooperate with the police 

(Mazerolle, Bennett, et al., 2013). For police to effectively promote the rule of law and protect 

the population, officer training must offer crime science and procedural justice training to 

reduce the need for police use of force (Wood et al., 2020) and to secure public cooperation for 

collaborative problem-solving efforts (Bolger & Walters, 2019; Sunshine & Tyler, 2003; Tyler, 

2003; Tyler & Fagan, 2010; Walters & Bolger, 2019). 

 

Goal #4: Training must promote the appropriate use of discretion. Police require discretion to 

perform police work. If our goal is to move policing closer toward a harm reduction orientation, 

then guidance for, not eradication of, police discretion is needed (Beckett, 2016). It is not yet 

entirely clear how to best accomplish discretion-related training. For example, research finds that 

training focused on specific tactical decisions, like use of force, can improve 

officers’ physiological control, situational awareness, and decision-making outcomes (Andersen 

& Gustafsberg, 2016). And, while training has been shown to enhance officer knowledge about 

policing’s code of ethics, training to improve moral reasoning skills to help officers exercise 

appropriate discretion has not always been successful (De Schrijver & Maesschalck, 2015). 

 

Yet, training to improve officer decision-making is critical to reducing community harm. 

Rightful policing (Meares & Neyroud, 2015) requires that police promote fairness and build trust 

among the public in order to effectively prevent crime and engage in constitutional (or ethical) 

                                                       
1 See Emsley, 2013, for a discussion of these principles and debates concerning authorship attribution. 
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policing. One path toward achieving these outcomes might lie in training police to embrace the 

mission of attacking all forms of illegitimate hierarchies – dominance of the powerful over the 

powerless that results in harm (Sklansky, 2008). Reflection about the skills needed to fulfill the 

larger police purpose, beyond the basic behavioral competencies needed to enforce laws, should 

inform and guide training efforts (White, 2006).  For police to effectively promote the rule of law 

and protect the population, police training must prepare officers to do more than perform 

legalistic functions; it must clearly articulate and reinforce the knowledge and skills needed to 

engage in ethical decision-making. 

 

Goal #5: Training must be adaptable. Political, economic, social/cultural, organizational, and 

individual barriers to police training implementation vary across contexts. For example, police 

agencies looking to adopt training proven effective elsewhere might face legal (e.g., limits on 

officer discretion) or financial (e.g., lack of funding) obstacles unique to their own national or 

local governing structures and resources. We can expect cultural differences in societal 

expectations and perceptions of police, and differences in local customs and norms to affect how 

replications of police training, developed in a dissimilar context, will impact officers and 

communities. Agency (e.g., rank structure or available technologies) and officer (e.g., education 

level or prior training experience) characteristics can also pose significant barriers to successful 

training replication across contexts.  

 

Global efforts to advance security and justice reform through police training require, at 

minimum, government and police buy-in, separation of the police from military forces, police 

accountability systems, the public’s belief that police can protect them, police partnerships with 

human rights organizations, and intimate knowledge of local institutional and societal conditions 

(see Bayley, 2001). Assessment of these basic criteria, and efforts to cultivate necessary 

implementation conditions should precede or couple attempts at reform through training. For 

police to effectively promote the rule of law and protect the population, police training must offer 

solutions to potential implementation, receptivity, and learning barriers across countries and 

localities. 

3.0 POLICE TRAINING OVERVIEW 

 
A recent report from the Council on Criminal Justice Task Force on Policing (2021a) found that, 

“Police officer training in the U.S. varies significantly across departments, is relatively limited in 

duration, and is not well-aligned with what’s known about effective training principles from 

other professions and countries” (pg. 1). Beyond the U.S., variation in police officer training 

across the globe is immense, with respect to both curriculum content and style. In this section, I 

discuss the alignment of curriculum and approaches with the aforementioned training purpose 

and goals. I briefly summarize what is known about the “what, how, where, and who” associated 

with police training methods. More specifically, I describe the general topics covered within the 

most referenced police training curriculum, some of the common settings and methods used to 

teach officers knowledge and skills, and what we know about the persons responsible for 

creating and administering police trainings.  
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3.1 CURRICULUM CONTENT  

