
CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

Opening 

 

Everyday we make a number of decisions that, when 

placed on a continuum, range from very easy to extremely 

difficult.  Many of these decisions can be considered 

routine and are made in a manner that does not require a 

considerable amount of thought or effort.  Other decisions, 

however, require intensive deliberation with their 

consequences having a profound influence over many lives.  

Take for example the decision-making associated with the 

aftermath of September 11th and the lives affected by the 

decisions that readied this nation for war.  It is these 

types of judgments and decisions that most interest 

researchers.     

Clearly, routine choice decisions that are of little 

consequence (e.g., what color shoes should I wear?) 

are not of interest to most decision-making 

researchers.  Instead, researchers are most interested 

in studying, and ultimately optimizing, those 

decisions which are complex, dynamic, and difficult 

and for which the consequences are significant 

(Cannon-Bowers, Salas, & Pruitt, 1996, p. 195). 

This study focuses on decision-making at this 
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level; where decisions impact others and where the decision 

consequences can be significant.  Specifically, this study 

examined decision-making in the law enforcement profession, 

where officers are required to make quick and spontaneous 

decisions under real-world conditions that are often 

dangerous, ill-defined, and have a high degree of 

uncertainty. 

The decisions police officers make, in many regards 

affect lives and must be consistent with societal 

expectations to ensure the bonds of trust go unbroken 

between police officials and the citizenry.  One need only 

examine the beating of Rodney King by members of the Los 

Angeles police department to understand the gravity of poor 

police decisions/actions and observe the immediate collapse 

of not only respect for, but also trust in the Los Angeles 

police department by the people.  Those well-publicized 

scenes of violence affected many lives when an amateur 

videotape showed officers striking King 56 times with 

batons, while a group of police, including field training 

officers, stood by idly and did nothing.   

Extreme cases such as the King incident, although 

atypical, should serve as an indicator to police agencies 

that a thorough review and examination on the preparedness 

of their officers is warranted.  The on-scene decisions 
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officers made during this and other cases need to be 

examined and analyzed to reduce such incidences from 

occurring in the future. 

Similarly, the same understanding should be sought 

when officers make good and reasonable decisions under 

analogous conditions.  This study proactively examined the 

process that experienced and successful law enforcement 

officers utilize in their decision-making/judgment 

techniques and provides a possible first step towards 

better preparing law enforcement officials. 

 

Background of the Problem 

 

Both researchers and practitioners have recognized the 

absence of and need for the inclusion of decision-

making/judgment theory in law enforcement training 

curricula.   

There are far too many changes taking place in 

policing, as well as a tremendous accountability that 

officers are held to by both the courts and the 

community.  The best way to maintain professional 

police officers who are prepared to handle the 

complexities of policing is through more and better 

training (Carpenter, 2000).  
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Federal statutes and recent court decisions require 

police departments to provide adequate and relevant 

training and to encourage the growth of training programs 

for their personnel.  However, the difficulty to agree on 

the number of training hours, coupled with the failure to 

establish “what should be taught, how much should be 

taught, and who is going to teach it” are critical issues 

that continue to challenge police academies (Dantzker, 

1997, p. 137).  Various states such as Illinois, Maryland, 

and Florida have made progress with the implementation of 

adult education models in an effort to better train police 

officers, but this is only a partial answer to a 

complicated issue (Charles, 2000; Weinblatt, 1999).      

One area that has been historically neglected in 

police training is designing curricula based on the 

empirical understanding of the decision-making/judgment 

processes of police officials, in the context of the moral, 

legal, and empirical "ambiguity" of street level work.  

This neglected area and the need for development of 

decision-making and problem solving skills has been 

identified as one of the most critical training 

requirements for policing (Mastrofski, 1990; Travis, 1995).   

Similarly, post-academy training is further 

complicated and compounded by the fact that there is 
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little, if any, organized, coordinated, and integrated 

training for officers throughout their careers (Sharp, 

1997). 

Certainly, a number of police agencies provide some 

form of in-service training; however, it is uncommon 

for police departments to provide coordinated, 

integrated, and consistent training regimes.  

Essentially, training programs differ, they are not 

integrated with one another, and officers typically 

are not similarly trained.  Further, there generally 

is no attempt to ensure that officers in the field are 

practicing their trade in a manner in which they were 

trained.  In reality what typically occurs in police 

departments is a socially constructed police response 

to the various situations that police encounter 

(Charles, 2000, p. 6). 

Before law enforcement educators can move beyond 

socially constructed police responses, a deeper 

understanding of the strategy that experienced and 

successful law enforcement officials utilized to make 

decisions under police conditions is necessary.  This study 

offers this inquiry and analysis of officers rendering 

decisions under conditions that can be hostile, highly 

ambiguous, and have a high degree of uncertainy.   
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 Ubiquitous in naturalistic settings, ambiguity and 

uncertainty constitutes a major obstacle towards effective 

decision-making (Brunnson, 1985; Corbin, 1980; Lipshitz & 

Strauss, 1997; McCaskey, 1986; Orasanu & Connolly, 1993; 

Thompson, 1967).  This is mainly due to the varying degree 

to which decision-makers conceptualize uncertainty and the 

different methods for coping with such conditions (Huber, 

Wider, & Huber, 1996; Humphreys & Berkeley, 1985; Lipshitz 

& Strauss, 1997; Lopes, 1987; March & Shapira, 1987). 

Despite the centrality of uncertainty in decision-

making literature, only few studies (reference above) 

addressed (indirectly) this question, (Lipshitz & 

Strauss, 1997, p. 149).   

Strategies for coping with uncertainty in the 

decision-making process have been offered including 

collecting additional information before making a decision 

(Dawes, 1988; Galbraith, 1973; Janis & Mann, 1977) and 

deferring decisions until additional information becomes 

available (Hirst & Schweitzer, 1990; Lipshitz & Strauss, 

1997).  Lipshitz and Strauss (1997) offer five strategies 

for coping with three different types of uncertainty, which 

may have some application in policing.  These strategies 

are presented in table 1.  Their findings are the result of 

inquiry into the following questions: 1. How do decision 
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makers conceptualize uncertainty?  2. How do decision 

makers cope with uncertainty?  3. Are there systematic 

relationships between different conceptualizations of 

uncertainty and different methods of coping? 

 

Table 1 
 
Strategies For Coping With Uncertainty 
 
 

Three Types of 
uncertainty 

Five Coping strategies 

  
Inadequate understanding Reducing uncertainty 

Incomplete information Assumption based 
reasoning 

Undifferentiated 
alternatives 

Weighing pros and cons 
 

 Suppressing uncertainty 

 Forestalling 

 

 

Although traditional decision-making researches are 

interested in various forms of uncertainty (Hammond, 

McClelland, & Mumpower, 1980) and strategies that tend to 

reduce it, concentration in this area has focused on single 

decision events conducted under laboratory conditions 

(Orasanu & Connolly, 1993).  Single decision events are not 

reflective of complex decision-making that occur under 
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real-world conditions and as a result, decision-making 

research in the past fifteen years has departed from 

laboratory studies of static environments to examining, 

“real-world complex tasks and systems being operated by 

individuals in a natural setting” (Randel, Pugh, & Reed, 

1996, p. 579).   

This new paradigm, labeled naturalistic decision-

making (NDM) (Klein, Orasanu, Calderwood, & Zsambok, 1993) 

provided a description of decision-making as it unfolds in 

a field setting and "rejects a purely formal approach, 

whether for describing or for evaluating decisions" (Cohen, 

1993, p. 50).  The identification of key contextual factors 

that differentiate naturalistic decision-making from 

traditional decision research paradigms are outlined in 

table 2. 

This background in traditional and naturalistic 

decision-making concepts offers a reasonable platform of 

study for inquiry and analysis of law enforcement officers 

rendering decisions under conditions of risk, ambiguity, 

and uncertainty. 
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Table 2 
 
Differences Between Naturalistic vs. Traditional  
 
Decision-Making Research 
 

Naturalistic decision-
making 

Traditional decision-
making 

  
a. Ill-structured problems Well-defined problems 
b. Uncertain, dynamic 
   environments 

Not static, simulated 
situations 

c. Shifting, ill-defined, 
   or competing goals 

Stable goals 

d. Action/feedback loops Single decision event 
e. Time constraints Ample time for tasks 
f. High stakes 
 
 

Not situations devoid of 
true consequences for 
the decision maker 

g. Multiple players 
 

Individual decision-
making 

h. Organizational goals 
   and norms 

Decision-making in a 
vacuum 

 
 

Source: Randel, J., Pugh, H., Reed, S. (1996). Differences 
in expert and novice situation awareness in naturalistic 
decision-making.  International Journal of Human Computer 
Studies, 45, p. 580. 

 

The Problem 

 

When critiquing the decision-making processes of law-

enforcement officers acting under dynamic and fluid 

conditions, it has been broadly suggested that: police 

commanders do not set out to make decisions; they set out 

to command and control an unfolding situation.  While 
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“obtaining this goal requires making many decisions, 

decision-making is part of a larger activity not an end in 

itself.  Therefore, the commander is making a whole string 

of decisions, which form a decision-action-feedback loop, 

where the decision-making process demands flexibility as 

the environment can change dramatically as events evolve” 

(Crego & Spinks, 1999).       

Police simulation systems have been designed to 

accommodate this concept of flexibility.  Officers emulate 

naturalistic decision-making by being tasked with managing 

some component of a critical incident.  This is 

accomplished through video footage and audio material that 

shows each officer the scene from their own location and 

perspective (Crego & Spinks, 1999).   

While simulation systems offer the law-enforcement 

profession a unique structure under which to train their 

officers, these systems are limited and cannot introduce or 

interpose the emotional or risk-related factors inherent in 

true, on scene police decision-making.  Furthermore, issues 

such as automatization and the need to operationalize the 

concept of “command and control” in a police context must 

be examined before these systems can maximize an officer’s 

performance.   
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Therefore, it is not known what theory, concepts, 

constructs, or models may be implicitly driving an 

officer’s actions.  Simulated systems are designed to 

replicate practical problems and offer officers repeated 

exposure and practice to a critical event, usually 

resulting in some sort of shooting.  These systems, 

however, are not designed to prepare officers for the 

routine, unanticipated conditions they often encounter on 

the street. 

Under true conditions, law-enforcement officers often 

respond to crime scenes that are ambiguous and in a state 

of chaos and disorder.  Consequently, making judgments and 

decisions under these conditions is difficult because 

situational clarity is not readily known and takes time to 

emerge.  The decision-making process may therefore be 

delayed, until an officer reaches an acceptable level 

certitude or confidence before acting.   

While delay may be considered integral to the overall 

decision-making process, in a law enforcement context it 

could have negative implications.  One such implication is 

the possibility that the criminal activity will continue 

and perhaps escalate, thereby increasing the potential for 

further risk and danger to the officer and others.  One 
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benefit, however, derived from the delay factor is the 

possibility to improve decision accuracy.   

To compensate for delay and advance reaching a 

suitable level of confidence, officers can assemble 

decision options based on the existing information or 

details fixed in the situation, providing the officer is 

observant to such detail.  If an officer is not attentive 

to this information, decision options will be restricted 

(delayed) because all detail can be important.    

Exploring how this unfolds in specific situations is a 

central topic of interest to the present study.  When and 

under what conditions sufficient clarity emerges is the 

obverse side of the decision coin, with precipitous, 

premature action on the other side.  Also important to this 

study is the recognition of situational detail embedded in 

the event and the influence this has on the officer’s 

perception in reaching the level of confidence and clarity 

needed to start in the construction of decision options.    

The recognition of detail is accomplished mainly by 

observation, which gets contextual meaning through the 

analytical and intuitive processes.  For example, when 

addressing intuition, deBecker (1997), author and 

researcher coined the phrase “intuitive messengers” and 
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revealed the impact these messengers play in our decision-

making and problem solving abilities (deBecker, 1997).   

One such “intuitive messenger” is the ubiquitous 

hunches or “gut feelings” that are so often associated with 

effective policing.  Research has shown that intuition as a 

whole, strongly influences one’s decision-making/judgment 

competency and proficiency (Agan, 1987; Brockmann & 

Anthony, 1998; Morris, 1990; Polanyi, 1966; Sternberg & 

Horvath, 1999).   

deBecker points out, however, that one problem lies in 

our inability to properly listen to these omnipresent 

intuitive signals when rendering decisions.  The 

consequence of ignoring the "intuitive messengers" during 

criminal encounters could prove costly for victims and 

officers because calm, thoughtful, and rational decision-

making can hardly function under situations of violence and 

uncertainty.   

With intuition representing one side of the decision-

making/judgment continuum, a more systematic and analytical 

approach for coping with uncertainty represents the other.  

Unlike deBecker, Smithson (1989), for example, proposes one 

such analytical method that is described as: 

First, reduce ignorance as much as possible by gaining 

full information and understanding.  Secondly, attain 
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as much control or predictability as possible by 

learning and responding appropriately to the 

environment.  Finally, wherever ignorance is 

irreducible, treat uncertainty statistically   

(Smithson, 1989, p. 153). 

Although this approach or strategy would be difficult to 

implement under acts of violence, it does offer the more 

“classical,” rational process for dealing with uncertainty 

in the decision-making process and emphasizes the need to 

gain full information of the situation.   

Research in the field of judgment and decision-making 

often compares these two approaches, “the rationality of a 

person's intuitive judgments under uncertainty with 

analytically derived answers produced by formal models” 

(Hammond, Hamm, Grassia, & Tamra, 1987, p. 753).  The 

difficulty in assessing the “relative efficacy” of these 

indirect comparisons, however, lies in the fact that 

“analytical models are always provided with all the correct 

(and only the correct) substantive information each model 

requires, and such models are almost always executed 

without error - at least in academic journals” (p. 754).     

For this reason, indirect comparisons between a law 

enforcement officer’s intuitive and analytical processes 

will not be sought in this study because both are claimed 



  15  

to be inherently present in police decision-making.  

Decision-makers, acting under dynamic and fluid conditions, 

are guided by both their intuition as well as their 

analytical ability.     

Additionally, decision-makers under real world 

conditions realize that there is an appropriate proportion 

between the time needed to reflect on a condition and the 

action required to resolve that condition.  The appropriate 

proportion for each, that of reflection and action, will 

vary from situation to situation, but this requires a 

decision as well and managing this process needs to be 

examined and officers need to be sensitive to the process.   

   Commenting on the notion and meaning of reflection in 

general, Schon (1985) claims that reflection includes 

theory-building, problem solving, developing an acute 

understanding of phenomena, as well as a variety of ways to 

perceive the situation.  Schon (1983) also suggests that 

expert knowledge is developed through reflection and claims 

that it is the ability to reflect which distinguishes the 

expert from the merely competent professional (Maughan, 

1996).   

A subset of the reflection process is the ability to 

“reflect-in-action” (while doing something) as well as “on-

action” (after it has been done) and both have been 
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identified as an important feature of professional 

decision-making training (Schon, 1983; Atherton, 1999).  

While this differs in some important ways from the 

conception of reflection, any variation is an issue of 

concern to the present study and needs to be observed in a 

specific contextual situation in order to be understood.        

Also of concern to this study is when rapid decisions 

are made during a particular event, an implicit theory of 

personality or motivation is applied to the specific 

situation to “understand” the underlying behavior driving 

the decision process.  When a teacher, for example, makes a 

rapid decision about a child in class, that teacher is 

using an implicit theory of learning and teaching to the 

specific situation and expects a specific outcome.  In the 

law enforcement field, however, the underlying theory 

influencing an officer’s decision-making process has not 

been fully explored and needs further examination. 

 

Purpose of the Study 

 

  The goal of this study is to determine the implicit 

theory of action held by the officer under study.  How does 

it work, what understanding does the officer have of the 

situation, and what does the officer expect to be the 
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outcome of his (her) decision to act?  This study provides 

this examination to determine what underlying theory or 

constructs are implicitly driving an officers’ action, 

particularly under conditions of time constraint and 

uncertainty.   

Decision-making research has undergone a shift from 

the “classical” to “naturalistic” perspective, given the 

importance of decision-making to real-world problems and 

the impact it has on how the field might advance (Cannon-

Bowers et al., 1996).  Although decision-making in a police 

context conforms to the naturalistic perspective, no 

specific studies have been found in either the "classical” 

or "naturalistic" literature that directly relates to the 

decision-making processes of police officials.  With the 

naturalistic decision-making model being more applicable to 

a law-enforcement context than traditional models, the NDM 

model guides this research undertaking by utilizing the 

case study methodology to examine and analyze the decision-

making process of police officers as they perform their 

responsibilities in the field. 

By examining real-world police decision-making, this 

study contributes to the existing literature by focusing on 

the decision-making/judgment processes of experienced and 

successful law enforcement personnel and understand the 
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kind of process used to make maximally correct decisions in 

the minimal amount of time.  Correct to the extent that the 

officer can mitigate any level of risk or threat associated 

with the case and the final resolution had a positive law 

enforcement outcome.   

The dynamics that influence decision-making under true 

operational conditions become stressed because the context 

of the moment is constantly undergoing change.  This study 

concentrates at this phase of the decision-making process, 

where experienced law-enforcement officials are required to 

make on scene judgments and decisions under real-time 

conditions and not that of replicated scenarios through 

simulation.   

The "classical," probabilistic based decision-making 

theory, and naturalistic model clearly offer different 

perspectives in understanding the decision-making process.  

However, “one must recognize that both the analytic and the 

recognitional modes of decision-making are desirable and 

indeed may be complementary” (Killion, 2000, p. 66).  In 

the process of discovering merging concepts and categories 

for this study, both aspects of analytical and intuitive 

decision-making are viewed as interdependent to the 

decision-making process. 
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However, the relationship between these two types of 

decision-making process, while asserted to be present, has 

not been examined carefully in a specific ongoing event in 

the field.  How they relate, how they complement or hinder 

each other, are issues of central interest to the present 

study.  Understanding this process is core to this research 

undertaking and can only be understood by observing 

decision-making as it unfolds in a particular situation.  

This study represents a first step towards this objective. 

 

Significance of the Study 

 

Unfortunately, decision-making for law-enforcement 

personnel is often examined and critiqued when specific 

decisions by an officer(s) are brought into question 

through litigation, generally resulting from some adverse 

consequence or tragic outcome.  A case in point occurred on 

February 4, 1999 in New York City, where law enforcement 

officers were indicted for the shooting death of Mr. Amadou 

Diallo.  Officers discharged their weapons 41 times 

striking unarmed Diallo nineteen times.  Decisions made in 

this case led to the tragic death of an innocent person, 

police officers being tried for his death, a family in 
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distress, a community in turmoil, and a nation less 

trustworthy in their police. 

If societal expectations demand that police officers 

make every attempt to make appropriate decisions while 

performing their responsibilities, a thorough understanding 

underlying the process on how successful officers arrive at 

particular decisions is needed.  Only after this 

understanding is attained, can new strategies be designed 

and implemented that strive to better prepare officers for 

their responsibilities.  For this reason, this study is 

guided by the following research questions. 

 

Research Questions 
 

The main research questions under inquiry are:  

1. How did three experienced and successful law 

enforcement officials make judgments and decisions 

when operating under the stressful moments of law-

enforcement?   

2. Why did these officers select a particular 

decision choice(s) and what underlying phenomenon 

led them to make the decision choice(s) they made? 
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3. How did they decide when to act, i.e., when is 

there sufficient clarity to choose a course of 

action 

Definition of Terms 

 

The following section provides for definition of terms 

as related to this inquiry.   

 

Ambiguity - lacking precise knowledge about the likelihood 

of events (second-order probability) (Hogarth, 

1987). 

 

Control – described by this study’s participants as 

restricting the movement or freedom of others, 

essentially restraining and inhibiting their 

actions over the existing conditions.  

 

Decision-maker - a decision-maker is a person, or group of 

people (e.g., a committee), who makes the final 

choice among the alternatives (Heylighten & 

Joslyn, 1999) 

 

Decision-making - generally refers to the process of 

sampling information/cues analytically and/or 
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intuitively, generating alternatives, choosing 

one or more and acting. 

 

Decision theory - a body of knowledge and related 

analytical and cognitive techniques of different 

degrees of formality designed to help the 

decision maker choose among a set of alternatives 

in light of their possible consequences 

(Heylighten & Joslyn, 1999). 

 

Intuition – Agan defined “intuitive knowing” as a non-

rational process, based on a feeling or sensing 

level of knowing, an awareness that may come from 

subconscious data (Agan, 1987).  Westcott defined 

intuition as “the process of reaching accurate 

conclusions on the basis of consensually 

inadequate information” (Westcott, 1968, p. 8).  

  

Law enforcement - personnel from local, state, or federal 

bureaus, departments or agencies that are 

assigned the responsibilities; and given the 

authority; to enforce existing laws and have the 

authority to execute arrest warrants. 
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"Naturalistic Decision-Making (NDM)" - is concerned with 

poorly defined procedures because of inadequate 

information that may be missing, ambiguous, or 

unreliable (Klein, 1999).  "The study of NDM asks 

how experienced people, working as individuals or 

groups in dynamic, uncertain, and often fast-

paced environments, identify and assess their 

situation, make decisions and take actions whose 

consequences are meaningful to them and to the 

larger organization in which they operate" 

(Zsambok & Klein, 1997). 

 

Decision risk - refers to situations in which a decision is 

made whose consequences depend on the outcomes of 

future events having known probabilities" (Lopes, 

1987, p. 681). 

 

Tacit knowledge - Michael Polanyi (Polanyi, 1966), an early 

pioneer in the concept of tacit knowledge made 

the simple observation that we "know more than we 

can tell" and described this maxim as tacit 

knowledge.  Polanyi argued that a large part of 

human knowledge is occupied by knowledge that 

cannot be formalized or articulated. 



  24  

 

Time constraint - Having a limited amount of time to 

perform a task.  Whenever there is a time 

deadline, even if the person is able to complete 

the task in less time.  Time pressure indicates 

that a time constraint induced some feeling of 

stress and created a need to cope with the 

limited time.  Thus, it is possible to have time 

constraint but no time pressure (Ordonez, 1997). 

   

Uncertainty - a situation in which one has no knowledge 

about which of several states of nature has 

occurred or will occur (Anderson, Deane, Hammond, 

& McClelland, 1981). 

 

Summary and Organization of Study 

 

This introductory chapter has presented a framework 

for this study by giving the background of the problem, 

stating the purpose of the study, and providing information 

on why this examination is significant.  The research 

question has been outlined and the study is designed with 

consideration to research conducted by others in related 

areas. 
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Chapter 2 includes a review and summary of the 

relevant literature.  Chapter 3 describes the design and 

methods utilized in the study.  In chapter 4, the case 

study findings are described, presented, and analyzed.  

Finally, chapter 5 concludes with a summary of the study, 

conclusions drawn from the findings, application and 

recommendations where further research is warranted.     

This dissertation employs the grounded theory method 

that discovers concepts and theories empirically grounded 

in the data from which they arise.  It is a systematic 

generation or induction of every step, from data collection 

to coding generation, so the process by which the theory or 

concepts are generated becomes known.  Case study 

examination of participant observation and focused 

interviews are used to collect data.   

It follows Lincoln and Guba's (1985) case study 

structure by identifying the problem, the context, the 

issues, analysis of the data and reporting the "lessons 

learned" (Creswell, 1998).  This case study inquiry focuses 

on real world situations and environments as opposed to 

laboratory experiments (Merriam, 1998).  It investigates, 

in real-time and actual investigations, the actions and 

decisions of federal law enforcement agents and police 

officers. 
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The proposed group of officials participating in the 

study are assigned to a unit that are making on-scene, 

real-time decisions and who have been acknowledged as 

making good decisions in their law enforcement careers 

based on relatively successful outcomes and the criteria 

outlined in chapter 3.   
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CHAPTER 2: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 
Introduction 

 

The literature on judgment/decision-making research, 

when applied specifically to the law enforcement profession 

is limited and narrow in scope.  Much of the literature in 

this area are studies that were conducted as "after action 

reviews,” which essentially review the actions of an 

officer after a critical incident (Charles, 2000, p. 3). 

This reference has a negative connotation in that this 

term suggests that the person evaluating the situation 

is doing so without having been involved in the 

incident or being responsible for making decisions at 

the time (p. 3).   

Therefore, officers and others view many of these 

studies critically because it will be immediately noted 

that those examining the incident were not present, nor 

were their lives in danger during the incident (Charles, 

2000).  The present study removes this bias by examining 

decision-making on-scene in actual tactical operations, 

rather than as an “after action review.”  Also, the 

researcher was exposed to the same operational conditions 

as the law enforcement official rendering the decisions.   
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This chapter reviews the literature on decision-

making/judgment theory from a historical perspective and 

the various decision-making paradigms that have been 

developed.  The emphasis is placed on naturalistic 

decision-making (NDM) because NDM research examines 

decision-making made under real world and dynamic 

conditions.  Additionally, NDM studies examine experts 

performing and making decisions in their own respective 

professions and focuses on acquiring an understanding of 

how decision-makers are effective under conditions of high 

stress and time pressure (Milton, 1997). 

Participants studied under this model include health-

care professionals, battle commanders, and fighter and 

commercial pilots (Klein, 1999).  However, a gap in the 

judgment/decision-making literature exists that 

specifically examines the decision-making process of law 

enforcement officials while in the field.  The present 

study addresses this gap.   

The chapter first examines, as background, the plea 

for law enforcement training that incorporates some form of 

judgment/decision-making (JDM) theory into existing 

training curriculums. 

When officers are confronted with police situations 

for which they have not been appropriately trained 
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and/or in which they infrequently become involved, 

they will respond from a position of stress, 

confusion, frustration, and fear.  The haphazard 

nature of their behavior will be directly related to 

their lack of training, fear, and resulting stress 

level that they encounter.  Such a combination will 

ensure that officers will make mistakes, act out, 

and/or resort to any variety of risk-taking behaviors 

out of frustration and fear.  The officers simply do 

not have the appropriate repertoire to effectively 

handle life-threatening high stress events (Charles, 

2000, p. 7). 

The above conclusion was the result of a case study 

that involved multiple shootings during a felony arrest.  

It was the intention of the Chief of Police of this 

particular department to use this tragic event to help in 

redesigning training programs to better prepare officers. 

This department recognized that a need exists calling 

for better training of their officers and has taken 

appropriate action towards this objective.  This study also 

acknowledges this need and offers the possible first step 

of many in meeting this objective.                       

 



  30  

Background: Law Enforcement Training 

 

Police departments, on occasion, conduct case studies 

of critical incidences, such as an officer involved in a 

shooting, to better prepare officers for confrontational 

encounters.   

To begin, it should be understood that there is much 

yet to be learned by instructors to best prepare 

police officers properly to engage in life-threatening 

encounters, let alone basic services and enforcement 

actions.  This is a sad indictment, but unfortunately 

a highly accurate statement (Charles, 2000, p. 3). 

 Police instruction is generally lecture oriented, with 

little time allocated to experiential training, which 

allows trainees to engage in activities they are required 

to perform in the field.  In essence, officers, upon 

completion of their training, are required to assume 

responsibilities for which they received little practical, 

experiential instruction.  Before police academies make 

attempts to integrate any new design of police curricula 

into current programs, a fundamental need exists to 

understand the decision-making processes of law enforcement 

officials acting under police conditions.  Recognizing and 

understanding this process is important, not only to better 
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prepare officers, but possibly to reduce various forms of 

police misconduct that appear to be on the rise.   

In 1999, President Clinton, concerned that recent 

charges of police misconduct might undermine the fight 

against crime, allocated an additional $40 million to 

improve police training nationwide hoping to restore the 

bonds of trust between the public and law enforcement.  “I 

have been deeply disturbed by recent allegations of serious 

police misconduct and continued reports of racial profiling 

that have shaken some communities’ faith in the police, who 

are there to protect them,” Clinton said (Anonymous, 1999).   

In addition, Congressional lawmakers passed a bill, 

the National Police Training Commission Act of 1999, which 

focuses federal scrutiny on police recruitment and training 

methods in Chicago, Los Angeles, New York and the District 

of Columbia.  The commission is charged with scrutinizing 

and critiquing departmental training, recruitment and 

hiring practices, use of force, and arrests and searches in 

order to curtail the excessive use of force in those areas.  

The Commissioners empowered by this Act are responsible to 

Congress for recommending ways to improve police methods 

and practices. 

With renewed concerns and recent examinations of 

police practices, a concerted effort is justified that 
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directly focuses on better preparing police officials for 

their responsibilities.  One way to accomplish this 

objective is to design police instruction that is grounded 

to the process officers undergo when making actual 

decisions under operational police conditions.  This study 

provides a starting point towards this initiative.      

 

Decision-Making Literature 

 

To present a review of the origins of decision-making 

theory, the following section offers an introductory and 

historically oriented summary on judgment and decision-

making theory.   

 

Historical Summary on Judgment/Decision-Making Theory 
(JDM) 

 

Traditional decision theory favors an analytical 

approach that is derived from economic theories of 

rationality and encompasses expected utility theory, multi-

attribute utility theory, decision analysis, behavioral 

decision theory, and similar models of preference driven 

choice (Smith, 1997).   

Decision theory has as its foundation a fundamental 

aspect of economics in which individuals make rational 
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choices from a range of alternatives that may be 

characterized by varying prices.  In determining a 

course of action, an individual must evaluate 

conditions of uncertainty and risk and develop 

strategies to make decisions when, at best, the 

probabilities of events are known in order to maximize 

the sum of the products of the probabilities and the 

estimated utilities of the desired eventualities 

(Bothamley, 1993, p. 138).   

Early research on JDM, as presented by Goldstein and 

Hogarth (1997), can be traced back largely to the events 

that took place in the 1940s and 1950s.  "A complete 

history of the field would have to stretch back several 

centuries as least, and be situated relative to several 

neighboring or more inclusive topics, such as emotion, 

thinking, and perception" (Goldstein & Hogarth, 1997, p. 

3).  For earlier reviews see (Becker & McClintock, 1967; 

Edwards, 1954a; Rapoport & Wallsten, 1972; Slovic, 

Fischhoff, & Lichtenstein, 1977).  

JDM research is not "paradigmatic" where there is a 

single, universally endorsed, overarching theoretical 

framework that researchers utilized to guide their 

efforts.  Rather, there are a number of schools of 

thought that identify different issues as interesting 
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and deemed different methods as appropriate (Goldstein 

& Hogarth, 1997, p. 3). 

Classical decision-making models have been categorized 

into various descriptive, normative, and prescriptive 

frameworks, with the concentration placed on understanding 

the back end of the decision event or choosing between 

decision options. (Beach & Lipshitz, 1993; Cohen, 1993). 

Normative theories are based on abstract models or 

principles that serve as theoretical standards for how 

decision-makers should ideally make judgments.  They are 

derived from certain axioms of ‘rational’ behavior (von 

Neumann & Morgenstern, 1944) and describe what decision-

makers ‘should’ do if they are rational and they behave in 

conformance with specified axioms (McKernan & O'Donnell, 

1996).  These principles are used as benchmarks to evaluate 

whether people are accurate or biased in their decision-

making and focus on the how people would act if they 

performed like abstract or theoretical entities. 

For decades, traditional research in JDM has examined 

behavior directed towards rational choice theory.  In this 

framework, “rationality is expressed as a single correct 

decision shared by experimenters and subjects that 

satisfies internal coherence within a set of beliefs and 

preferences”(Mellars, Schwartz, & Cooke, 1998, p. 448).  
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This notion has received wide criticism because the 

assumptions associated with this strategy are usually too 

restrictive (Klein, 1999).  Gigerenzer (1991, 1996), notes 

that good judgment is the main concern and good judgment 

requires analysis of content, laws, principles, and axioms 

(Gigerenzer, Hoffrage, & Kleinbolting, 1991). Gigerenzer 

(1996) and Cosmides & Tooby (1994) propose that good 

judgment is domain specific and should reflect basic 

principles of survival and adaptation (Cosmides & Tooby, 

1996; Gigerenzer, 1996).  Kahneman (1994) argues that 

logical analysis should be supplemented with substantive 

evaluations that focus on assessing the quality of decision 

outcomes (Kahneman, 1994; Mellars et al., 1998).  Finally, 

Lopes (1982) points out that rationality means more than 

being "right" as often as possible, where a rational 

strategy should produce the kind of results decision-makers 

desire (Lopes, 1982; Plous, 1993). 

Prescriptive models, in contrast, are concerned with 

prescribing or assisting decision-makers to improve their 

performance, allowing for real-world constraints.  This 

assumes the rational choice model is always the preferred 

method for making “good” decisions and concentrates on the 

disparity between how actual decision-makers function 
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(descriptive theory) and how they would ideally function 

(normative theory) (Mandel, 2000). 

Central to the body of prescriptive knowledge about 

decision-making has been the theory of subjective 

expected utility (SEU), a sophisticated mathematical 

model of choice that lies at the foundation of most 

contemporary economics, theoretical statistics, and 

operations research.  SEU theory defines the 

conditions of perfect utility-maximizing rationality 

in the world of certainty or in a world in which the 

probability distributions of all relevant variables 

can be provided by the decision-makers (Simon et al., 

1986, p. 20). 

A notable distinction or variation with SEU is the 

allowance of subjective, or personal, probabilities of 

outcomes.  Prior to 1954 (Savage, 1954), the probabilities 

in expected utility theory had been treated as objective 

probabilities, where SEU generalized the theory to include 

people’s subjective probabilities that an outcome would 

occur (Plous, 1993). 

It assumed that a decision-maker possessed a utility 

function (an ordering by preference among all the 

possible outcomes of choice), that all the 

alternatives among which choice could be made were 
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known, and that the consequences of choosing each 

alternative could be ascertained (or, in the version 

of the theory that treats choice under uncertainty, it 

assumes that a subjective or objective probability 

distribution of consequences was associated with each 

alternative).  By admitting subjectively assigned 

probabilities, SEU theory opened the way to fusing 

subjective opinions with objective data (Simon et al., 

1986, p. 21).       

The last of the classical decision-making/judgment 

approaches concentrates on descriptive paradigms, which are 

concerned with how people actually make judgments and 

describe how decision-makers function and perform.  These 

models are based on experimental research findings and 

concentrate on the process people employ when making 

judgments and decisions, assuming that all decisions are 

made by choosing among alternatives.  Descriptive models 

are closely associated with the work of Kahneman and 

Tversky, (Kahneman & Tversky, 1973, 1979; Tversky & 

Kahneman, 1974, 1980, 1981, 1986, 1992).   

Kahneman and Tversky describes the relationship 

between subjective/perceived value in terms of the losses 

and gains in decision-making and whether a person is likely 

to make risky or riskless choices (Kahneman & Tversky, 
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1979).  They proposed situations differing only in 

presentation, or the way in which the problem is “framed” 

and not in mathematical outcomes (Motes, 1999).  

This “framing effect” refers to the decision-makers 

perception of the “acts, outcomes and contingencies 

associated with the particular choice” (Plous, 1993, p. 

69).  Kahneman and Tversky found that when situations or 

problems are presented or framed differently, even though 

the underlying problem does not change, the selection of 

alternatives is affected.  Other research findings on the 

topic of “framing” include: 

• Individuals exhibit reversals of preferences when 

presented with the same decision-making situation that 

have identical outcomes and likelihoods. (Fagley & 

Miller, 1987; Schneider & Lopes, 1986; Tversky & 

Kahneman, 1981);(Nygren, 1997).  Positive frames 

produced more risk averse selections of alternatives, 

negative frames produced more risk seeking selections 

of alternatives (Tversky & Kahneman, 1981). 

• People make more risk averse decisions with narrow 

decision frames than the same people would make if 

those decisions were pooled (Kahneman & Lovallo, 

1993). 

Perhaps no variable is as pervasive in its influence 
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on decision-making as the framing effect (Fidura, 1998).   

Framing effects may do more than merely change focus; they 

can be so disruptive as to be detrimental to the 

incorporation and adoption of new information into dynamic 

decision-making strategies.  From a practical perspective, 

the results suggest that applied researchers who are 

seeking ways to improve decision-making performance in 

complex environments ought to examine how individuals 

routinely frame or have their task environment initially 

framed for them (Nygren, 1997, p. 432). 

While decision framing has produced strong effects, 

several limitations have been offered which include 

(Shoemaker, 1993):   

• Framing effects have been largely studied as 

demonstrations of the phenomenon rather than as 

attempts to theoretically explain biases, preference 

reversals, or changes in quality of decision-making 

behavior. 