 
Police academy curriculum varies across the world and there is limited adoption of international 

standards for training content (Gerspacher et al., 2019).2 In the U.S., police academies spend the 

vast majority of recruit training time on the major subject areas of operations – 213 hours, 

weapons/defensive tactics/use of force - 168 hours, and legal education – 86 hours, with 

additional time devoted to self-improvement (e.g., ethics, stress management, professionalism, 

health and fitness) – 89 hours (Reaves, 2016). Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, the vast majority 

of basic training focused on these task-oriented activities, rather than on activities to improve 

cognitive and decision-making abilities (Bradford & Pynes, 1999).  

 

Not surprisingly, countries with lower rates of gun ownership and violence tend to spend less 

time on weapons training, with some countries focusing training on methods to avoid firearms 

use or promoting alternative tactics to firearms, such as martial arts (see Council on Criminal 

Justice Task Force on Policing, 2021a). As such, the drivers of police training curriculum topics 

appear to be highly contextual and culturally specific. 

 

Ethnographic observations and interviews with police officers in the U.S., where levels of gun 

accessibility and gun violence victimizations are high, finds that officers adopt a cultural frame 

known as the danger imperative (Sierra-Arévalo, 2021). Police are socialized formally and 

informally into this frame that prioritizes the need for officer safety while emphasizing the ever-

present threat of violence. The result is an increased probability that officers will engage in 

policy-deviant actions (e.g., speeding while not wearing a seatbelt). Deviations from agency 

policies, even if likely to result in catastrophic and deadly outcomes for both officers and the 

public, are justified within the danger imperative frame as necessary for safety and protection 

(Sierra-Arévalo, 2021). Police training curricula can further exacerbate and reinforce this frame, 

particularly those involving case studies focused on dangerous scenarios. To the degree to which 

such training promotes views that permit officer disidentification with the public and reinforces 

an ‘us versus them’ mentality (see Boivin et al., 2020), current curricula is at odds with the 

fundamental values of problem-solving, harm prevention, and police as legitimate protectors. 

 

3.2 TEACHING SETTINGS AND METHODS  

 
An international review of police recruit training programs reveals that the majority (about 75%) 

of recruit police training occurs in standalone blocks (Belur et al., 2019). These blocks are 

generally conducted within two primary settings. Recruits first learn within an academy, which 

provides a controlled learning setting that also involves classroom instruction. Academy training 

is typically followed by experiential learning within a field training setting. For example, police 

recruits in U.S. municipal police departments receive an average of approximately six months of 

                                                       
2 Guidelines for police training content have been proposed by international organizations (as an example, see the 

Basic Principles on the Use of Force and Firearms by Law Enforcement Officials Adopted by the Eighth United 

Nations Congress on the Prevention of Crime and the Treatment of Offenders in Havana, 1990). However, 

international guidelines for developing police training focused on the content outlined in Mazerolle’s paper (see also 

this paper’s Purpose of Police Training section) have yet to be established. 
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basic academy training, and approximately four months of field officer training (Reaves, 2016). 

In some less common instances, field training is followed by a final block of learning within an 

academy setting (Belur et al., 2019). Officers in other parts of the world receive longer periods of 

basic training (e.g., Estonia, Croatia, and Germany) or, as in Finland and Norway, are required to 

attend 3-year police universities (Council on Criminal Justice Task Force on Policing, 2021a). 

Beyond recruit training, officers might receive training during roll calls (e.g., new agency 

procedure or crime update training), in-service training (e.g., legal updates or on-going firearms 

training), or specialized training (e.g., SWAT or mental health response training) (Martin, 2020). 

A variety of teaching methods are used within these various settings.  

 

Advances in adult teaching practices are reflected in the principles of andragogy. Andragogy is a 

learning philosophy focused on adult-learning, rather than child-learning (see Knowles, 1990; 

Knowles, 1980). Although descriptions of andragogy vary in education literature, this learning 

philosophy maintains the importance of exercising six principles to enhance adult learning. 