• Framing effects have been primarily limited to simple 

laboratory gambling contexts or hypothetical one time 

decision scenarios having no meaningful time 

restriction or having no dynamically changing 

components. 

• The extent to which framing effects are generalizable. 
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• Framing effects are not designed to assess changes in 

the quality of decisions or decision-making 

performance, but rather to provide evidence of 

preference reversals or inconsistencies of responses. 

(Nygren, 1997, p. 426). 

Within the context of policing, the framing effect 

is relevant for several reasons.  Police training academies 

routinely devise practical problems, framed around negative 

expectations that a critical incidence or event could occur 

while officers are performing their duties.  This is the 

mission and objective of police academies.  To instill in 

officers early and continually, to respond to most 

situations as though they may be life threatening.   

While this study does not directly focus on training 

initiatives, an important consideration in police practice 

is the impact and influence negative framing brings to an 

officer’s judgment and decision-making process that 

transcends beyond training into performance.  Research 

suggests that when imposed with time constraints, as is the 

case with policing, decision-makers tend to rely most 

heavily upon negative information (Ordonez, 1997; Wright, 

1974). 

Other studies have shown that decision-makers have a 

tendency to speed up execution of their decision strategies 
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or switch to simple strategies when under time constraints 

(Edland & Svenson, 1993; Johnson, Payne, & Bettman, 1993; 

Smith, Mitchell, & Beach, 1982; Svenson & Benson, 1993a; 

Wright, 1974).  Further research showed that decision-

makers who are in good nature tend to be more creative in 

the decision-making process (Isen, Daubman, & Nowicki, 

1987).  "These findings suggest that conclusions from 

decision research should be carefully qualified so as to 

avoid overgeneralization” (Plous, 1993, p. 257).     

These findings may or may not apply to the decision-

making processes of law enforcement officials.  Only until 

a study is conducted to examine framing effects under 

actual conditions and as applied to a specific contextual 

situation, does a better understanding of their impact be 

known.  This study provides this understanding.          

From the collective of works by Nygren (1997), Klein 

(1999), Klein et al. (1993), and Svenson and Maule (1993), 

a clear need is presented that suggests studies in 

decision-making processes need to be examined in more 

naturalistic environments, so concepts such as framing and 

time constraints are better understood.  This study 

contributes to this understanding and focus on decision-

making conditions outside laboratory or classroom 

conditions and into an operational police setting. 
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 Classical decision-making theories and models, as 

indicated, focus on understanding the back end of the 

decision-making process and to some extent have 

"concentrated on showing the limitations of decision 

makers" (Klein, 1999, p. 1).  As a result, recent trends in 

decision-making research have moved away from controlled 

situations to the real–world environment.   

 

Focus: Naturalistic Decision-Making 

 

Naturalistic decision-making has emerged as a research 

field and is based on observations of individuals acting 

under dynamic and continually changing conditions, real-

time constraints, ill-defined goals and ill-structured 

tasks, and knowledgeable decision-makers (Klein et al., 

1993).   

An NDM framework provides a perspective for 

understanding decision-making in command and control, 

management, health-care, aviation, manufacturing and other 

domains.  Unlike normative approaches that are based on 

decision-making theory or other formal models, naturalistic 

research is in no hurry to replace traditional decision 

processes with methods that may appear to have theoretical 

value, but which are qualitatively different from the 
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methods that proficient decision-makers use (Cohen, 

Freeman, & Thompson, 1995). 

In naturalistic settings with time constraints, 

changing conditions, and stress related influences; 

recognition-primed decisions (RPD) are hypothesized to take 

place that involve an assessment of the situation, 

recognition of the events as typical, and a resultant 

course of action based on previous experience (Klein, 

Calderwood, & MacGregor, 1989).  The RPD model (see Figure 

1) is distinguished from classical decision models by 

focusing on the assessment of the situation, rather than 

assessing different courses of action and judging one 

option superior to others (Klein et al., 1993; Randel et 

al., 1996). 
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Figure 1.      Recognition-Primed Decision Model 
 
 
Source: Klein, G. A. (1997). The recognition-primed 
decision (RPD) model.  In C. Zsambok & G. A. Klein (Eds.), 
Naturalistic decision-making, p. 286., Re-printed with 
permission – Klein Associates, Inc (B. Law). 

 

Key features of recognition primed decision-making 

(RPD) model include: 

• First option is usually workable, not random 

generation and selective retention of options. 

• Serial generation/evaluation of options not 

concurrent evaluation. 

• Satisficing (selecting the first option that works), 

not optimizing (Simon, 1957). 

• Evaluation through mental simulation, not MAUA 

(multi-attribute utility analysis), decision 

analysis, or Bayesian statistics. 
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• Focus on elaborating and improving options, not 

choosing between options. 

• Focus on situation assessment, not decision events. 

• Decision-maker primed to act, not waiting for 

complete analysis. 

The RPD model emphasizes the recognition of 

situational dynamics and relies on the experience of the 

decision-maker to determine what course of action is 

appropriate.  From the studies that have been examined, the 

RPD model clearly dominates as the general strategy used by 

naturalistic decision-makers.  “Because of the important 

implications of this claim, other researchers have 

independently investigated the issue, to determine if they 

could replicate our findings”(Klein, 1999, p. 100). 

Mosier (1991) studied videotapes of twenty-three, 

three-person commercial airline crews, flying full mission 

simulations in a Boeing 727 and found that: 

Most crews did not wait until they had complete 

understanding of the situation to make and implement 

decisions.  Rather, they seem to make a recognitional, 

almost reflective judgment based upon a few, critical 

items of information; and then spend additional time 

and effort verifying its correctness through continued 

situational investigation.  If later information 
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changed situation assessment enough to prompt a change 

of decision, a second option was generated and 

implemented.  Virtually no time was spent in any 

comparison of options (Mosier, 1991, p. 269). 

In another study examining command and control 

situations, the United Kingdom Defense Research Agency 

(DRA) conducted research into various aspects on decision 

strategies of commissioned and noncommissioned officers 

from the British army.  Individual decision-makers were 

assessed in controlled simulated environments.  Subjects 

completed three scenarios involving problem solving and 

decision tasks from the command and control domain (i.e. 

friendly forces are under continual enemy harassment and a 

constantly changing battle situation is presented and must 

be responded to rapidly).   

From the analysis of the data, a primary finding 

across all scenarios “was the dominance of naturalistic 

strategy utilization (87%) over classical (2%), hybrid 

(3%), and other (8%) strategies” (Pascual & Henderson, 

1997), p. 219).  In assessing the form of the naturalistic 

strategies found, Pascual and Henderson (1997) concluded 

“that RPD clearly dominated.  It is felt that the RPD model 

provides the most appropriate, accurate, and utilitarian 

concepts for describing a broad range of command and 



  47  

control decision-making behavior, particularly for those 

subjects with considerable military experience” (Pascual & 

Henderson, 1997, p. 220). 

Another study conducted by Randel, Pugh, Reed, Schuler 

and Wyman (1994), examined electronic warfare technicians 

as they performed a simulated task, and found that 93% of 

decisions involve serial (i.e. non-comparative) 

deliberations that conform with the RPD model (Klein, 1997; 

Randel, Pugh, Reed, Schuler, & Wyman, 1994).  Driskell, 

Salas, and Hall (1994) found similar results when training 

experienced Navy officers to follow careful and vigilant 

procedures, such as systematically scanning all relevant 

items of evidence and reviewing the information prior to 

making a decision.  This process resulted in the worst 

performance.  Navy officers outperformed others when 

utilizing “hypervigilant” procedures, compatible with the 

RPD model (Driskell, Salas, & Hall, 1994).   

Collectively, there is a “growing body of empirical 

support for the RPD model as a descriptive account of the 

way experienced people make decisions” (Klein, 1997, p. 

289).  However, most of the cited tasks were examined via 

simulation.  Consequently, little is known on how various 

constructs, such as emotion, perception, or stress, affect 

the decision-making process under real-time conditions.  
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This study attempts to understand the relevance of these 

constructs, and the importance they play in the decision-

making processes for law enforcement officials.        

When focusing on stress related consequences as an 

example, Janis and Mann (1977) claim that people try to 

avoid making decisions because of the stress involved in 

carrying out the analysis.  They suggest ways in which 

stress can reduce the effectiveness of decision-making 

through maladaptive coping strategies such as 

procrastination, persevering with the favored option, and 

indecision or hypervigilance (scanning only the information 

items needed to make a decision, in any sequence, and only 

reviewing items if necessary) (Johnston, Driskell, & Salas, 

1997; Klein, 1999).   

Other literature on stress highlight the potential for 

serious human errors when making decisions under emergency 

conditions because of the limited understanding of how 

human decision-making is affected by psychological stress 

(Kontogiannis, 1996).  Many reviews of the stress 

literature, e.g. (Hartley, Morrison, & Arnold, 1989; 

Mandler, 1984), gathered data from simulation studies, 

(Woods, Wise, & Hanes, 1982) from analyses of actual 

incidences and (Grinker & Spiegel, 1963; Perrow, 1984; Pew, 

Miller, & Feeher, 1981) underscore the potential for 
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serious human errors that emergency conditions may 

engender; where skill performance declines and crucial 

information is often ignored (Kontogiannis, 1996, p. 75).   

While some studies conclude that stress negatively 

affects the decision-making process, other research refute 

these findings.  Case studies examining decision-making in 

international crises has provided empirical evidence that 

shows the quality of decision-making is sometimes improved 

or remains at acceptable levels when moderate levels of 

stress exist (Brecher & Geist, 1980; Dawisha, 1985; Dowty, 

1984; George, 1986; Holsti, 1975; Shlaim, 1983).   

In examining the existing literature on stress-related 

studies, it has been demonstrated that stress does impact 

the decision-making process.  However, it is not conclusive 

whether stress adversely or favorably affects the decision-

making process.  One deduction on stress related factors is 

that of Klein (1999), who claims that “stress does not 

cause us to make bad decisions”, but affects the way we 

process information (p. 275). 

   Many factors, in addition to stress, affect the way 

one processes information.  For this reason, a brief 

section that reviewed the literature on related topics and 

concepts is presented. 
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Related Concepts 

 

Processing information effectively, as related to 

decision-making and problem solving, is reflective to some 

degree of the level of experience, expertise, and tacit 

knowledge of the decision-maker. 

The store of expert knowledge, “indexed” by the 

recognition cues that make it accessible and combined 

with some basic inferential capabilities, accounts for 

the ability of experts to find satisfactory solutions 

for difficult problems, and sometimes to find them 

almost instantaneously.  The expert's "intuition" and 

"judgment" derive from this capability for rapid 

recognition linked to a large store of knowledge 

(Simon et al., 1986, p. 27). 

Experience, expertise and tacit knowledge, ubiquitous 

in naturalistic literature is concerned with decision 

makers who are expert in the task, those who bring 

experience to decision-making (Cohen, 1993; Howell, 1997; 

Klein, 1999; Klein et al., 1989; Lesgold et al., 1988; 

Polanyi, 1958; Randel et al., 1996; Schon, 1983; Wagner, 

1987; Zsambok & Klein, 1997); Randel, 1994).  

Rooted in experience is a form of tacit knowledge that 

has been defined as an unarticulated, unconscious form of 
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knowledge that is embedded in work-related practice and 

forms a basis for human judgment and decision-making 

(Guthrie, 1998; Reber, 1995; Sternberg, 1986).  Philosopher 

Michael Polanyi (1958, 1966) was the first to articulate 

the concept of tacit knowledge.  In his view, individuals 

can “know more than they can tell” and have knowledge that 

they cannot easily make explicit.  This form of knowing is 

deep-seated in one's character, parsimoniously declared, 

and often just acknowledged.  Tacit knowledge is also 

closely coupled to intuition and this linkage serves as the 

fundamental point that intuition represents “a way of 

direct knowing that seeps into conscious awareness without 

the conscious mediation of logic and the rational process.  

What is claimed here is a way of knowing outside the 

conscious rationale/logical/analytic process” (Boucouvalas, 

1997, p. 7). 

Agan (1987), describes "intuitive knowing" as a non-

rational process, based on a feeling or sensing level of 

knowing, an awareness that may come from some conscious 

data.  Rew (1988) confirmed the validity of the defining 

attributes of intuition as: (a) knowledge as a whole, (b) 

immediacy of knowledge, (c) knowledge independent of linear 

reasoning, (d) inner knowing, (e) sensing/feeling/ 
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perceiving, and (f) strength of feeling that affects 

perception (Rew, 1988b, p. 28).  Banner and Tanner (1987) 

define intuition as "understanding without rationale" (p. 

23) and "synthesis, not analysis… a sense of 

certainty”(Benner & Tanner, 1987, p. 29).   

With the predominance of analytical ability and 

rationality placed on the earlier models of JDM, later 

models focus on intuitive skills for effective naturalistic 

decision-making.  Many believed that intuitive processes 

are beyond the scope of scientific study and fall into the 

realm of the irrational.   

However, recent advances in cognitive science suggest 

that there is nothing mystical about intuition. (Khatri & 

Ng, 1997; Prietula & Simon, 1989; Simon, 1987).  Rather, 

intuitive processes develop from life experiences and 

learning and represent a unique way of knowing. (Agor, 

1990; Isenberg, 1984; Parikh, Neubauer, & Lank, 1994; 

Prietula & Simon, 1989; Ray & Myers, 1990; Seebo, 1993; 

Simon, 1987).  Studies examining the characteristics of 

intuition provided the framework for the construction of 

various intuitive instruments such as the Miller 

Intuitiveness Instrument (MII) (Miller, 1993) and Agor’s 

Intuition Quotient (Agor, 1992). 
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As indicated, intuitive ability presently represents 

the new focus in the decision-making literature.  From an 

examination of the decision-making literature, a paradigm 

shift (Kuhn, 1962) has emerged from the classical, rational 

based models to the naturalistic, intuitive framework when 

examining decision-making processes (Cannon-Bowers et al., 

1996).  In many respects, this shift appears to be extreme.  

Simon (1987) addressed this antinomy of intuitive and 

analytical processing in relation to “styles of 

management”: 

It is a fallacy to contrast “analytic” and “intuitive” 

styles of management.  Intuition and judgment -- at 

least good judgment -- are simply analyses frozen into 

habit and into the capacity for rapid response through 

recognition.  Every manager needs to be able to 

analyze problems systematically (and with the aid of 

the modern arsenal of analytic tools provided by 

management science and operations research).  Every 

manager needs also to be able to respond to situations 

rapidly, a skill that requires the cultivation of 

intuition and judgment over many years of experience 

and training.  The effective manager does not have the 

luxury of choosing between “analytic” and “intuitive” 

approaches to problems.  Behaving like a manager means 
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having command of the whole range of management skills 

and applying them as they become appropriate (Simon, 

1987, p. 63). 

As pointed out by Goldstein and Hogarth, the term 

“appropriate begs the question.”  Exactly, when is 

intuition appropriate, but analysis inappropriate?  When is 

the reverse true? (Hammond, Hamm, Grassia, & Tamra, 1987, 

p. 755). 

Research that directly compares intuitive cognition 

and analytical cognition in the same person under 

carefully specified conditions is the only way we can 

adequately determine which mode of cognition should be 

applied to which conditions and thus discover which 

mode is "appropriate" for which conditions (p. 146).  

Although this examination would be difficult to 

implement in a police context, Hammond, Hamm, Grassia and 

Pearson conducted such a study.  It involved twenty-one 

expert highway engineers, and found that the type of task 

and type of information displayed induced a corresponding 

understanding that ranged from intuitive to analytical.  

Their approach, as does this study, rejects the traditional 

dichotomy between intuition and analysis and suggests that 

both processes and task conditions can be arranged on a 

continuum that run from intuition to analysis, where 
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intuition and analysis represent the bookends on the 

continuum (Hammond et al., 1987; Hammond & Brehmer, 1973).  

Environmental tasks were also constructed along a similar 

parallel continuum because research shows that “decision-

making is highly contingent on the demands of the task” 

(Payne, 1982, p. 382).   

For example, the engineers in this study were 

presented with the task of judging the aesthetics of a 

highway.  This task triggered intuitive understanding or 

processing, while the task of judging highway capacity 

triggered a more analytical approach or reasoning.  

Engineers stated that capacity could be calculated by using 

an algorithm based on known dimensions; however, there is 

no known formula for organizing the cues for aesthetics.  

In these cases, an intuitive approach is generally taken. 

One may argue, however, that the very strength of 

intuition lies in the fact that there are no known formulas 

or algorithm guiding judgment and performance.  Instead, 

intuition must rely on more powerful attributes that really 

fall outside the realm of mathematical formulas.        

This same study also found that for the same person 

performing three different types of tasks, intuitive and 

quasi-analytical cognition could outperform analytical 

cognition.  In addition, analytical reasoning was more 
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likely than intuition to produce extreme errors.  The 

findings in this study are not without controversy.  One 

such controversy challenges arguments that intuition 

produced biased, incorrect judgments and should be replaced 

whenever possible by analytical methods (Regel, 1999).   

Juxtaposing intuitive and analytical cognition will 

continue to foster polemic debate.  However, the intuitive 

-- analytical continuum model (Hammond et al., 1987) 

provides an equidistant framework from the extreme shifts 

that have occurred in this field.  The applicability of 

this model, specific to the law enforcement profession, 

serves as a beginning point in exploring the nature of 

decision-making by police officers without the need to make 

comparisons.   

Another aspect to decision-making is the concept of 

cognitive maps, first introduced by Tolman in 1948.  Downs 

and Stea (1978) define cognitive mapping as: 

a process composed of a series of psychological 

transformations by which an individual acquires, 

codes, stores, recalls, and decodes information about 

the relative locations and attributes of phenomena in 

their everyday spatial environment (p.8). 

The term “cognitive maps” is broadly used to describe 
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our inner representations and interaction with the 

experienced world (Kitchin, 1994a).  It provides a means 

for organizing, assessing, and directing our interaction 

with our surroundings (Beck & Wood, 1976b). 

An individual’s cognitive map is an active information 

seeking structure incorporating spatial imagery as well as 

memories of objects and kinesthetic, visual and auditory 

cues.  The creation and subsequent use of cognitive maps in 

decision-making have a fundamental purpose, to set out a 

strategy that provides direction on how to get there from 

here (Billinghurst & Weghorst, 1995)? 

In law enforcement, here is often indicative of a 

stress related incident filled with uncertainty; while 

there represents the officer’s objective, the successful 

resolution of the event without injury.  This study 

examines the factors influencing the construction of 

cognitive maps and these process officers use for effective 

navigation.             

 

Framework for this Study 

 

The preceding review of literature on selected 

studies, theories and models helped frame this study. 

Researchers are examining alternative frameworks, moving 
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away from rational choice theory to explore ways in which 

people find efficient, adaptive, and satisfying decisions 

(Mellars et al., 1998).  There is agreement from many 

within the field that decision-making needs to be examined 

under real-world conditions, challenging the influences of 

earlier models.  However, the shift from the classical 

models to NDM need not be so severe.   

This study incorporates concepts from earlier models 

and considers the applicability of the RPD model to a 

police context.  It examines the “framing effect” as 

applied to actual events and not by verbal scenarios, as is 

often the case.  The “framing effect” essentially was 

driven by the decision-maker and not artificially imposed 

by the researcher.   

While this study does not utilize testable hypotheses, 

it offers in part, an understanding of the underlying 

phenomenon that "drives the decision" (Hammond, 1993).   

This research also serves as an important first step in 

exploring the process that “drives the decision” of law 

enforcement officials operating under real, operational 

police conditions and compliments the existing literature 

in the naturalistic decision-making area.       



  59  

The following chapter addresses the method section for 

the collection and analysis of the case study research 

undertaken for this study. 
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CHAPTER 3: METHOD 

 
The focus of this inquiry was guided by the following 

research questions: How do experienced and successful law 

enforcement officials make judgments and decisions when 

operating under the stressful moments of law-enforcement?   

Why did these officers select a particular decision 

choice(s) and what underlying phenomena led them to make 

the decision choice(s) they made?   

After the data were collected and analyzed, a detailed 

analysis of decision-making by law enforcement officials 

was conducted to explore their analytical and intuitive 

approaches for making decisions under specific contextual 

situations. 

 

Population and Sample 

 

Purposive sampling was initially used to select the 

participants.  Subsequent to the first round of analysis, 

theoretical sampling was used to select participants who 

could contribute to the generation of theory and to the 

expansion of the developing theory (Bogdan & Bilken, 1992; 

Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  Glaser and 

Strauss (1967) popularized theoretical sampling and 
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describes it as "the process of data collection for 

generating theory whereby the analyst jointly collects, 

codes, and analyzes his data and decides what data to 

collect next and where to find them, in order to develop 

his theory as it emerges” (p. 45).  Corbin and Strauss 

subsequently defined this sampling process as "sampling on 

the basis of concepts that have proven theoretical 

relevance to the evolving theory" on the basis of the 

concepts which have emerged from the data (Strauss & 

Corbin, 1990, p. 176).   

The distinction between the former and more recent 

definition of theoretical sampling is placed on "proven 

theoretical relevance,” which “indicates that concepts are 

deemed to be significant because they are repeatedly 

present or notably absent when comparing incident after 

incident, and are of sufficient importance to be given the 

status of categories” (p. 176). 

“It is an evolving process guided by the emerging 

theory" (Merriam, 1998, p. 63).  Theoretical sampling was 

used in this study because the researcher “cannot know in 

advance precisely what to sample for and where it will lead 

him.  It is never clear-cut for what and to where discovery 

will lead.  It is ongoing” (Glaser, 1978, p. 37).  
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The cases were selected from a population of law 

enforcement officials with a minimum of 15-years experience 

in the law enforcement profession.  Many of the 

participants are currently employed with a federal law 

enforcement agency and at one point in their careers were 

employed by either a local or state police organization 

prior to assuming responsibilities on the federal level.  

Generally, the participants’ work experience averages 

approximately 20-years on the federal level and in some 

cases, near 25-years experience in law enforcement as a 

whole.  All participants possess a four-year college degree 

and all hold advanced graduate degrees.  Their current 

positions include responsibilities in a supervisory 

capacity.  Their roles are operationally driven and 

tactically oriented.  Subjects of the case study inquiry 

have also assisted in investigations on an international 

level. 

The size of the sample was determined by following the 

procedures set forth by Lincoln and Guba (1985) which 

state:  "the size of the sample is determined by 

informational considerations.  If the purpose is to 

maximize information, the sampling is terminated when no 

new information is forthcoming from new sample units; thus 

redundancy is the prime consideration” (p. 202).  While 
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this strategy applies to “purposeful sampling,” the same 

principle is appropriate to theoretical sampling, where 

theoretical saturation of data is the identifying 

characteristic to end sampling.   

The general rule in grounded theory research is to 

sample until theoretical saturation of each category is 

reached.  This means until: (a) no new or relevant data 

seems to emerge regarding a category; (b) the category 

development is dense, insofar as all of the paradigm 

elements are accounted for, along with variation and 

process; and (c) the relationships between categories are 

well-established and validated (Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p. 

188; Glaser, 1978, pp. 124-126; Glaser & Strauss, 1967, pp. 

61-62, 111-112).   

  

Description of Cases 

 

The cases were chosen from an operational unit of a 

federal law enforcement agency and each participant was 

selected to provide for maximum variation.  Lincoln and 

Guba (1985) propose that maximum variation is best achieved 

by selecting each unit only after the previous unit has 

been interviewed (Leppien, 1995).  The intent of 

theoretical sampling is to “generate the information upon 
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which the emergent design and grounded theory can be based” 

(p. 201).   

Participants were selected based on Lincoln and Guba’s 

model.  All are required, in many instances, to make quick 

and spontaneous decisions while operating under time 

constraint, time pressure and in some cases, dangerous 

conditions.  All participants were selected based on a 

number of elements.  First, their experience level had to 

meet the requirements as defined above for this study.  

Second, their current position had to be operationally 

oriented where participants are required to make decisions 

under time pressure and restriction.  Third, participants 

have been recognized in the past for making appropriate 

decisions, judgments, and resolving particular issues that 

were accomplished in an exemplary manner.   

This recognition is in the form of letter(s) of 

commendation from upper management or in the form of 

monetary award(s) that recognize the participant’s 

noteworthy achievements.  Lastly, participants were most 

likely to provide the necessary data to successfully answer 

the research questions undertaken in this effort.  The 

criteria that was used to determine when to stop the data 

collection process include: a) exhaustion of resources; b) 
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emergence of regularities; c) over extension, or going too 

far beyond the boundaries of the research (Guba, 1978).   

The decision to stop sampling must take into account 

the research goals, the need to achieve depth through 

triangulation of data sources, and the possibility of 

greater breadth through examination of a variety of 

sampling sites (Hoepfl, 1997).  The sampling process 

focused on eliminating redundancy while striving for 

maximum variation among the participants. 

 

Participant Anonymity 

 

 All participants in this study were assured 

confidentiality and anonymity.  Participants were also 

assured that specificity to any criminal investigation(s) 

they were assigned would not be disclosed, nor would any 

sensitive information about the criminal case(s) be cited.  

Only generic descriptions of the participant’s 

actions/decisions would be reported and details of their 

assignments would be disguised.  To ensure anonymity, each 

subject was advised that pseudonyms would be used in lieu 

of true names.  All participants were asked to sign an 

Informed Consent Form before participating in this research 

effort (see Appendix A). 
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Theoretical Sensitivity 

 

Glaser and Strauss (1967) and Strauss and Corbin 

(1990) discuss the "theoretical sensitivity" of the 

researcher (Hoepfl, 1997).  Theoretical sensitivity refers 

to a personal quality of the researcher.  “It indicates an 

awareness of subtleties of meaning in data, it refers to 

the attribute of having insight, the ability to give 

meaning to data, the capacity to understand, and capability 

to separate the pertinent from that which isn't” (Corbin & 

Strauss, 1990, p. 42).  

This approach is based on the developments of 

“theoretically informed interpretations which is the most 

powerful way to bring reality to light” (Strauss & Corbin, 

1990).  Key issues and points are allowed to emerge from 

the data, rather than forcing the data into preformed 

categories.  This is accomplished by repeated examination 

of the data to allow the themes to emerge (Berry, 1999).   

Strauss and Corbin believe that theoretical 

sensitivity emanates from a number of sources.  One source 

is literature, which includes readings on theory, research, 

and documents of various kinds.  Professional experience is 

another source of theoretical sensitivity, where one 

acquires an understanding of how things work in a 
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particular field and brings that background into the 

research.  Personal experiences represent the third source 

of sensitivity and make the analyst sensitive to particular 

experiences they may have encountered.  “As an example, the 

experience of having gone through a divorce can make one 

sensitive to what it means to experience loss” (Strauss & 

Corbin, 1990, p. 42).   

Theoretical sensitivity is relevant because the 

credibility of a qualitative research report relies 

strongly on the confidence readers have in the researcher's 

ability to be sensitive to the data and to make appropriate 

decisions in interpretation (Eisner, 1991; Hoepfl, 1997; 

Patton, 1990).  The researcher undertaking this 

examination, has over 25-years in the law enforcement field 

and is sensitive to the decisions law enforcement officers 

make, particularly while acting under operational 

conditions.  In addition, the researcher has experienced 

many of the situational and operational factors that often 

come into play in a police environment.  The qualifications 

and theoretical sensitivity of the researcher helped in the 

ability to give meaning to data, and the capability to 

separate the pertinent from the non-pertinent. 
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Data Collection 

 

Data collection refers to the finding, gathering, and 

generating of material that was analyzed over a period of 

time so the researcher can generate grounded theory 

(Strauss, 1987).  To strengthen issues of reliability as 

well as internal validity, the data were triangulated using 

multiple methods and sources (Merriam, 1998).   

Naturalistic inquiry emphasizes inductive theory 

development emergent naturally from qualitative research 

methods (Patton, 1990).  While positivist inquiry relies on 

logical deduction from a priori assumptions, naturalistic 

inquiry recognizes the process of data collection as 

influential in the generation of theory (Gorski, 1998).   

The prevailing forms of data collection and 

fundamental techniques and strategies utilized for 

collecting data in this study consisted of the participants 

talking aloud and conversing with the researcher on the 

decisions and actions they were rendering, open-ended and 

unstructured interviews, and observation.  The talking 

aloud aspect of this examination offers a distinctive 

method to capture data, via audio recording, as it 

unfolded.  Both the researcher and participants jointly 

worked on investigations that required decision-making 
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under operational and tactical conditions.  The researcher 

assumed and maintained a secondary role in all case study 

examinations.  As the participants were fully engaged on a 

tactical mission, they were allowed to talk aloud into a 

miniature tape recorder to capture the on-scene rationale 

and insight concerning the particular decisions that were 

being made.  In addition, the researcher made 

extemporaneous comments and asked questions during the 

actual event for later recall during the formal interview 

process.  This gave the participants the ability to hear 

and reflect on what transpired during the actual case.  

This subsequently allowed for a thorough and concentrated 

inquiry into specific topics during the interviewing 

process.     

The second method of triangulating the data was 

through open-ended, unstructured interviews.  Interviews 

were audio recorded and transcribed, where the participants 

were asked questions about particular actions and decisions 

they made as conveyed on the talking aloud-audio recording.  

Segments of the recording were presented in stages.  This 

permitted each participant to reflect on their comments and 

consider the cognitive process they employed when selecting 

one option over others.  The audio recording data was 
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collected while subjects were actively and dynamically 

participating in an operational police matter.   

The third form of data collection was through 

observation.  Observation took the shape of both direct and 

participant observation.  “Participant observation is a 

special mode of observation in which you are not merely a 

passive observer.  Instead, you may assume a variety of 

roles within active case study situations and may actually 

participate in the events being studied” (Yin, 1994, p. 

87).  The researcher assumed this responsibility by 

participating and observing decision-making in actual 

criminal investigations.  The participants were assigned a 

specific responsibility directed towards investigating 

criminal misconduct and were required to make a number of 

on-scene decisions. 

The researcher is “theoretically sensitive” to the law 

enforcement culture and can relate to the decision-making 

process of law-enforcement officers.  This is the result of 

having similar personal and professional experiences 

encountered in the line of duty.  As a result, participant 

observation was a viable method for triangulation of the 

data.  
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Data Coding and Analysis 

 

At the core of grounded theory analysis is the coding 

process. “Simultaneous data collection and analysis occur 

both in and out of the field.  That is, you can be doing 

some rudimentary analysis while you are in the process of 

collecting data, as well as between data collection 

activities” (Merriam, 1998, p. 162).   

Coding and analysis of the data conform to the model 

initially outlined by Strauss (1987) and later redefined by 

Corbin and Strauss (1990).  The three forms of data coding 

used in this study that followed the techniques and 

strategies proposed by Strauss (1987) and later by Strauss 

and Corbin (1990) include open coding, axial coding, and 

selective coding.   

 

Open Coding 

 

Corbin and Strauss (1990) describe open coding as the 

process that involves breaking down or naming of phenomena, 

analysis, comparison and categorization of data.  In open 

coding, incidents or events were labeled and grouped 

together via constant comparison to form categories and 

properties.   
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Open coding requires application of what is referred 

to as “the comparative method,” specifically, the asking of 

questions and the making of comparisons.  Subsequently, 

data were compared and similar incidents were grouped 

together and given the same conceptual label.  This process 

of grouping concepts in a higher, more abstract level is 

termed categorizing.   

Once the categories have been discovered, the next 

phase of open coding was to refine each category in terms 

of its properties and dimensions.  Strauss and Corbin 

(1990) describe this as the process of dimensionalizing the 

properties of a category along a continuum and argue that 

this is an important process for discovering the 

relationships between categories and sub categories and 

between major categories (Corbin & Strauss, 1990, p. 70). 

 Theoretical memoing was utilized during this phase of 

the coding process.  “Memos are the theorizing write-up of 

ideas about codes and their relationship as they strike the 

analyst while coding… the analyst has to develop his or her 

own style and techniques” (Glaser, 1978, 1998; Strauss & 

Corbin, 1998).  Strauss (1987) defines these theoretical 

memos as “writing in which the researcher puts down the 

theoretical questions, hypotheses, and summary of codes” 

(p. 22).  Corbin and Strauss (1990) maintain that:   



  73  

Writing theoretical memos is an integral part of doing 

grounded theory.  Since the analyst cannot readily 

keep track of all the categories, properties, 

hypotheses, and generative questions that evolve from 

the analytical process, there must be a system for 

doing so.  The use of memos constitutes such a system.  

Memos are not simply "ideas."  They are involved in 

the formation and revision of theory during the 

research process (p. 10). 

The process of memoing was used to monitor emerging 

categories and stimulate future coding. 

 

Axial Coding 

 

While open coding breaks or splits the data up into 

concepts and categories, axial coding reassembles the data 

back together by making connections between a category and 

the sub-categories (Pandit, 1996).  Corbin and Strauss 

define axial coding as:  

a set of procedures whereby data are put back together 

in new ways after open coding, by making connections 

between categories.  This is done by utilizing a 

coding paradigm involving conditions, context, 
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action/interactional strategies and consequences" 

(Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p. 96).   

The focus in axial coding is on the (a) conditions 

that precede the phenomenon, (b) the context or its 

specific set of properties in which it occurred, (c) 

strategies by which it is managed and (d) the consequences 

of those strategies.  Following axial coding, the process 

of selective coding is accomplished, whereby emphasis was 

placed on the main concept of the inquiry. 

 

Selective Coding 

 

Selective coding is described as the process by  

which categories are related to the core category (the 

central idea, event or happening) that ultimately becomes 

the foundation for the grounded theory.  Selective coding 

involves the integration of the categories, including their 

properties and dimensions and form the initial theoretical 

framework.   

Strauss (1987) indicated that the term grounded theory 

evolved from an emphasis on the generation of theory and 

the data in which the theory is grounded.  Central to this 

point “is the selection of a core category and the relating 
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of all major categories both to it and to each 

other”(Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p. 142).  

The main focus of this qualitative research study is 

the development of theory that affords an understanding of 

the decision-making/judgment processes of law enforcement 

officers.  Accordingly, all of the steps in the data 

collection, coding, and analysis were organized to meet 

this objective. 

 

The Pilot Study 

 

The pilot study was conducted to determine if any 

limitations or difficulties exist with the aforementioned 

data collection methodology and to perform preliminary 

coding as prescribed by Strauss and Corbin (1990).  

Further, it helped to refine the data collection process 

with respect to both the content of the data and the 

procedures to be followed (Yin, 1994).   

The pilot study involved a criminal investigation that 

culminated with the arrest of a southeastern drug 

trafficker.  The participant was required to make decisions 

prior to and during this investigation by executing an 

arrest warrant.  During the arrest, unknown individuals 

arrived on-scene and proceeded to assist the subject of the 
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investigation, thereby obstructing and complicating the 

arrest process.  What followed were a string of successful 

decisions made by a federal agent (participant) that 

managed the situation.      

As anticipated, during the actual arrest, both the 

participant and researcher were focused on the actual event 

and were unable to capture data as the event unfolded (i.e-

unstructured interview).  This limitation proved 

significant.  Meaningful information resulting from the 

event could have been omitted or forgotten when conducting 

subsequent in-depth interview. 

To remedy this deficiency, participants in the actual 

case study inquiry will talk aloud into a miniature tape 

recorder (in an unstructured manner), essentially capturing 

conversation and comments as events unfold.  This provided 

the participant/researcher with a unique ability to 

properly reflect on the recorded comments and to guide the 

succeeding open-ended interviews.     

 

Criteria for Judging the Quality of a Research Study 

 

Depending upon the philosophical orientation of a 

research study, various terms are used to appropriately 

establish the overall value and trustworthiness of a 
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research study.  Strauss and Corbin (1990) believe that the 

“usual canons of ‘good science’…require redefinition in 

order to fit the realities of qualitative research” 

(Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p. 250).     

This redefinition is applied to an alternative 

philosophical approach, interpretivism, which is 

fundamentally concerned with meaning (verses measurement) 

and seeks to understand social members’ definition of the 

situation (Schwandt, 1994).  Interpretive theory involves 

building a second order theory or theory of members’ 

theories (Schutz, 1973) in contrast to positivism, which is 

concerned with object reality and meanings thought to be 

independent of people (Gephart, 1999). 