Andragogy suggests that adults, including police (Vodde, 2012), learn most effectively when 

teaching methods:  

1. Explain why the information contained within curriculum is critical knowledge needed 

to perform their duties 

2. Align content with previous knowledge and competencies to increase openness to new 

concepts and combat mental rigidity 

3. Promote methods that include self-directed learning and autonomy 

4. Create environments and systems that support and reinforce a continuous learning 

culture 

5. Use application-focused exercises to demonstrate the content’s usefulness to solve 

current problems 

6. Instill self-determination to learn 

 

It is argued that teaching strategies grounded in andragogic principles are more effective in 

achieving police training purposes and goals than traditional teaching-learning strategies, such as 

classroom lecture alone. For instance, it has been noted that, despite the fact that police work is 

conducted in democratic societies, much police training involves militaristic-style drills and 

occurs in paramilitary, authoritarian, and punitive environments that are unconducive to 

andragogy in practice (Birzer, 2003). Training subjects that better prepare officers to promote the 

rule of law and protect the population, such as problem-solving, cultural diversity, 

communication and conflict resolution, and community organization skills (Bradford & Pynes, 

1999) are proposed to benefit from active-style learning promoted by andragogy principles 

(Birzer & Tannehill, 2001).  

 

Slightly more than a fourth of police academies examined in a systematic international review 

incorporated andragogy principles to facilitate police training (Belur et al., 2019). This same 

study found that one promising teaching strategy grounded in andragogy, problem-based 

learning (PBL), was used in about 15 percent of police training academies. While evidence 

concerning recruit and trainer perceptions of PBL effectiveness is mixed, at least one study has 

found that those exposed to PBL techniques acquired thought processes that better supported and 

aligned with community policing strategies than those trained using traditional style methods 

(see McGinley et al., 2019). Academies have adopted PBL-strategies, including scenario-based 
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training, in efforts to develop higher-level problem-solving and decision-making skills (see 

Werth, 2011). One quasi-experimental study reported that police academy trainees believed 

problem-based learning produced better problem-solving and critical thinking skills than lecture-

based academy training (Vander Kooi & Palmer, 2014). To strengthen the effectiveness of 

andragogy, the integration of other learning theories, including Cognitive Load Theory, have 

been suggested to improve learning retention and skills acquisition (Mugford et al., 2013). The 

degree to which these types of integrations have occurred in police academies is currently 

unknown.  

 

Evidence concerning andragogy’s impact on adult learning is mixed, but generally positive.3 

Evaluations of andragogic-based training in other professions suggest that academy shifts toward 

adult learning models and away from authoritarian, paramilitary style instruction might better 

develop the types of skills officers need to more effectively promote the rule of law and protect 

the population. Experts argue that modern police work requires skill-building in areas that extend 

far beyond the basic task-oriented curriculum that has historically dominated police training. 

Police training that develops cognitive, emotional, social and moral skillsets is required to meet 

contemporary policing challenges (Blumberg et al., 2019). Research directly testing the impact 

of trainings revised to align with andragogic principles is needed to determine if andragogy holds 

promise for further developing these officer skillsets. 

  

3.3 TRAINING INSTRUCTORS  

 

Existing literature does not provide a comprehensive picture of the characteristics of police 

personnel typically tasked with designing training curriculum content and selecting training 

methods. Nor does it offer a thorough description of those providing police training instruction. 

Yet, some word about who might carry out these tasks – and how they engage in training – is 

necessary, given the implications of these personnel decisions for police trainings. Poor training 

implementation by agencies or instructors can produce unintended consequences as a result of 

training mechanisms ‘backfiring’ (Belur et al., 2019).  

 

A randomized field trial conducted in Scotland illustrates this backfire effect. Procedural justice 

training was conducted to determine if such police training could increase perceptions of police 

legitimacy among drivers stopped during a national road safety campaign. The results did not 

support the anticipated outcomes and instead decreased perceptions of police legitimacy 

(MacQueen & Bradford, 2017). The researchers concluded that lack of officer trust in police 

senior management adversely affected officers’ attitudes and behaviors, which in turn, prompted 

negative interactions with motorists.  