Interpretivists assume that knowledge and meaning are 

acts of interpretation and understanding the meaning 

of the process or experience constitutes the knowledge 

to be gained from an inductive, hypothesis - or 

theory-generating (rather than a deductive or testing) 

mode of inquiry" (Merriam, 1998, p. 4).   

The basic issue of trustworthiness in naturalistic or 

qualitative inquiry is:  "How can an inquirer persuade his 

or her audiences that the findings of the inquiry are worth 

paying attention to, worth taking account of?” (Lincoln & 

Guba, 1985, p. 301). 
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Guba and Lincoln propose four criteria for judging the 

soundness and quality of qualitative research.  Table 3 

outlines the criteria typically employed to judge 

quantitative work and the analogue or corresponding 

criteria used for qualitative research (Lincoln & Guba, 

1985, p. 300). 

 

Table 3 
 
Criteria for Judging Quantitative and Qualitative 

 
Inquiry 
 
 
Conventional Criteria for 
Judging Quantitative Research 

Criteria for Judging 
Qualitative or Naturalistic 
Inquiry 

Internal validity Credibility 

External validity Transferability 

Reliability Dependability 

Objectivity Confirmability 

 

 

Credibility 

 

Researchers suggest the use of credibility as a 

substitute for internal validity when using qualitative 

methods (Leppien, 1995).  Internal validity in traditional 
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inquiry refers to the extent to which the findings 

accurately describe reality.  Lincoln and Guba (1985) 

recommend a variety of strategies for improving the 

likelihood that findings and interpretations through 

naturalistic inquiry methods are credible.  Two of the 

strategies are peer debriefing and member checking. 

Lincoln and Guba (1985) define peer debriefing as "a 

process of exposing oneself to a disinterested peer in a 

manner paralleling an analytic session and for the purpose 

of exploring aspects of the inquiry that might otherwise 

remain only implicit within the inquirer's mind" (p.308).  

For the purposes of this study, peer debriefing 

occurred with colleagues from the law enforcement community 

who did not participate in this study and who hold 

supervisory positions equal to or higher than those of the 

participants.  Colleagues were asked to comment on the 

findings as they emerge throughout the study and to 

determine if the data are accurate and the findings 

plausible.   

Member checking is a process for which respondents 

verified data and the interpretations thereof (Gorski, 

1998; Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  Participants received a copy 

of the interview transcript and tentative interpretations 

for review, plausibility, and accuracy.  If participants 
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believed the transcript did not reflect the contents or 

accuracy of the interview, modifications to the transcript 

were made and resubmitted to the participants for 

verification of accuracy.   

All participants were allowed to listen to the audio 

recording and validate the accuracy of the transcribed 

interviews to ascertain if any discrepancies resulted in 

reporting of the findings.  Corrections and modifications 

were made accordingly. 

 

Transferability 

 

Transferability refers to the degree to which the 

results of qualitative research can be generalized or 

transferred to other contexts or settings (Trochim, 1999).  

Lincoln and Guba (1985) admit that generalizability is "an 

appealing concept,” because it allows a semblance of 

prediction and control over situations (pp. 110-111).  The 

problem however lies with the existence of local 

conditions, which "makes it impossible to generalize"  

(p. 124).   

Cronbach (1975) discusses the problem by stating:  

The trouble, as I see it, is that we cannot store up 

generalizations and constructs for ultimate assembly 
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into a network.  It is as if we needed a gross of dry 

cells to power an engine and could only make one a 

month.  The energy would leak out of the first cell 

before we had half the battery completed (Cronbach, 

1975, February)p. 123).   

According to Cronbach, "when we give proper weight to 

local conditions, any generalization is a working 

hypothesis, not a conclusion" (Cronbach, 1975, p. 125; 

(Hoepfl, 1997).  Each manifestation in this qualitative 

study occurs under different contextual conditions, 

yielding findings that are the result of a process-in-

context.  Therefore, enough detailed description of the 

study's context is provided to enable practitioners to 

compare the "fit" with their situations (Merriam, 1998, p. 

211).       

 

Dependability 

 

Kirk and Miller identify three types of reliability 

when referred to in conventional research: a) the degree to 

which a measurement, given repeatedly, remain the same;  

b) the stability of a measurement over time; and c) the 

similarity of measurements within a given time (Kirk & 

Miller, 1986, pp. 41-42).   



  82  

The authors note that “issues of reliability have 

received little attention” from qualitative researchers, 

who rather have focused on achieving greater validity in 

their work (p. 42).  Lincoln and Guba propose one measure 

to enhance the dependability of qualitative research 

through the use of an “inquiry audit,” or a “properly 

managed” audit (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  

 This audit process is the extent to which “other 

researchers can use the original report as an operating 

manual by which to replicate the study” (Goetz & LeCompte, 

1984, p. 216).  True replication for this study, as with 

most other case studies, is difficult to achieve because 

the context under which it occurs is endemic to each case.   

However, to address dependability issues for this 

particular study, detailed records of the data collected as 

well as the analysis procedures were retained and serve as 

the “operating manual” for this study.  A transcript of 

each interview was created from the audio-tape of the 

interview.  This transcript was then provided to the 

participants for verification, accuracy, and correction. 
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Confirmability 

 

Confirmability is the degree to which the researcher 

can demonstrate the neutrality of the research results and 

whether the results can be confirmed or corroborated by 

others.  Lincoln and Guba propose a "confirmability audit" 

to accomplish this, which provides an audit trial 

consisting of a) raw data; b) analysis notes; c) 

reconstruction and synthesis products; d) process notes;  

e) personal notes; and f) preliminary developmental 

information (Lincoln & Guba, 1985); (Hoepfl, 1997). 

Confirmability is "concerned with establishing the 

fact that the data and interpretations of an inquiry were 

not merely figments of the inquirer's imagination." 

Researchers need to link "assertions, findings, and 

interpretations, and so on to the data themselves in 

readily discernible ways" (Schwandt, 1997, p. 164). 

To enhance the confirmability of this study, the 

researcher documented the procedures by checking and re-

checking the data throughout the study (Trochim, 1999).  

Records of the inquiry process, recorded interviews, 

discussions, transcripts and notes were retained for a one-

year period (Gorski, 1998).  Additionally, sufficient 

references to the raw data, triangulations, and code 



  84  

categories are reported to allow the reader to track the 

study by looking at the specific sources of the researchers 

assertions.     

 

Reporting the Findings 

 

Qualitative researchers have a special responsibility  

to their subjects and their readers.  Since there are no 

statistical tests for significance in qualitative studies, 

the researcher bears the burden of discovering and 

interpreting the importance of what is observed, and of 

establishing a plausible connection between what is 

observed and the conclusions drawn in the research report. 

In the final interpretive phase of this study, the 

researcher reports the "lessons learned" from the cases 

(Creswell, 1998; Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  Writing the 

results of qualitative research involves a determination on 

the right balance of description and interpretation and 

using a style that integrates them in an interesting and 

informative narrative (Merriam, 1988).  

 The results of the case study evaluations are 

presented generally in a linear - analytic fashion, where 

the implementation process is presented as it is "unfolded" 

chronologically, with data drawn from all sources and 
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integrated into a coherent story (Scanlon, 1998).  The 

final report essentially follows many of the 

recommendations suggested by Stake (1995) and Corbin and 

Strauss (1990).    

According to Stake (1995), most case study reports 

follow "a chronological or biographical development of the 

cases; a researcher’s view of coming to know the case"; or 

"description one by one of several major components of the 

case" (Stake, 1995, p. 127).  

Stake suggests the following progression or outline 

when reporting a case study.  The report starts with an 

entry vignette giving the reader a vicarious experience of 

the place, time, and event.  This is followed by extensive 

narrative descriptions that are provided to further define 

the case in context.  The development of issues, 

descriptive detail, documents, quotations, triangulating 

data and assertions are also included in this section of 

the report.   

In addition, Corbin and Strauss state that the written 

case study report should provide: 

(1) A clear analytic story 

(2) Writing on a conceptual level, with description 

kept secondary  
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(3) The clear specification of relationships among 

categories, with levels of conceptualization also kept 

clear 

(4) The specifications of variations and their 

relevant conditions, consequences, and so forth, 

including the broader ones (Strauss & Corbin, 1990,  

p. 229).       

 This study follows the guidelines prescribed above and 

concentrates on examining decision-making/problem solving 

in the context of police oriented assignments.  With this 

objective as the goal, focus is placed on the “general, 

grounded, most relevant properties of the core [category]” 

to give the fullest meaning of its nature (Glaser, 1978, p. 

131) and to provide for a better understanding of decision-

making in law enforcement.  

 

Summary 

 

This study provides an understanding of how 

experienced law enforcement officials made decisions and 

judgments while performing in an operational and tactical 

environment.  The case study method was used because of its 

applicability with real life, contemporary, and 

naturalistic settings.  
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“Researchers from many disciplines use the case study 

method to build upon theory, to produce new theory, to 

dispute or challenge theory, to explain a situation, to 

provide a basis to apply solutions to situations, to 

explore, or to describe an object or phenomenon” (Soy, 

1996).  This study describes the phenomenon of effective 

and successful decision-making under tactical police 

conditions.  
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CHAPTER 4: CASE STUDIES FINDINGS 

 

This qualitative study investigated how experienced 

and successful law enforcement officials (LEOs) made 

judgments and decisions when operating under stressful 

conditions. Three case studies were examined and analyzed 

in pursuit of this inquiry (see Appendix B for a brief 

profile of each LEO and partial text of interview).  This 

chapter contains the findings and analyses from the study 

as they relate both to the research questions as well as to 

the literature.  The research questions under inquiry were: 

How did three experienced and successful law enforcement 

officials make judgments and decisions when operating under 

the stressful moments of law-enforcement?  Why did these 

officers select a particular decision choice(s) and what 

underlying phenomenon led them to make the decision 

choice(s) they made?  How did they decide when to act or 

when was there sufficient clarity to choose a course of 

action? 

 

Background 

 

As a result of examining this phenomenon and 

discovering the process these law enforcement officials 
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used in their decision-making, a theoretical model was 

generated that represents tactical law enforcement 

decision-making. The method utilized in this study employed 

grounded theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967), a qualitative 

research method designed to aid in the systematic 

collection and analysis of data and the building of a 

theoretical model.  The data collection relied on 

participant observation, audio recordings, journal notes, 

and transcriptions of open-ended and unstructured 

interviews.  The researcher, also a law enforcement 

official, was actively involved and participated on-scene 

in two of the investigations.  In the last case, LEO-3 was 

engaged in an extremely difficult investigation occurring 

in a foreign territory.  As a result, neither the 

researcher nor LEO-3 were actually on-scene; however, the 

researcher observed LEO-3’s decision-making processes as he 

coordinated an extremely complex and multifaceted 

investigation.          

Data were also collected while on-scene via a tape 

recorder that captured extemporaneous dialogue and comments 

that resulted between the participants and researcher as 

they performed their duties during an actual tactical 

event.  The researcher often questioned the participants as 

they selected particular decision options.  The researcher 
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further made frequent comments while on-scene that were 

also recorded and subsequently used for recall purposes 

during the formal interview process with the participants.   

At the time when the participants were interviewed, 

which occurred shortly after their involvement in the 

investigation, the tape recordings were played, reviewed, 

and discussed at length so the salient points of their 

decision-making process could emerge.  The audio recordings 

of interviews were converted and saved to computer audio 

files (wave) for retention purposes. 

Furthermore, during the open coding process, the 

researcher regularly conversed with the participants 

regarding their individual cases.  This continued 

interaction was facilitated by the fact that the researcher 

and participants are colleagues and continue to participate 

in investigations similar to those described herein.   

As previously indicated, interviews were conducted 

with the participants soon after their involvement in an 

operational criminal investigation, typically within hours 

of the actual event.  Thereafter, each participant reviewed 

the narratives for accuracy and completeness and was 

allowed the opportunity to clarify and expand on any 

relevant issues.  Any corrections or modifications made by 
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the participants have been incorporated in this research as 

well as quotes from the actual interviews.  

While the decisions and the processes involved in 

decision-making are discussed in detail, certain sensitive 

and personal identifying information has been removed.  For 

example, to preserve anonymity, the acronym LEO-# (Law 

Enforcement Official followed by the case number, e.g., 

LEO-1) is used to identify each officer.  The researcher is 

identified as LEO-R.  Additionally, no criminal suspects 

are identified by name.  Specific details as to particular 

law enforcement agencies involved have also been omitted.  

Finally, only generic descriptions of the type of criminal 

investigations are provided to sufficiently give the reader 

a degree of context and perspective on the operational 

conditions imposed on the participants. 

Given that certain investigative techniques employed 

in these incidents are considered sensitive (often in terms 

of sources and methods), only general references are made 

to the goals and objectives for each of the operations.  

Furthermore, all of the law enforcement activities 

discussed in each of the three cases were authorized by a 

lawfully obtained judicial court order or were conducted 

under rules and regulations codified in US law.  All the 

activities, authority, and conduct of the participants were 
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well within the confines of approved agency-specific 

policies, all subject to Executive, Congressional, and 

Judicial oversight. 

  

Analysis 

 

Each participant’s involvement in a tactical criminal 

investigation approximated 120 hours, with an additional 

100 hours dedicated to the preparation stage of the 

investigation.  Their actual involvement was calculated on 

the number of days each participant spent on their 

respective investigation, which generally covered a two-

week time period.  The preparation phase was calculated 

exclusively on the participant’s approximation on the time 

they spent in preparing to meet the operational 

requirements of each investigation.  While the participants 

were actually on-scene, numerous decisions were made that 

were subsequently coded and analyzed.  From that analysis 

emerged a theoretical model (Figure 2) describing:  

1.) Causal conditions leading to the development of 

decision-making strategies  

2.) Phenomena that emerged from the causal 

conditions,  

3.) Context that influenced those strategies 
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4.) Intervening conditions that influenced strategy 

development 

5.) Strategies for effective police decision-making  

6.) Consequences that resulted from the action and 

interaction (decisions) taken by the participants 

The opening coding process generated 41-labeled 

categories that represented discrete happenings of the 

phenomena.  These codes and categories were constantly 

grouped, compared, and contrasted until analysis produced 

no new codes or categories (saturation) and when all of the 

data were accounted for in the core categories. The 

grounded theory model for police decision-making, evolving 

from Strauss and Corbin’s (1990) framework and developed 

from the present inquiry is presented in Figure 2. 

  

Causal Conditions of Phenomena Related to Tactical Police 
Decision-making – Development of Decision-Making Strategies 
 

Two mutually dependent types of the causal conditions 

emerged from the data that ultimately led to certain 

phenomenological experiences as related to effective 

decision-making in a tactical police environment.   
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Figure 2. Theoretical Model for Effective Tactical Police 
 
Decision-Making. 

 

These causal conditions were: (a) unanticipated event(s) 

occurring while law enforcement officers were performing 

their responsibilities and (b) the unanticipated event(s) 

was caused by someone other than the law enforcement 

officer. 
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The first causal condition consisted of officers 

experiencing unanticipated event(s) while they were 

operationally engaged in some segment of a criminal 

investigation. Officers under study had a specific 

assignment associated with a criminal investigation and 

their individual responsibilities were compartmentalized 

within the overall investigative effort.  When 

unanticipated events occurred while officers were 

performing their assigned duties, they responded by making 

spontaneous decisions under difficult, and in some 

instances, life-threatening conditions.   

In one case study, LEO-1 was called upon to assist in 

the execution of a covert search warrant involving a 

narcotics trans-shipment.  LEO-1 has the mandate to provide 

support to federal, state, and local law enforcement 

authorities requesting assistance in the area of covert 

searches.  LEO-1 has an extensive background in this area 

and is highly experienced in conducting these types of 

tactical operations.  He is often called upon to assist 

various national and international law enforcement 

agencies.   

In this particular case, as in most other criminal 

investigations that require the execution of a covert 

authorized search warrant, law enforcement officers are 
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enforced to enter a home or office that is unoccupied, 

search for certain evidence, then leave.   

Unlike traditional overt search warrants, if officers 

find the evidence specified in the affidavit, they will not 

remove it.  Rather, their objective is to simply ascertain 

whether the evidence is on the premises.  As imagined, 

covert searches entail intense preparation and deliberation 

on a number of fronts to include: stealth of the team 

executing the order, ensuring that the location is vacant, 

and mitigating associated risk factors.  These 

investigations also have an inherently high form of 

unpredictability that officers must consider when executing 

this form of warrant. 

LEO-1 experienced such extreme volatility in his case.  

The investigation targeted a multimillion-dollar illicit 

drug enterprise with a distribution network supplying much 

of the Southeast region of the United States.  The 

scheduling of this search was arranged for mid-afternoon.  

LEO-1 and LEO-R both expressed concern about the selected 

time frame because of the increased possibility of innocent 

citizens becoming involved in this police matter resulting 

from heightened neighborhood activity.     

During this surreptitious search, an unanticipated 

event occurred when an unidentified individual, later 
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determined to be an associate of the drug trafficker, 

approached LEO-1 and his team at the targeted building and 

challenged them.  The reason why this associate came to the 

residence was not determined.  When this individual 

penetrated the security perimeter that was guarded by other 

law enforcement officers, and challenged the team of 

officers just as they were preparing to covertly enter the 

building, the security of the operation and safety of the 

law enforcement personnel involved were placed in immediate 

jeopardy.   

At that moment in time, the tension and concern of the 

officers pervaded the area.  The concern was so pervasive 

that a few officers drew their weapons, while attempting to 

remain inconspicuous from the visitor. LEO-R, also on-scene 

was thinking about the identity of the individual 

approaching the team and why other officers on the 

perimeter did not previously stop this vehicle.  LEO-R was 

as equally concerned about the unfolding events and was 

also preparing to take some form of action.   

Before anyone could take action, LEO-1 preempted their 

intentions and responded by making decisions quickly and 

affirmatively not only to protect the safety of those 

involved, but also to maintain the integrity of the 
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operation.  LEO-1 recalled, “all of a sudden, the guy was 

on us while we were in the front.”   

This causal condition (an unanticipated event) led to 

a string of decisions and actions on the part of LEO-1 that 

eventually convinced the unexpected visitor to leave the 

scene.  This was accomplished mainly through LEO-1’s 

creative dialogue with this individual that basically 

claimed that they were there for the purpose of examining 

and possibly purchasing the residence.  Prior to the start 

of this mission, LEO-1 observed a 4-sale sign posted in the 

front yard of the property.  Further details on this 

particular case are discussed throughout this section.   