 

Trustworthiness of agency leadership and instructors appear to influence training outcomes. So 

does the type of learning method selected by the trainer. Trainers with a penchant for sharing 

‘war stories’ in an attempt to engage officers in scenario-based learning, have been suspected of 

creating barriers to the effective delivery of problem-solving training curriculum (see Chappell & 

                                                       
3 Although a systematic review of trainings involving andragogic principles is beyond the scope of the current 

project, see Mukhalalati & Taylor, 2019, for a review of various adult learning theories and their implementation in 

the healthcare profession. 
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Lanza-Kaduce, 2010). Further, such training methods have been argued to misrepresent actual 

police working conditions and duties (Belur et al., 2019), further reinforcing distorted 

perceptions concerning the dangers of police work and shifting focus away from problem-

solving.   

 

In addition to perceived trustworthiness and narratives used by trainers to facilitate scenario-

based learning, specific behaviors of trainers influence training outcomes. Field Training 

Officers (FTOs) play a critical role in socializing officers by demonstrating and reinforcing 

police agency and community values outside of the academy setting. This socialization process 

has been shown to influence trainee misconduct and field application of academy training. For 

example, research demonstrates a significant relationship between the misconduct of FTOs 

(Getty et al., 2016) and peers (Ouellet et al., 2019) on officer misconduct. Research also finds 

that some FTOs actively negate academy learning (Hundersmarck, 2009). Thus, FTO 

assignment, particularly assignment to FTOs who engage in or fail to address officer misconduct 

and assignment to FTOs who provide training incongruent with academy curriculum, can 

negatively impact police training outcomes.  

 

I offer one final note regarding those who provide instruction. There are some concerns related to 

the impact of trainers’ cultural competency on police training outcomes. It is accepted that, in 

order to accurately assess situational threats, officers must be able to address personal biases and 

be able to communicate despite potential religious, ideological, cultural, and identity barriers 

(Gerspacher et al., 2019). To the extent that trainers are unfamiliar with these barriers within a 

particular jurisdiction (e.g., U.S. officers training lacking cultural competency within an 

international context), they are ill-equipped to serve as effective instructors.  

 

4.0 POLICE TRAINING EVALUATIONS  

 
While there is vast research on police culture, with much focused on ethical concerns, police 

training program evaluations are relatively scarce (Platz et al., 2017). A review of police 

evaluation studies reveals a sparse and methodologically weak evidence base on the topic of 

police training and education (Telep, 2016). Acknowledging these limitations, I provide a review 

of evaluations focused on training methods and their effectiveness in preparing police officers to 

promote the rule of law and protect the population. The review will highlight four critical 

dimensions of police training evaluations, including evaluation focus, evaluation methods, 

training impacts, and generalizability.  

 

4.1 EVALUATION FOCUS  

 

Almost all police training evaluations attribute outcomes to training content, rather than the 

methods used to conduct the training. For example, one systematic review (McGinley et al., 

2019) found that about 66% of police recruit training evaluations assessed the impact of an entire 

training program (e.g., role of higher education or field training), or the impact of specific 

training content (e.g., cultural diversity, communication, stress coping mechanisms, firearms/use 

of force training). Some training evaluations assessed how recruits learn (13%), leading to the 
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conclusion that there is often incongruence between academy and field training. While a few 

training evaluations examined the impact of new teaching or learning tools (7%), such as the use 

of simulators or virtual learning environments (McGinley et al., 2019), the studies did not 

directly compare the outcomes of these trainings to trainings that offered the same curricula 

using a different teaching method.  

 

Police training evaluations have also focused on the impact of training time and repetition. For 

example, a recent study examining the impact of different academy training formats (e.g., block 

training, spaced sessions, performance feedback) found that initial training sessions failed to 

generate mastery-level performance (O’Neill et al., 2019). The authors found that more complex 

and time-intensive skills failed to receive what was most needed – more follow-up and practice 

repetitions. Still, with few exceptions (e.g., see Kratzig, 2016), we know far too little about 

knowledge or skills decay for even our most common police training curricula.4  

 

With regard to police in-service training evaluations, a systematic review attempt was recently 

abandoned given the small number of existing studies that proved insufficient for drawing 

conclusions regarding any single topic or training technique (Huey, 2018). The author of this 

failed review echoes Neyroud’s (2011) concerns that we continue to make substantial monetary 

investments without knowing what works and for whom, whether we are meeting training 

objectives, and what training techniques work best in which contexts.  

 

Five studies5 have specifically examined the outcomes of unique police training methods (i.e., 

systematically compared one teaching method to others). See Table 1. The five studies were 

conducted in four different global north countries. Each study focused on a different training 

topic and assessed a different teaching strategy. Two evaluations were conducted using 

randomized control trials, and three were conducted using quasi-experimental designs. Four of 

the five training method evaluations found evidence of improved learning or performance 

outcomes. Given the small number identified, I offer brief summaries of each evaluation. 

 

Study #1. A quasi-experimental study compared traditional sexual assault response police 

academy training (one hour devoted to the topic) to two experiential training protocols – one 

recruit class receiving a four-hour sexual assault workshop and another receiving four hours of 

sexual assault response training integrated within the general police training curriculum 

(Lonsway, 1996). The training was conducted in the basic academy offered at the University of 

Illinois, Police Training Institute (USA). While all three groups exhibited the same general 

knowledge, rape myth acceptance, and case judgments, workshop group members were more 

likely to address victim welfare, suspect responsibility, and broader police investigatory options. 

Integrated training curriculum participants demonstrated greater proficiency in interviewing 

content and style. The authors conclude that focused workshops, rather than integrated 

                                                       
4 Systematic reviews examining the process and timing of knowledge and skills decay have been performed in other 

fields, including healthcare (see Yang et al., 2012). 
5 These evaluations were identified through an extensive literature search conducted in March and April 2021, and a 

secondary search conducted in June 2021. However, given time and resource restraints, traditional systematic review 

protocols could not be followed. It is possible that other existing training method assessments, particularly 

unpublished evaluations, were unintentionally excluded from this review. 
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curriculum, best improve learning for specialized topics that recruits cannot yet connect to a 

broader understanding of police functions. 

 

Study #2. A quasi-experimental study compared learning outcomes between two New Jersey 

(USA) recruit basic police training academies – the first generally using traditional militaristic 

pedagogic-style instruction, and the second using teaching methods aligned with andragogic 

principles to facilitate adult learning (Vodde, 2009). In addition to increased learner satisfaction, 

problem-based learning assessments revealed that recruits in the andragogic-aligned training 

academy showed greater critical thinking, communication, problem-solving, and decision-

making competencies than those who received traditional academy training.  

 

Study #3. A randomized control was used to evaluate the Greater Manchester Police procedural 

justice training in Canada (Wheller et al., 2013). A traditional classroom-based teaching method 

was compared to two combinations of classroom-based and scenario-based teaching methods. 

Finding no difference in outcomes between the treatment groups,6 the authors argued that the 

size of their participant pools might have hindered meaningful training group comparisons.  

 

Study #4. A randomized control trial was used to assess a Child Interview Simulator game, co-

designed with U.K. police forces (Adams et al., 2019). The game was designed to help police 

recruits learn to take initial child witness statements. Assessment outcomes found that recruits 

who participated in game learning displayed better tacit understanding, including demonstrations 

of empathy and attention, while those who received the same curriculum in face-to-face training 

displayed lower levels of understanding the importance of gaining child respect through tactics 

used in the interviewing process.  

 

Study #5. A mixed-method quasi-experimental design was used to assess differences between 

two methods for teaching German police recruits (n = 20) knife defense techniques (Koerner et 

al., 2020). Linear training (learners are taught how to execute knife movement and technique by 

a trainer) was compared to nonlinear training (scenario-based, problem-solving training that 

focuses on how to execute decisions) outcomes. The authors report that, while both groups 

improved their performance, the nonlinear teaching method showed greater increases in 

problem-solving abilities in a nine-week post-training retention assessment. The nonlinear 

training group were struck less and ended attacks faster and more frequently than linear group 

participants. Interestingly, qualitative evaluation found that the nonlinear group was less satisfied 

with their training, desiring more technique-focused rather than decision-making instruction. 