Similar to the case involving LEO-1, LEO-2 was also 

presented with an unanticipated event while involved in a 

covert search of a building, known to be operated by a 

terrorist network.  In spite of significant planning, LEO-2 

was forced with making quick decisions when he learned that 

an innocent third party working as a security guard 

occupied the building targeted for the search.   

It should be pointed out that an important aspect to 

the success and effectiveness of these types of 

investigations is directly related to how well the secrecy 

and covertness of the operation is maintained.  As related 

by LEO-2, “You always want to avoid burning (compromising) 
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the case and if I can do that at the same time as I keep 

from getting me or someone else hurt, then great.” 

LEO-2 recalled that upon arriving on-scene, he, his 

partner, and LEO-R approached an office door and began 

entry into target location.  Within minutes, a security 

guard appeared from behind the door where LEO-2 and his 

partner were working and demanded to know, “What are you 

doing?”   

LEO-R was not fully aware of what was occurring 

because of positioning, but did hear an unintelligible 

remark and faintly realized that the premise appeared to be 

occupied.  The guard, completely unassociated with any 

terrorist activities, had apparently sensed LEO-2 and his 

partner working in the hallway of this office complex.  As 

a result, the guard tried to open the door suddenly and 

question LEO-2’s motives.   

At this point, LEO-R observed LEO-2 apply shoulder 

pressure to the door while his foot was resting against the 

bottom of the door.  Coincidentally, the right foot of LEO-

2 was pre-positioned and resting in this state throughout 

the entire tactical mission.  It was for this reason that 

the guard was unable to completely open the door.   

Reacting to the given situation (an unanticipated 

event), LEO-2 was able to quickly block the door enough to 



  100  

shield himself and his partner from the security guard, 

while intentionally re-engaging the locking mechanism to 

prevent the guard from forcefully opening the door.  This 

action allowed sufficient time for LEO-2 to leave the area 

and was successful in diffusing the situation.  As 

commented by LEO-2:  

This one was unbelievable, we really screwed up, the 

guy was right on us and obviously heard some of what 

we were up to.  I reacted right then and I think I 

surprised him when he had the door pushed in his face 

and he couldn’t get it back open quickly enough. 

Although LEO-2 collectively refers to “we” as being 

responsible for the mishaps of this investigation, he 

cannot accept any culpability for what transpired in this 

case.  In fact, his task and assignment was totally 

isolated from ensuring that the facility went unoccupied.  

Only as a result of LEO-2’s quick response to this 

unanticipated event did a potentially lethal condition 

become less threatening.  This case basically ended with 

the security guard telephonically notifying the local 

police department that an attempted burglary was in 

progress at the specified location.  Intervention by other 

officers associated with the case mitigated the responding 

police actions.       
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    Unlike the operational conditions and context 

presented to LEO-1 and LEO-2, LEO-3 was required to react 

to an unanticipated event when he was charged with 

providing a possible technical capability to a kidnapping 

investigation occurring outside the borders of the United 

States.  A foreign national police agency made an official 

request through diplomatic channels for assistance from the 

United States on a fast breaking kidnapping matter 

involving several victims.  LEO-3, who holds a senior 

management position explained:  

The ambassador’s office advised us of the kidnapping 

situation and that a ransom note or ransom phone call 

was placed and received and they were looking for 

several million dollars for the release of these 

victims.  The request was for our department to 

provide some type of capability to facilitate the 

foreign law-enforcement agency in identifying the 

subjects who initiated this kidnapping. 

LEO-R was made aware of this incident by LEO-3 shortly 

after the above notification.  At that time, LEO-R 

requested that he be present to observe LEO-3’s decisions 

and actions as this investigation developed.  LEO-3 agreed.   

As the case unfolded, it was soon learned that one of 

several victims had been executed for non-payment of the 
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initial ransom demand.  It was also learned that the 

captors had been identified and were responsible for 

similar kidnappings in that region of the world.     

The original unanticipated event (the kidnapping) and 

the subsequent, even more tragic unanticipated event (the 

execution of the hostage) led LEO-3 to systematically 

formulate a strategy that concentrated on having the 

remaining victims released without injury.  LEO-3 was 

successful in accomplishing his objectives and the victims 

were ultimately released.        

Part of LEO-3’s successful strategy included the 

comprehensive compilation of information pertaining to the 

various segments of the investigation.  This information 

included extensive historical data on the captors, victims, 

other similarly patterned kidnappings, as well as reviewing 

the operational conditions under which this offense was 

occurring.    

LEO-3 relied on a unique verification of information 

that basically triangulated the continuous incoming flow of 

data by using multiple sources to authenticate the 

intelligence information.  Only after LEO-3’s incessant 

review and scanning of additional information did he decide 

on a plan that he believed would be in the best interest of 

having the victims released and justice served. 
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  This plan was essentially a tiered approached that 

recommended not “instigating” the kidnappers.  In the past, 

when this particular terrorist group’s demands were not 

met, they executed the victims.  After the execution, the 

terrorists would then kidnap other victims and repeat the 

process.    

The second phase of LEO-3’s strategy was to recommend 

that the foreign national police agency handle all 

negotiations concerning the kidnappers demands.  Lastly, 

LEO-3 recommended focusing on the investigational effort 

that sought to bring this group to ultimate justice.  LEO-3 

attained these objectives with the remaining hostages being 

released unharmed and the kidnappers eventually apprehended 

and sentenced to long prison terms.   

 
The Second Causal Condition Consisted of Others Causing the 

Unanticipated Event. 
 

In each of the described cases, a second causal 

condition emerged from the data.  This causal condition is 

identified as an individual(s) other than the law 

enforcement officer causing the unanticipated event(s) or 

condition(s) and this occurrence had an affect on the 

phenomenon. In each case, the law enforcement officer had a 

specific role and responsibility in an official police 
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matter.  When others influenced or affected the officer’s 

responsibilities, they were forced to formulate decision-

making strategies in response to the unanticipated 

event(s).   

Each of the study participants, when faced with an 

unanticipated event began a cognitive process whose common 

goal readily emerged from the interviews of the 

participants.  That goal was recognized and labeled as 

control and represents a consequence of the phenomena as 

illustrated in the theoretical model (Figure 2).  The 

participants independently expressed the urgent need to 

gain, or at least neutralize control of their present 

situation.  In seeking this objective, the participants 

attempted to limit any influence others had over the 

eventual outcome of the incident.   

The participants frequently referenced control and 

their need to secure this construct as being a primary goal 

and objective in their decision-making processes.  For this 

reason, a brief operational definition is provided for 

conceptualization of control as applied to these particular 

contextual cases.   

The participants claimed that control is described as 

restricting the movement or freedom of others, essentially 

restraining and inhibiting their actions over the existing 
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conditions.  LEO-1 explained that he sought to, “confine 

his (the unknown man‘s) movement to the front of the house.  

I didn't want him to walk right up on us and start a 

confrontation.”  LEO-2 expressed a similar desire to 

restrict the security guard's movement and not allow him 

access to the hallway in which he (LEO-2) and his partner 

were operating.  LEO-2 succinctly said, “I didn't want him 

to come out.  That door was the best thing I could use to 

slow him down.”   

       As noted, the second causal condition was determined 

to be that individuals other than law enforcement officers 

caused the unanticipated event(s) and this particular 

phenomenon was observed in each of the three investigations.  

In two of these investigations, individuals approached and 

confronted law-enforcement officials and questioned them as 

to their true intent, actions, and the reason for their on-

scene presence.  In the third case, when the captors 

executed an innocent person for delay of payment on the 

ransom demand, LEO-3 was faced with acting on a casual 

condition that he recognized would be difficult to control, 

but also understood the need to factor this into his 

overall decision strategy.   

 In each case under review, both causal conditions 

were satisfied with the second causal condition often 
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acting as the impetus driving the participants decision-

making.  As commented by LEO-1 when relating his experience 

in dealing with the potentially armed individual,  

Everything typically flows in an operation like this.  

No problems, no worries.  Then all of the sudden, 

you’ve got this guy who confronts you and you better 

be able to handle it or there is going to be a 

problem.  Somebody is going to get hurt. 

 LEO-1’s successful decision-making in this incident, 

as well as those of the other participants, effectively 

rendered each event less threatening by reducing any 

further involvement and influence others had over the 

situation.  When both of the above cited causal conditions 

were present to the decision maker, the phenomenon under 

review, namely effective decision-making under tactical 

police conditions, can then be examined.  The following 

section presents the results of this examination. 

 

Phenomena Emerging from an Unanticipated Event Caused by 
Others (Causal Conditions) 

 

Causal conditions of an unanticipated event occurring 

while participants were executing their police duties and 

where the event was caused by individuals other than police 

officials resulted in a core category of subjective 



  107  

phenomena as reported by the participants.  As discussed 

above, each expressed a compelling need to make decisions 

that were considered effective towards neutralizing or 

controlling the existing situation.  Towards this 

objective, the security and integrity of the investigation 

would be preserved, while advancing the cause of the 

investigation and securing the safety of all those 

involved.   

Participants made several references to their attempt 

to control the unanticipated event in which they were 

involved.  LEO-1’s decision-making objective concentrated 

on immediately taking control of the situation by not 

allowing others, particularly the unannounced visitor, to 

have an influence over, or affect the outcome.  LEO-1 

plainly admitted that: “I wanted to be somewhat in 

control.”   

LEO-2 attempted to control or manage his incident by 

utilizing the normally passive door as an active means of 

protection. LEO-2 stated, “that door was a barrier, that 

door was a barrier and I wanted to keep it between him and 

me.”  Initially, LEO-2 maintained control by exerting 

sufficient pressure on the door to prevent the guard from 

completely opening it.  If LEO-2 allowed the door to be 

fully opened, permitting the security guard full access to 
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the hallway, LEO-2 asserts that a whole new set of dynamics 

would have occurred during this incident.   

As a secondary effort to further restrict the security 

guard’s movement, LEO-2 prepared for the precise moment 

during their encounter when he could take control of the 

situation by completely closing the door, thereby allowing 

it to re-lock.  LEO-2 recalled the event as: 

It was fast breaking and the first thing I was 

thinking of was, when you see your partner running, 

you want to run with him. If one guy does a hop, skip 

and jump as you’re walking away from the situation the 

other one wants to hop, skip, and jump too. One thing 

that scared me about the situation was that the door 

was still open.  He (the guard) was halfway out the 

door, and that would have given him more time to take 

aim at us.  So I wanted to make sure that the door was 

shut and latched so that he would have to go through 

the extra steps of opening the door again.  This would 

give me enough time to get away from the front door.  

The danger level would have been greater if we all ran 

down the steps.  If the guy had a weapon, I was 

thinking, it would have been easier for him to take a 

couple of shots at us because the door was already 

open: all he had to do was pull his weapon. 
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As a result of LEO-2’s decisions and actions, the 

guard would have to undergo a series of steps in order to 

re-open the door, which LEO-2 believed was sufficient time 

for him to safely leave the facility.  LEO-2 also 

maintained that as long as he controlled the movement of 

the door, he felt relatively secure for his safety as well 

as the security guard’s.   

In the kidnapping matter, LEO-3 had the authority to 

transfer any specialized equipment, accompanied by 

appropriate operational personnel to comply with and more 

importantly, satisfy the request of the interested parties.  

The easiest decision that LEO-3 could have made would have 

been to limit his involvement in the case and provide the 

requested specialized equipment.  Had he chosen that path, 

his actions would have completely satisfied all parties 

concerned.   

However, LEO-3 chose not to make an easy decision just 

to satisfy all the participants in this case.  When 

entering this investigation, he believed that his primary 

task was to lend his operational expertise in order to 

assist in safely freeing the remaining victims.  LEO-3 

stated:  

We had to establish a strategy here, a technical 

strategy that would be in line with the investigative 
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strategy.  The bottom line here, make no mistake about 

it, was first to get the return of the victims.  When 

you look at that as the bottom line, what we’re 

concerned about is: What is the history of this group, 

(these folks who have been doing these kidnappings?).  

Are they volatile type folks?  Have they in fact 

harmed any other victims in the past?  If they were to 

find something that we may have supplied, could that 

have lit the fuse that would have caused them to do 

additional harm to the victims?  We certainly didn’t 

want to be the instigators of that.  Based on the 

questions that we forwarded to the foreign law 

enforcement group, we learned that one of the victims 

had already been executed.  Now we knew that these 

folks were very volatile and were prone to violence. 

Although LEO-3 opted not to provide a capability to 

the foreign agency, this decision was arrived at through a 

systematic process that ultimately proved to be in the best 

interest of the remaining hostages while maintaining his 

overall objectives.  All the remaining hostages were 

released safely and without incident.  As LEO-3 elaborated, 

“sure, we could have sent the [reference deleted] down 

there with the stroke of a pen.  If it had been discovered, 

however, no telling what the reaction would have been.  All 
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I know is that those others [hostages] would have been 

right in the crosshairs after that.” 

 

Context that Influenced Decision-Making Strategies 

 

Strategies were developed in response to the expressed 

need to make effective decisions in a tactical police 

environment that would essentially render the situation 

less threatening.  Particular contextual indicators related 

to both the causal conditions and the resulting phenomena 

influenced these strategies.  These contextual indicators 

as discovered by the research include:  

(a) Degree of risk associated with the event  

(b) Level of uncertainty  

(c) Profile of the individual influencing the event  

(d) Potential for consequences   

The degree of the risk or element of danger associated 

with these particular investigations was moderate to high.  

In LEO-3’s case, the danger level involved in the 

kidnapping matter was considered extremely high due to the 

demonstrated savagery and volatility of the perpetrators 

and the threatened position of the victims.  In the 

particular cases involving LEO-1 and LEO-2, the risk or 
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danger was not only to the lives of others, but also to the 

participants themselves.   

Each participant expressed awareness to and 

appreciation for the overall risk level associated with 

their activities and actions.  As LEO-1 commented:  

During the briefing, a couple of things stood out in 

my mind.  The first thing, I think, was the point that 

the guy was armed and dangerous and was a “shooter.”  

They also made the point that his associates were also 

to be considered armed and dangerous.  This guy (the 

principal drug trafficker) had some real problems.  He 

was apprehended for murder and would have no qualms 

about killing again.  The guy was heavily involved in 

drugs and there's no telling what he or his buddies 

were capable of doing.  So if this guy came back, I 

figured there were going to be problems, big problems. 

Elevated risk levels were attributable in part to poor 

operational planning and preparation on the part of others, 

which in turn caused uncertainty for the participants when 

they were confronted with atypical events.  Therefore, the 

level of uncertainty associated with each of these tactical 

situations can also be rated at the moderate to high level.  

Both LEO-1 and LEO-2 when describing their events 

chagrined at the lack of adequate preparation on the part 
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of others involved in their investigations.  LEO-1 

expressed dismay at the ease at which the unknown person 

was able to get so close to the target location without 

being noticed by surveillance personnel.  LEO-2 also stated 

that the presence of the security guard within the building 

targeted for search should have been detected long before 

personnel were placed on scene and at risk. 

Another contextual marker is the profile of others 

influencing or affecting the phenomena.  This indicator 

ranged from an innocent party as was the case involving 

LEO-2 to the inveterate murderers confronting LEO-3.  In 

the kidnapping case, LEO-3 firmly believed that the 

kidnappers would have executed other victims if they 

believed there was law enforcement involvement. 

The last contextual strategy developed was the 

potential for consequences.  The decisions made by all the 

participants had consequences, both good and bad.  Both 

LEO-1 and LEO-2 were able to make decisions that 

effectively took control of the situation, thereby 

mitigating the threat level and producing positive 

consequences.   

This was not the case for LEO-3 in the kidnapping 

investigation.  LEO-3’s late involvement in the 

investigation caused him to seek to neutralize control of 
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the events and not exacerbate the already volatile and 

dangerous situation.  While LEO-3 decisions did meet his 

objectives, earlier decisions made by others involved in 

this case had negative consequences that impacted LEO-3’s 

decision-making in this matter.   

As a result, LEO-3 had to recover from the negative 

consequences of earlier decisions and develop a strategy 

that off-set those decisions.  LEO-3 best explained this 

strategy and his final decision not to provide a capability 

by stating: “I might not have been able to force these guys 

(kidnappers) to do certain things I wanted, but I sure 

wasn’t about to give them a reason to do (kill) another 

hostage.”  

 

Intervening Conditions that Influenced Strategy Development 
 

In addition to context, there were intervening 

conditions that influenced the participants’ decision-

making strategies.  These intervening conditions include:  

(a) Experience 

(b) Preparedness 

(c) Safety concerns for all those associated with the  
     investigation 
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The first intervening condition influencing the 

participants’ decision-making strategies was a reliance on 

their police experience.  All the participants have 

significant experience in the law enforcement profession, 

which is complemented by their many years of expertise 

committed to tactical types of operations.  This being the 

case, none of the participants openly declared experience 

as being a critical component to their decision-making 

strategies.  Rather, experience was tacitly suggested, but 

powerfully demonstrated.  When LEO-2 was asked about 

experience, he responded:  

I think you rely on your past experiences, I remember 

the first time I got caught on one of these, it was 

more or less relying on the senior agents to react 

properly.  There is nothing that they can teach you in 

training, and there is nothing that they ever did to 

prepare you for these types of events.  I think it is 

very much like, if you are involved in a shooting, 

there is nothing really they can prepare you for.  

That event actually has to take place and you have to 

learn from that.  I think experience engages your 

natural ability to take over the situation. 

LEO-2 attributed much of the positive outcome in his 

encounter with the security guard to possibly his “many 
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years of preparing or thinking about what would happen if I 

got caught, subconsciously, you put yourself through so 

many scenarios before they happen that hopefully you’re 

ready when they do.”  

LEO-3 stated that his experience in dealing with 

violent, volatile individuals over the years taught him 

valuable lessons that he applied in his handling of the 

kidnapping matter.   

Kidnappers ultimate aim is that ransom.  Sometimes you 

just have to pay up because the safety of the hostages 

is paramount.  You can always catch them later.  For 

cops, that is a hard lesson to learn and 

unfortunately, at times, comes at a high price.  