 
  

                                                       
6 Despite being unable to detect differences between treatment groups based on training method, the training 

curriculum to improve officer communication had a significant positive effect on officer attitudes and behavior, as 

well as victims’ perceptions of their interactions with officers, regardless of training method. 
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Table 1 Training Method Evaluations 

 
STUDY TRAINING  

TOPIC 

TRAINEES TRAINING  

METHOD 

EVALUATION 

METHOD 

IMPROVED  

OUTCOMES? 

Lonsway,  

1996 

Sexual 

assault 

response 

Recruits, Police 

Training 

Institute, 

University of 

Illinois, USA 

Compared 1-hour 

course to 4-hour 

workshop and 4-hour 

integrated academy 

training 

Quasi-

experiment 

Yes 

Vodde, 

2009 

General 

academy 

training 

Recruits, 2 New 

Jersey Regional 

Police 

Academies 

Compared traditional 

pedagogic to revised 

andragogic basic 

training 

Quasi-

experiment 

Yes 

Wheller Et 

Al., 

2013 

Procedural 

justice  

Officers, 

Greater 

Manchester 

Police, Canada 

Compared classroom-

based to 2 combinations 

of classroom-based and 

scenario-based learning 

Randomized 

control trial 

No 

Adams Et 

Al., 

2019 

Child 

witness 

statements 

Recruits, 3 U.K. 

Police Forces 

Compared simulator 

game to face-to-face 

gaming 

Randomized 

control trial 

Yes 

Koerner Et 

Al., 

2020 

Knife 

defense 

techniques 

Recruits, 

Germany 

Compared Linear 

(tactical) to Non-linear 

(decision-making) 

training 

Quasi-

experiment 

Yes 

 

4.2 EVALUATION METHODS 

 

Regarding entry-level training programs for police recruits, a systematic review reveals that most 

police training evaluations use a quantitative approach (50%), followed by mixed methods (33%) 

and qualitative (17%) designs (McGinley et al., 2019). Further, this same study, which examined 

a total of 109 police training evaluations, found that half of all evaluations suffer from weak 

methodological rigor (50%), with only a small proportion using strong research designs (12%). 

Some of the strongest evidence available stems from evaluations using experimental research 

designs, including randomized controlled trials.   

 

Some of the most rigorous police training evaluations have examined intervention programs 

focused on a variety of topics, but most have focused on procedural justice training (see, for 

example, Antrobus et al., 2019; Mazerolle et al., 2012; Murphy et al., 2014; Owens et al., 2018; 

Rosenbaum & Lawrence, 2017; Sahin et al., 2017; Wheller et al., 2013). Other rigorous police 

training evaluations have examined implicit bias training (Worden et al., 2020), de-escalation 

training (Engel, Corsaro, et al., 2020), social interaction training (Aremu, 2006; McLean et al., 

2020), training to reduce police use of force and improve decision-making (Andersen & 

Gustafsberg, 2016), officer resilience training (Chitra & Karunanidhi, 2021; McCraty & 

Atkinson, 2012), and training to improve attitudes toward workplace diversity (Platz et al., 

2017). While rigorous evaluations of police training are becoming more commonplace, the few 

existing teaching method evaluations do not yet allow us to draw conclusions about which 

methods are most effective for particular training topics.  
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4.3 TRAINING IMPACTS 

 

Most of what we know about the impacts of police training stem from the studies cited in the 

previous sections. In general, the evidence suggests that training can change targeted police 

behaviors, justice-related outcomes, and police-public interactions. For example, procedural 

justice training for police recruits resulted in higher ratings of desired on-the-job behaviors by 

mentors (Antrobus et al., 2019). Training aimed at slowing down officer thought processes 

through supervisory intervention was shown to reduce officer use of force and potentially 

excessive discretionary arrests (Owens et al., 2018). Procedural justice training for officers 

conducting roadside random breath testing found that people stopped by trained officers were 

more likely to report changing their views on drinking and driving, as well as report higher levels 

of satisfaction and compliance (Mazerolle et al., 2012). Further, resilience training to improve 

officer self-awareness, attitude, interpersonal skills, and emotional management has been shown 

to reduce negative job-related conditions, including psychological stress (Chitra & Karunanidhi, 

2021). 

 

Not all evaluations of police training report anticipated positive effects or positive impacts on all 

expected outcomes (see La Vigne et al., 2019, for an example of disparate training outcomes 

across six U.S. cities). While the evaluation literature does not always offer reasons for mixed or 

negative results, some studies have found that negative training outcomes can be attributed to 

various situational factors, including implementation failure (MacQueen & Bradford, 2017), as 

well as the selection and performance of training instructors (Wolfe et al., 2020). Thus, while we 

know that police training can produce intended outcomes, we need more evaluations to identify 

how and why some police training practices are more effective than others. When police training 

programs produce intended outcomes, we must attribute the programs’ success to both the 

curriculum and selected training method. However, when police training programs fail to 

produce intended outcomes, we cannot disentangle curriculum failures from training method 

failures without further experimentation. 

 

4.4 GENERALIZABILITY 

 

The generalizability of police training evaluations is limited for several reasons. First, existing 

knowledge of training outcomes is geographically biased. The police training methods 

evaluations identified in the current review were all conducted in the Global North. A systematic 

review of all recruit training evaluation studies found that more than half (61%) have been 

conducted in the U.S., followed in quantity by Australia (14%) and the U.K. and Canada (9% 

and 8% respectively) (McGinley et al., 2019). The geographic concentration of police training 

studies limits the generalizability of existing knowledge to places with different political 

structures, economies, and cultures.  

 

As an example, Mazerolle’s paper suggests that police training should familiarize officers with 

focused deterrence programs to address high-risk people. Focused deterrence, first developed 

and implemented in Boston, Massachusetts (USA), involves strategies to reduce repeat 

offending, particularly among those involved in group or gang violence. A meta-analysis of 24 

focused deterrence strategy evaluations found moderate crime reduction effects (Braga et al., 
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2018). All but one of the studies7 was conducted in the United States. Yet, we know that the 

organizational structures and characteristics of street and organized crime gangs differ 

considerably across cultures and regions (see Ratcliffe, 2016; Ratcliffe et al., 2014). The degree 

to which a focused deterrence strategy could achieve similar crime reduction outcomes in other 

parts of the world, particularly countries outside of the Global North, is unknown. 

 

Knowledge of police training outcomes is also largely derived from training evaluations 

conducted within larger police agencies. This is particularly true for training evaluations that use 

the most rigorous experimental research designs. Given that mid-sized and smaller police 

agencies lack the number of officers needed to detect significant statistical effects, especially 

when using randomized controlled trials, less is known about potential training impacts in these 

agencies.8 There is an immediate need for replications within various contexts to determine 

training suitability across diverse agencies and cultures.   

5.0 CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS  

  

In summary, more scientific work is needed to understand which training methods can best help 

police to acquire the knowledge and skills necessary to promote the rule of law and protect the 

population. Limited existing evidence that training methods can impact learning and training 

outcomes, suggesting an immediate need for more research in this area. I draw eight additional 

conclusions from the current review: 

1. The overwhelming majority of police training curriculum does not focus on the core 

knowledge and skills (identified in Mazerolle’s contribution) needed for police to 

promote the rule of law and protect the population. 

2. The police education landscape has shifted substantially over the past two decades (see 

Cordner & Shain, 2011), but most police training is still delivered through traditional 

militaristic pedagogic-style instruction.  

3. Traditional police training methods appear less effective in cultivating the skills needed 

for community engagement than adult-learning and problem-solving teaching methods 

(Murphy, 2017).  

4. A survey of broader training evaluations reveals that training programs can change 

police behavior, justice outcomes, and perceptions of police legitimacy. 