LEO-1 also demonstrated that experience served as an 

intervening condition in his decision-making, but further 

showed the importance of being adequately prepared for the 

uncertainty that is inherent in police work.  Preparation 

was an important component in all participants’ decision-

making and was the second intervening condition affecting 

decision-making strategies.  Each participant was 

thoroughly prepared for their tasking and in some 

instances, they took on responsibilities that went beyond 

their own assignments and were often delegated to others 

officers.   
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The best illustration that preparation acted as an 

intervening condition to their decision-making strategies 

is grounded in several concerns LEO-1 voiced regarding the 

operational plan for his case that set forth each officer’s 

responsibility.  LEO-1 stated, “I had some problems with 

the way they were planning to execute the search.  I 

thought we had too many guys initially going in.  I thought 

we would have problems with the neighbors, and I wasn’t 

convinced we had enough cover.”   

While these issues were not explicitly expressed by 

LEO-1 during pre-operational briefings, they forebode 

problems that ultimately occurred during the execution of 

the warrant and were ultimately overcome based in part on 

LEO-1 preparation.  LEO-1’s preparation for his role in the 

search commenced well in advance of the actual operation 

and continued throughout his involvement in the case.  LEO-

1 collected a significant amount of information, both on 

the extraneous details surrounding the location as well as 

background data on the co-conspirators associated with the 

main subject of the case.  

When first learning of this investigation, LEO-1 

implemented a series of procedures that sought to collect 

intelligence information regarding the case and initiated a 

comprehensive review of the details surrounding the 
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investigation.  He initially requested that all 

documentation supporting the investigation be forwarded to 

him for evaluation.  Additionally, he contacted numerous 

individuals involved in the investigation and identified 

leads that he believed required attention. 

During the operational stage of this case, LEO-1 

continued his efforts to gather information.  First, he 

made a concerted effort to become familiar with the 

surrounding area.  He initially approached the rear of the 

residence and made comments to other team members, noting 

the style and detail of the fencing surrounding the 

premises.  LEO-1 then discretely moved to the front of the 

property where he observed a ‘For Sale’ sign, the make and 

model of vehicles parked along the street, and the 

neighborhood activity. 

It should be noted that LEO-1 had a limited, albeit 

critical role in the investigation in which he was 

involved.  His role in the search was technically oriented 

with minimum responsibility directed towards investigating 

the allegations contained in the warrant.  Consequently, 

many involved in the case believed that LEO-1’s inquiries 

regarding suspects and associates went beyond the scope of 

his responsibilities and served a limited purpose.  

However, he persisted in his inquiries and was provided 
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with significant details regarding the entire criminal 

enterprise. 

Although many believed LEO-1 to be acting beyond his 

assigned scope of responsibility, it became apparent that 

his preparation method was more than justified when 

confronted by an associate of the narcotics trafficker.  

The on-scene law enforcement personnel relied on the 

judgments, decisions, and subsequent actions taken by LEO-1 

without comment or hesitation.   

At the decisive moment, LEO-1 took action and alone 

challenged the unintended visitor.  LEO-1 commented later 

that armed with all the information he had gathered up to 

that critical moment, “I came up with a reasonable answer 

to every question he (the associate) had.  If you don’t act 

like you have anything to hide and have some answers, 

people are less likely to suspect anything.  To him, I 

posed no threat.”    

His decisions and actions rendered the situation non-

threatening, with other law enforcement officers depending 

on LEO-1 to control this unanticipated event.  LEO-1’s 

initial decisions were both credible and plausible to the 

visitor and subsequent decisions followed a logical and 

coherent flow that ultimately produced a successful 

outcome: Successful in that the investigative strategy 
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undertaken was not compromised and more important, the 

safety of all involved was protected.  

The last intervening condition that influenced the 

participants’ decision-making strategies was safety 

concerns for both the participants as well as others 

involved in the investigation.  The participants’ goal and 

objective in these cases was to mitigate at a minimum, and 

possibly eliminate any threat or danger associated with 

their respective incidents.  In the investigation involving 

LEO-3, a different perspective and somewhat different 

context was present, particularly when compared to the 

other cases under review.  This case revealed the 

importance safety played as an intervening condition that 

influenced the participants’ decision-making strategies.   

LEO-3 was required to render judgments and decisions 

while he was physically removed from the actual criminal 

incident. As a result, he had to rely on others to provide 

him with timely intelligence and information in order to 

make effective decisions in a life and death situation. 

Being physically removed from the scene, presented LEO-3 

with a new set of unique dynamics.  Three key elements 

stand out in this case.   

First, LEO-3 was unable to sense first hand the 

conditions and circumstances under which this investigation 
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was taking place.  Second, all incoming information was 

provided to LEO-3 through a number of idiosyncratic 

sources.  As a consequence, data gathering and collection 

became problematic because each of the varying sources had 

their own assessment and interpretation of the situation, 

effectively portraying an incomplete and inconsistent 

picture to LEO-3.   

Lastly, because this case was occurring outside United 

States borders and legal jurisdiction, LEO-3 had to be 

cognizant of the political ramifications associated with 

this investigation. These three key elements had to be 

integrated into the more important strategy of having all 

the hostages safely released and returned to their 

families.   

With safety as the primary concern, LEO-3 was not 

going to jeopardize the hostages’ lives by making decisions 

that allowed for the deployment of equipment that may have 

revealed a police presence in the matter.  As stated by 

LEO-3, the priority “was first to get the return of the 

victims back safely.”   

LEO-3’s inquiries into determining the merits of 

deploying a sophisticated capability concluded that such an 

option was a viable investigative technique.  When asked 

about the basis of his decision, however, he emphasized: 
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“in my mind, a very high risk of this equipment being found 

by the bad guys, causing them to be more violent” 

outweighed the benefits this would bring to the 

investigation.  “I did not want to impose any further 

danger than these people were already facing.” 

Coincidently, it was later learned through LEO-3’s inquiry 

that the captors had sufficient capability to detect 

various investigative technologies that were considered for 

deployment in this situation.   

While others opposed LEO-3’s decision, he presented a 

fully supported justification explaining why this decision 

was appropriate under these intensely difficult 

circumstances.  The final resolution of this investigation 

concluded with the remaining hostages being released and 

returned to governmental officials.  The captors were 

subsequently arrested and are presently serving long prison 

sentences.  

 

Strategies for Effective Police Decision-Making 

 

This study was undertaken to describe and explore the 

process in which experienced law enforcement officials 

engage when making actual decisions and judgments under 

tactical police conditions.  While studies of decision-
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making in naturalistic setting are rich in the literature, 

few describe the process undertaken by officers when 

operating under the stressful moments of policing (Crego & 

Spinks, 1999).  Therefore, to complement the existing 

literature and to explore the process officers used when 

making real police decisions in the field, these three case 

studies were conducted to reflect actual decision-making by 

successful and experienced law enforcement officials in 

operational police environments. 

In the presence of both context and intervening 

conditions, the phenomena led to the development of five 

strategies that contributed towards effective police 

decision-making.  These strategies are identified as:(a) 

situation assessment/awareness, (b) constructing cognitive 

map, (c) ranking or prioritizing information, (d) 

projecting outcomes, (e) mitigating threat level (see 

Figure 3).  

The first strategy for effective tactical police 

decision-making relates to the theoretical constructs of 

situation assessment and situation awareness.  Within these 

two constructs, a distinction is present that defines 

situation assessment as a cognitive process of “achieving, 

acquiring, and maintaining situation awareness” (Endsley, 

1995, p. 36). 
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Figure 3. Effective Police Decision-Making Strategies 

 

Adams, Tenney, and Pew (1995) similarly defined it as 

the “process referring to the various perceptual and 

cognitive activities involving constructing, updating, and 

revising the state of awareness” (p. 88).    
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Conversely, situation awareness is defined by Endsley 

(1988) “as the perception of the elements in the 

environment within a volume of time and space, the 

comprehension of their meaning and the projection of their 

status in the near future” (Randel et al., 1996).  A 

natural taxonomy of situation awareness is therefore 

classified as: 

1. Perceiving critical factors in the environment  

2. Understanding what those factors mean, particularly 

when integrated together in relation to the person’s 

goals  

3. Understanding of what will happen with the systems in 

the near future (Endsley, 1988, p. 269).  

Situation awareness has received increased attention 

over the last decade; however, some debate remains about 

the precise details of this concept (Bass & Baxter, 1998, 

p.81).  In schema-driven decision-making such as policing, 

an emphasis is placed on the indispensability of  

(a) situation assessment in naturalistic settings and (b) 

knowledge base, past experience, event sequence, and 

similarity recognition as cognitive components of situation 

assessment (Beach & Lipshitz, 1993; Federico, 1995). 

While these concepts were inherent in the 

participants’ decision-making processes, particularly in 
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the area of knowledge base, similarity recognition, and 

past experience resulting from their expansive careers in 

law enforcement, what was not so clear and missing in 

existing literature was the method and techniques the 

participants initially utilized to acquire, and 

subsequently sustain situation awareness.  In these cases, 

this was accomplished through a scanning process, which 

held that everything in a situation is relevant and formed 

the basis on which a coherent cognitive map was developed.           

Another characteristic influencing situation awareness 

that was observed in all the participants was their 

thorough preparation for their impending assignment and 

responsibility.  This preparation phase included, but was 

not limited to collecting, analyzing, and storing 

information on the investigation that in many respects went 

beyond what was considered within the scope of their 

delegated task.       

Also included in the preparation was the participants’ 

past experience that yields a broad range of contingencies 

and worst-case scenarios and a general plan on how to deal 

with these scenarios.  At a minimum, having worst-case 

scenarios in mind before hand acts as an alerting technique 

to the officer.  Preparation for situation awareness 

includes knowledge that everything in the surroundings may 



  127  

be important and nothing is irrelevant (a newly established 

cognitive set).  Preparation for ranking options 

incorporates rehearsal of consequences of worst-case 

scenarios.  All preparations are designed to reduce the 

time required for a response.  At the moment decision-

making was required by the participants, they were able to 

effectively assemble decision options based on this 

preparation, along with knowledge, experience, similarity 

recognition, and intuition.    

Essentially, the participants were able to construct a 

cognitive map that guided them towards their projected 

goal(s) and objective(s).  On the assumption that the path 

led the participants to their programmed objective, no 

digression was required.  If, however, the route that was 

selected deviated off course from the intended goal because 

of circumstances caused by others within the unanticipated 

event, the participants were able to promptly change course 

by selecting the right piece of information and re-

construct their cognitive map along “other routes and 

paths” until their final goal(s) were attained (Tolman, 

1948).   

If re-direction was necessary, the participants did 

not blindly travel down roads with unrealistic 

expectations.  Instead, they relied on the information they 
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gathered or scanned prior to and during the event, along 

with their experience that guided them in determining the 

best course to travel under the particular contextual 

circumstances with which they were involved.   

By way of illustration, LEO-1 recalled at his pre-

operational planning briefing that the subject of the 

investigation and his known associates were considered 

“armed and dangerous.”  During this meeting, LEO-1 had 

several concerns and was the only officer to request 

additional information or clarification on the daily 

activities of the criminal subject as well as his known 

associates.   

He also requested further detail on the routine 

activities of individuals in the surrounding neighborhood, 

particularly during the time the search would be executed, 

along with the descriptions of vehicles used by the subject 

of the investigation and his acquaintances.  Other officers 

during this briefing remained quiet and inattentive to 

these discussions and some suggested that the execution of 

the warrant was a relatively perfunctory assignment.  At 

the conclusion of this briefing, each officer reported to 

their designated positions and commenced with providing 

logistical support to the operational team executing the 

warrant. 
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Approximately halfway into the tactical segment of 

this investigation, the unexpected occurred when the 

potentially “armed and dangerous” individual approached and 

challenged the operational team.  At that precise moment, 

LEO-1 was the only officer who responded and took action.  

This unfortunate event commenced when the assumed “armed” 

visitor jumped from his vehicle and shouted: “what the hell 

are you doing here?”  LEO-1 took charge, un-hesitantly and 

decisively and approached this individual and stated: 

“we’re here to look at the property: our realtor was 

supposed to meet us here at 2:00, but is apparently running 

late.”  LEO-1, at this point in time established a path he 

followed, directed by the cognitive map he constructed, 

aimed exclusively at convincing this person that his intent 

was the purchase of the property.   

An obvious piece of information needed before one 

could plausibly and effectively start down this road was 

the awareness that a sign was posted in front of the 

residence, which few realized.  LEO-1 could accomplish this 

because he had included everything in the situation in his 

cognitive map and considered nothing as irrelevant.  Others 

neglected the details of the surrounding and as a 

consequence, were limited in deriving an effective 

response.  Also, it was imperative that the information 
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available to the decision-maker be ranked in order of 

relevancy to enhance the construction of a cognitive map 

and to augment the credibility of the actions taken by the 

participant.   

Decision-making and actions by LEO-1 continued along 

the same path even when additional questions were raised.  

When asked by the intruder: “who are all these other guys 

(with you)?”  LEO-1 responded, “they’re building and 

termite inspectors here to check the foundation for 

termites and to make sure the foundation is okay.”   

Other questions persisted and LEO-1 remained both 

persuasive and convincing in his dialogue.  At the 

conclusion of this event, LEO-1 achieved his objective and 

maintained control of the situation where no injuries 

resulted, and where the integrity of the investigation was 

maintained.  

In this particular case as with the other cases under 

review, it was observed that both LEO-1 and the other 

officers displayed a behavioral pattern that was consistent 

throughout their involvement in these investigations.  As 

was cited, LEO-1 was the only law enforcement officer who 

took the initiative during the pre-operational briefing to 

request additional information on topics that were either 

omitted or required clarification.  Other officers remained 
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relatively quiet and believed their assignments and 

responsibilities were clearly articulated and that no 

further details were needed. 

This behavioral pattern continued when officers were 

confronted with the “armed and dangerous” individual.  LEO-

1 was the only on-scene law enforcement officer who 

effectively took control of the situation, while other 

officers remained quiet and displayed an obvious form of 

vicarious trial and error (VTE) by looking around at one 

another, either waiting for the other “one” to take action 

or deciding on what course of action they would take.  A 

“looking before you leap’ sort of affair” (Tolman, 1938).    

Tolman describes VTE as the conscious pondering of 

behavioral choices, which are influenced by expectations, 

knowledge of what leads to what in a given situation, 

goals, and other internal processes or states (Hunt, 1993).  

LEO-1’s actions in his case were decisive and his decisions 

both expeditious and effective.  LEO-1 followed the route 

that he believed would lead him to his destination, that 

being to neutralize and ultimately control the event.  “I 

wanted to be in control.”   LEO-1 continued by saying: 

The bottom line -- the guy was going to walk right up 

to us and see six agents squatting down.  If that 

happens, he was the one in control.  Before that could 
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happen, I wanted him to know that I was ready for him 

to approach me and that I had visual contact on him.  

None of us could see what he was doing, where he was, 

or his movements.  If I was going to get shot, at 

least I wanted to see what he was doing instead of 

hiding behind a car.  I wanted to control this thing 

and not him. 

 All the decisions made by the participants were 

directed towards removing or mitigating any threat imposed 

by others, together with having a successful resolution in 

the case.  Mitigating the threat (by either controlling or 

neutralizing the event) accounts for the last strategy 

towards effective police decision-making.   

Whether in the case of LEO-1’s concern that a verbal 

confrontation could have escalated to a shooting incident, 

or in the case of LEO-3 where his primary concern was the 

safe release of all hostages, all decisions were made to 

control or neutralize the imminent danger associated with 

the incident.  As a result of strategies employed by the 

participants for effective police decision-making, 

consequences resulted from these strategies are presented 

in the following section.         
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Consequences of Strategies for Police Decision-Making 
Decisions 

   

The strategies used by the participants had both 

positive and negative consequences.  In every case, those 

strategies employed by the participant succeeded in 

neutralizing or controlling the event and where the safety 

of all involved was protected.  When LEO-1 was presented 

with an atypical situation that permeated with uncertainty, 

risk, and ambiguity; his immediate inclination was to seize 

control of the incident.  His decision-making process was 

driven by this theoretical construct and his actions were 

directed towards acquiring, maintaining, or at least 

neutralizing control of the event.  

The frequently discussed concept of control, and its 

relevance to dynamic decision-making, support and extend 

Brehmer’s (1990) and Edward’s (1962) description on 

achieving control over a system in order to produce desired 

outcomes.  

• It requires that people make a series of decisions 

rather than a single decision. Decisions are 

interdependent, that is decisions made at one point 

in time constrain the possible choices in the next.  

Early decisions influence and affect later 

decisions. 
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• The environment changes both autonomously and as a 

result of the earlier decision makers’ actions. 

• Decisions are goal directed and made under time 

pressure, thereby reducing the decision maker’s 

opportunities to consider and explore options. 

(Brehmer, 1990; Edwards, 1962). 

While these conditions theoretically applied to each 

of cases under study, they became transparent to the 

overall decision-making processes because of the pre-

constructed cognitive map the participants followed.  In 

these particular cases, the cognitive map did direct each 

participant towards a successful outcome.   

In the case with LEO-1, the outcome was successful and 

is directly attributable to his decision-making and 

subsequent actions.  Therefore, the consequences produced 

positive results.  Similarly, the same applied in the case 

with LEO-2.  Unfortunately, in this case an innocent 

security guard life was placed in danger, due mainly to 

poor coordination and planning on the part of law 

enforcement.  However, a successful resolution to this 

investigation did occur.    

The last investigation entailed significant 

coordination and exemplifies how LEO-3 was confronted with 

having to make difficult choices, judgments, and decisions.  
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Obviously, improper decisions rendered in this 

investigation could have had devastating consequences.  In 

this case, it appeared that the best decision was to send 

no equipment or specialized capability.  In his final 

assessment, LEO-3 determined that if the perpetrators 

detected any U.S. provided technology, execution of the 

victims was highly probable.  LEO-3 recommended alternative 

techniques that would assist in the safe release of the 

hostages. LEO-3 was also successful in accomplishing his 

goal when the victims were later released unharmed.   

 

Summary 

 

While the literature on decision-making is rich with 

descriptions on naturalistic decision-making, this study is 

distinctive in its systematic examination of effective 

police decision-making strategies.  A theoretical model of 

police decision-making was constructed through qualitative 

data analysis, which included engaging the participants in 

the analytic process to ensure the data reflected their 

personal concepts and constructs.  Additionally, this study 

was conducted under operational police conditions, where 

the participants were required to make on scene decisions 

under varying degrees of uncertainty and risk. 