5. Training instructor characteristics and competencies influence officer learning 

receptivity and performance outcomes. 

6. Few studies have focused on assessing the independent impact of teaching methods, but 

our available evidence suggests that teaching methods selected for curriculum delivery 

can directly affect officer learning. 

7. The number of rigorous police training evaluations has increased over time, but the 

limited number of teaching method impact studies do not permit us to draw strong 

conclusions about which methods work best, are most appropriate in specific contexts, or 

most effectively convey information and skills associated with specific training topics. 

8. Geographic evaluation bias greatly restricts the generalizability of known police training 

outcomes to the larger global context.  

                                                       
7 The exception was an evaluation conducted in Glasgow, Scotland. 
8 This problem plagues fragmented systems, like local United States or Belgium police, but presents far few 

challenges for countries with centralized police agencies that provide local services across their nations.  
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I end this review with proposed directions for future data collection, research, and policy 

development that reinforce three fundamental conclusions: prevention is possible, all trainings 

are not equal, and training necessitates evaluation.  
 

5.1 PREVENTION IS POSSIBLE 

 

For police to obtain the core knowledge and skills needed to promote the rule of law and protect 

the population, police training curriculum must incorporate the principles of crime science. 

Knowledge of crime science principles will promote officer understanding that crime (1) is 

patterned/concentrated and (2) can be prevented. The idea that “prevention is possible,” 

embraced as a part of a larger police vision/mission statement would represent a marked shift 

from customary reactive approaches and current police perspectives. For police to protect the 

population, officers must be able to develop effective crime reduction strategies that 

simultaneously increase perceptions of police legitimacy (see Weisburd, 2016). To do this, we 

must ensure that training supports problem solving and promotes the appropriate use of 

discretion (training goals #3 and #4 proposed in this paper).  

 

Future data collection and research efforts should examine: 

 The degree to which crime science has been incorporated into police training curriculum 

 Ways to integrate crime science into existing trainings and how to best introduce 

concepts that do not align with existing curriculum 

 Development of protocols to assess agency capacity to collect and analyze data, allowing 

for the development and evaluation of data-informed strategies 

 The most effective methods for teaching crime science principles within various settings 

(e.g., academies, field, roll call, in-service) 

 

5.2 ALL TRAININGS ARE NOT EQUAL 

 
Training designs vary tremendously. Aspects of training that can influence officer learning and 

performance include curriculum content, teaching approaches, and instructor/learner 

characteristics and competencies. The impact of these training characteristics is highly context-

dependent. Training is subject to potential political, economic, social/cultural, organizational, 

and individual barriers. To overcome these barriers, we must ensure that training is adaptable to 

a wide variety of contexts (training goal #5 proposed in this paper). 

 

Future data collection and research efforts should examine: 

 General teaching approaches and combinations of teaching mechanisms that effectively 

change behavior across contexts, including those identified in other disciplines (see 

Wheller & Morris, 2010) 

 The establishment of protocols for the design and dissemination of trainings in new 

contexts 
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 Theory and framework development to help trainers identify and adapt to common 

training barriers 

 Various mechanisms, including emerging technologies, to facilitate initial trainings and 

drive continuous learning 

 

5.3 TRAINING NECESSITATES EVALUATION 

 

Police agencies, in partnership with government, must develop mechanisms for continued 

assessment and advancement of officer training programs. Police training can best achieve its 

purpose when guided by strong theory, informed by current and rigorous evidence, and 

administered using highly effective instruction methods. Comprehensive training assessments 

can help to detect and limit iatrogenic effects, or negative unintended consequences. In short, our 

objective should be to prevent harmful training outcomes through the implementation of 

evidence-based training (training goals #1 and #2 proposed in this paper). 

 

Future data collection and research efforts should examine: 

 Systematic assessments of iatrogenic effects associated with current police training, 

 Protocols for early identification of potential iatrogenic effects during training 

development and implementation 

 Potential systems for continuous development and assessment of police training that 

provides officers with needed core knowledge and skills 

 Platforms that could aid in timely dissemination of new trainings and assessment findings 
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