  136  

The emergent theoretical model for effective police 

decision-making was essentially the researcher’s 

interpretation of three participants’ constructions of 

their decision-making strategies.  While it is frequently 

the case in qualitative research that the results of the 

analysis are endemic to the particular researcher, 

participants, and context, transferability of this 

theoretical model for effective police decision-making 

takes place as the reader examines these results in the 

context of specific circumstances of interest (Creswell, 

1998).  The present findings contribute to the existing 

literature on naturalistic decision-making and offer a 

conceptual framework for understanding the process police 

officers undertake when making decisions in the field.   
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CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

Regularly, law enforcement officers are called upon to 

make tough decisions under difficult and sometimes life 

threatening conditions.  When those situations arise and 

they must decide on a course of action, what 

recommendations can be suggested concerning how they should 

proceed?  What decisions should they make, knowing that the 

conditions under which they operate are demanding and their 

options limited?     

One option typically available to an officer is to 

select a method that concentrates solely on the management 

of each isolated incident as it occurs, essentially 

reacting to the actions of others.  This reactionary stance 

requires the officer to act only to counter the actions of 

others and therefore arguably places the situation and its 

ultimate outcome in the hands of others.  This course may, 

in some instances, produce a desirable outcome either by 

chance, well-considered reactions on the part of the 

officer, or through favorable decision-making and actions 

of others.  It is still heavily influenced, however, by the 

control others have over events preceding the outcome. 

An alternative option is to select a method that 

relies less on the actions of others and more on the 
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officer striving to seize control of the situation.  In 

seeking control of the situation, an officer can strive 

towards a predetermined goal favorable to the objectives of 

the officer. 

Both of these options produce outcomes.  The 

difference between the two strategies is that the latter, 

striving to control the situation, inhibits the actions of 

others and as a consequence, produces a greater likelihood 

of a positive influence over the outcome.         

Although the choice may seem apparent on which method 

an officer should select, in practice the difficulty lies 

with implementing an effective decision strategy that 

guides an officer towards the predetermined goal of 

controlling the situation.  In part, this is due to the 

contextual factors affecting real world decision-making, 

particularly those associated with police work.  Law 

enforcement officials, when engaged, try to compensate for 

some of the contextual factors (i.e. risk, uncertainty, and 

time pressure) by focusing on the immediacy and urgency of 

the pending event, rather than strategizing on a course of 

action aimed at reaching predefined objectives.     

As a result, an officer’s emphasis and concern 

concentrates on the now and present.  So it is both 

reasonable and practical to expect law enforcement training 



  139  

programs to pursue analogous agendas that focus on 

preparing their officers to react to situations, rather 

than to respond to them.  Reaction, to some degree, 

underlies the immediate, where response requires a 

cognitive process that transcends the present and steps 

through a time continuum with a beginning point to a final 

outcome.   

Whether performing under the time domain of the 

immediate or progressing through a cognitive process aimed 

at a goal, the participants in this study effectively and 

successfully responded to their respective events by making 

decisions with a clear objective in mind.  Each journeyed 

from a start point, when others caused the event to occur 

and concluded with the participants seizing control of the 

situation.   

As they traveled through this process from beginning 

to end, many decisions were made and numerous threats were 

mitigated.  The participants responded to these situations 

by having a goal in mind and were guided by a cognitive map 

that gave precise directions, along with alternate 

methodologies on reaching their final destination or goal. 

In terms of the cognitive map, striving for control 

represents the goal for the officer.  The route to this 

goal may have been different in each case, but control was 
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always the goal of the map.  The officers searched for and 

collected clues by scanning as much detail about the 

features and relationship fixed in the event.  When the 

officers were required to make decisions, they replayed the 

scanned, stored material and assembled an internal map that 

directed them towards the best alternative on controlling 

the event at hand.  The strategy and factors leading each 

officer to the attainment of this objective was through 

preparation and their ability to take notice of details 

embedded in the situation.   

Before delving into the manner in which the officers 

prepared, it should be noted that the law enforcement 

officials selected for this inquiry have extensive 

experience in the law enforcement profession.  For this 

reason, a brief discussion on the benefit experience brings 

to the decision-making process is explored and presented 

following the section on preparation.  This chapter 

concludes with recommendations for future research.  

 

Preparation 

 

One factor that contributed greatly towards the 

effectiveness of the decision-making process was through 

extensive preparation.  Preparation is considered a 
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fundamental task, essential in producing positive results, 

but is often overlooked or at least neglected.  Preparation 

is the filling in of the details, the development of 

possible routes, the recognition of potential barriers, and 

the construction of options.   

Without preparation, an officer is left to draw only 

on his experience, must react many times in an information 

vacuum, and limits his options to only those he has 

immediately at hand.  There are several stages for 

preparation, including activities undertaken prior to going 

in the field and those associated with actual performance 

while in the field. 

   

Preparation: Before going into the field 

 

One important aspect of preparation before going in 

the field is having knowledge and awareness of as much of 

the detail concerning the impending situation as possible.  

This is critical because anything can be important 

(useful).  The smallest detail could prove most beneficial 

when barriers are encountered and detours need to be 

explored.   

One way this can be accomplished is to create as many 

worst-case scenarios as possible and understanding the 
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consequences associated with each of these scenarios.  This 

also serves as a preventive mechanism to guard against 

possible bad decisions being rendered when action is 

eventually required.   

The concept of experience facilitates this process and 

assists in the formulation and construction of worst-case 

scenarios.  Experience can greatly assist in the 

development of ‘What if’s,’ but can never adequately 

substitute in the heat of the moment for the methodical 

vetting of response options derived from preparation. 

These worst-case scenarios effectively represent the 

barriers that can be imposed into a tactical situation and 

provide the grounding to change course during a dynamic 

event.  Ancillary to the formulation of worst-case 

scenarios is the requirement to plan tactics for an 

appropriate resolution of each scenario and rank order the 

discovered options.   

In order to accomplish this, an officer must rely on 

the information preset in the case prior to and during 

their entire involvement in the matter.  All data have the 

potential to be important.  Officers scanned the 

surroundings for details and when required, were able to 

construct options based on that information.   
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The participants’ astuteness to observation and 

scanning for detail prepared them for the unanticipated 

scenarios they encountered on the street.  Through a 

replaying of the scan information, pieces of the puzzle 

could be assembled that represented successful and 

effective decision-making under tactical conditions.   

This implication, the ability to perform a scanning 

function for details and consider everything as relevant, 

does promote the current state of police training programs.  

While this topic does require further research, a brief 

discussion will be presented towards the end of this 

chapter to address this specific topic. 

 

Preparation: While in the field 

 

The moment of truth for a law enforcement official is 

“on the street,” when the elements of uncertainty, risk, 

danger, and emotion all collide.  A prerequisite to 

decision-making under these operational conditions is to 

note everything in the surroundings because this affords 

the potential routes that may need to be traveled.  This 

level of detail provides the input for the construction of 

the internal cognitive map.   

Officers must be alert to the possibility that an 
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instant reaction to a situation may not be the optimum 

action.  Instantaneous reaction does not always contribute 

or further the process needed to reach a predetermined 

goal.  A deliberate, planned, and targeted response is the 

superior method towards reaching identified objectives.   

For example, every law enforcement officer is trained 

early in his or her career that the use of deadly force may 

at some point be required in response to a life-threatening 

situation.  They are trained in the response to such 

situations and typically tested to be sure that the officer 

will choose deadly force when a life threatening condition 

exists.  Thereafter, their response and all its associate 

actions are mentally stored as an always possible, always 

available detour in their cognitive map.   

The training they received to that point regarding the 

use of deadly force is in actuality a form of pre-event 

preparation.  If an event or situation in which the officer 

is involved requires the use of deadly force, the officer 

calls upon prior preparation and responds to the situation.  

If an officer never anticipated the possible use of deadly 

force and had never prepared for its eventuality, then the 

officer would be forced to react to the instant event and 

the actions taken may be less certain and predictable. 
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To adequately prepare for a planned response and to 

reduce the possibility of instant reaction, various 

scenarios should be developed so the related consequences 

can be exposed and explored in advance of the event.  In 

creating the potential outcomes or consequences associated 

with these different scenarios, the officer is essentially 

using a new set of processes, a new cognitive set to 

resolve any conflict within the situation.  This set 

includes: (a) a visual process that incorporates a scanning 

function, (b) an intellectual process that maintains 

nothing as irrelevant and, (c) a cognitive process that 

integrate the information into a broad map with 

expectancies on the outcome(s) and a map that is adaptable 

to the evolving situation.   

Prior preparation can therefore be established before 

the officer goes into the field by having a cognitive set 

that strives to scan and store every detail of the 

situation for potential use afterwards.  When something 

happens within an event, an officer can make instantaneous 

use of a detail.  In the case of a total “surprise” or 

essentially an unanticipated scenario, a different form of 

preparation is necessary.   

Unanticipated or unpredicted scenarios in the field do 

occur. The readiness to respond to these events is gained 
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through preparation that constantly reviews and evaluates 

the ongoing and unfolding “situation.”  By providing this 

incessant inspection and assembling suitable details of the 

scanned and stored data, barriers will be quickly observed 

and corresponding routes will soon emerge.   

During these totally unforeseen events an officer may 

select a method that requires some form of adaptation or 

detour.  In these situations, necessary guidance and 

direction will be afforded to an officer from the 

information input during the construction of the cognitive 

map that will prove essential to successfully reaching the 

final outcome.  

Experience has an influence over this process.  

Experience, or more appropriately a lack of experience, 

limits the skill set needed to conceive and forecast a 

total “surprise” and as a consequence, the failure to 

devise a strategic tactic to offset against it.  

Segregating the concept of experience out of the overall 

decision-making process is a difficult undertaking, but one 

that is necessary in order to recognize some of the 

benefits experience brings to a law enforcement officers 

decision-making process. 
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Experience 

 

 The participants selected for this study were 

purposively chosen for two main reasons.  The first is 

their extensive experience in law enforcement and second, 

their recognized and successful job performance.  This 

integration was necessary due to the idiosyncratic nature 

of experience and the incapacity to transfer or teach one’s 

own experience to others.   

Furthermore, in a police environment actual events 

seldom repeat themselves.  They are individually 

distinctive from incident to incident.  Experience is not 

able to tell you what specifically to do in the present 

based on what you did in the past.  Nevertheless, several 

benefits can be identified.   

One such benefit was previously discussed in the 

section on preparation.  The competency to create worst-

case scenarios and the subsequent planning of preemptive 

tactics to successfully remedy these scenarios is 

interrelated to the level of experience of the officer.  

 The more exposure and participation to actual police 

incidents, the more an officer can gain insight into the 

fundamental construction of a cognitive map driving his/her 
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decisions and actions towards a goal.  Conversely, limited 

exposure or insufficient information inputted into the 

cognitive map that results from inexperience has the 

potential of getting an officer lost and off course when 

detours are required.  This is a hypothesis for future 

research.     

Also, the idea to consolidate experience with success 

adds a new dimension in examining this topic.  Experience 

alone may offer little in preparing others to effectively 

respond to situations.  When experience, however, is 

combined with successful outcomes, a different perspective 

is gained.  When officers accomplished their goals and 

objectives in a successful and consistent method, together 

with being recognized for exemplary performance in the line 

of duty, then decision-making becomes a phenomenon worth 

exploring.      

In exploring this topic of experience and naturalistic 

decision-making in a police context, the present analysis 

is congruent with Klein's (1997) findings as reflected in 

the recognition-primed decision model(RPD).  However, the 

emergent theoretical model for effective tactical police 

decision-making splits from the RPD and contributes to the 

existing decision making literature in the following areas:         

• Strive to control the event – a preset goal 
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• Construct a cognitive map, with detours and 

alternate routes, that provide directions on how 

to travel towards the final destination (goal).  

Accomplished by knowing to scan for details and 

assembling proper pieces of the details when 

required        

• Preparation – create worst-case scenarios, 

(limited by experience)  

• Plan tactics to effectively respond to worst-case 

scenarios and constantly update tactics when new 

detail is provided  

• Avoid quick reaction, instead respond by 

following well-grounded cognitive map 

• Perform constant checking and updating as 

scenario unfolds 

 

These initiatives provide a beginning step for a re-

examination on how law enforcement officers are prepared to 

execute their duties.  It is through these techniques that 

the participants under this study have proven both 

effective and successful in their decision-making.   

The emergent concepts and constructs are also 

applicable to an aggressive police training agenda that 
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instills in officers a pragmatic approach in responding to 

various types of situations.  It is a starting point in 

providing the law enforcement officer with the necessary 

tools to operate under extremely difficult and tenuous 

conditions. 

  
Review of Research Questions 

 

 The purpose of this dissertation was to answer the 

following research questions: 

1. How do experienced and successful law-enforcement 

officials make judgments under the stressful 

moments of law enforcement? 

The modeling of three case studies demonstrated that 

this was accomplished through the following techniques. 

• Preparation – these law enforcement officials created 

worst-case scenarios and prepared tactics to offset 

these scenarios should they arise.  They considered 

all detail in the situation as relevant and constantly 

scanned the environment for new and additional 

information.  When required, this information served 

as the conduit for the construction of various 

decision options.  
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• Cognitive map – officers also anticipated the causal 

conditions of unanticipated events and those events 

being caused by others.  These officers prepared for 

barriers by creating contingency plans.  This was 

accomplished through the construction of a cognitive 

map of the situation with detours and alternative 

routes providing directions on how to continue to 

travel towards the final destination (goal). 

• Awareness – these successful officers perform constant 

scanning to check and update their knowledge as the 

scenario unfolds.  They then used this new knowledge 

to constantly update their available options. 

• Ranking of alternatives – the officers rank ordered 

alternatives in order to prioritize actions. 

• Generating expectations – officers generated 

expectations about the effectiveness of the outcome of 

their decisions and modified decision options based on 

attaining their overall goals and objectives. 

2. Why did these officers select a particular 

decision choice(s) and what underlying phenomenon 

led them to make the choice(s) they made? 

• Control – the three case studies examined showed 

conclusively that these officers strived to control 
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the events as they unfolded.  These officers believed 

(based on the intervening conditions) that the 

likelihood of complicating factors occurring during 

the event were increased if they failed to control the 

situation. 

• Threat mitigation – these effective officers weighed 

their alternatives by examining the possible benefits 

of a change in tactics while concurrently seeking to 

reduce the threat. 

3. When did the officers decide to act; i.e., when is 

their sufficient clarity to choose a course of 

action?  

• These officers made decisions when the construct of 

control was moving away from the officer and towards 

the individual causing the unanticipated event.  

Furthermore, these officers acted when the “how” and 

“why” questions cited above were met. 

 

Summary and Implications 

 

 The tools developed under the research domain of 

decision-making have found extensive application, 

particularly in the area of naturalistic decision-making.  

To give direction to the development of new theory, a 
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substantially enlarged program of empirical studies that 

include direct observation in both laboratory and field 

experiments will be essential to guide future research 

(Simon et al., 1986).   

 Much of the information presented in this work focuses 

on the participants strategies that ultimately produced 

successful and effective decisions under a tactical police 

situation.  Extrapolating the benefits derived from these 

strategies and subsequently applying them to a training 

environment is an important topic, but one that goes beyond 

the boundaries of this research.   

To further examine this area, however, the findings 

resulting from this study, in part, concluded that the 

participants had a skill to scan and store details on their 

respective cases for subsequent use during an unanticipated 

event.  Although transforming the scanned and stored 

details or data into practical decision options could be 

considered an idiosyncratic characteristic, the important 

and trainable component rests on the vital need to perform 

a scanning function.  How the assembly of the material is a 

converted into decision choices can remain distinctive, 

providing sufficient detail is scanned, gathered, and the 

information is subsequently converted into viable decision 

options.  Equally as important is the recognition of this 
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new perspective that essentially organizes the environment 

in a new way.   

The importance of this recognition and being observant 

through a scanning process cannot be underestimated.  

During initial police training, officers are typically 

tested in their ability to observe their surroundings and 

thereafter recall to some degree the details embedded in 

the situation.  This exercise for the most part is designed 

to impress upon the recruits the importance of observation 

diligence; however, skills that can help them capture and 

store information regarding their surroundings are not 

usually integrated into the training. 

The context in which trainees are exposed to the 

importance of observation primarily centers on their future 

need to recount facts for court proceedings.  They are not 

trained in the importance and value of observation as it 

relates to and affects their ability to respond to 

situations, or more appropriately unanticipated events.  

Therefore, the cognitive set that new recruits operate 

under is driven more by evidentiary purposes and less on 

the preparation required to respond to these frequent 

unanticipated events. 

Therefore, in order to enhance current police training 

for the new recruit, a transformation to a new cognitive 
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set is needed that emphasizes a decision-making response to 

unanticipated events.  Specifically, in a police academy 

environment, the general issues for the new recruits 

include: 

• Practice being observant to the ultimate degree 
without knowing in advance what is useful and what is 
not 

• Practice being observant of the motives of any of 
unanticipated person who might possibly enter the 
situation 

• Practice expecting the goal (person or situation) to 
shift so that repositioning one's self will be 
necessary 

   

The establishment of this cognitive set will associate 

particular details of events, through observation, and 

translate those details into decision options.  Operating 

under this newly acquired set would help to ingrain in an 

officer’s mindset the commonality associated with 

unanticipated events and the need to be observant in 

possibly resolving the situation.         

This would of course require them to be ever vigilant 

to a changing situation, always being observant to details 

even if they at the time seem unimportant, and always 

updating their cognitive map leading them to their goal.  

An unanticipated event is by definition unanticipated and a 

detail that minutes ago seem insignificant, may in the 

present provide the crucial key towards a successful 
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outcome.  The early lessons taught to new officers on the 

awareness of observation will transcend into practice, 

offering a new approach to decision-making.  This claim, 

however, will require further examination and research. 

Another area requiring additional inquiry is the 

manner in which officers are trained to be observant.  

Present protocols designed to train officers in this new 

approach can be augmented with processes designed that 

inculcate in trainees the ability to scan their 

surroundings for not only evidentiary type information, but 

also information that may prove value in resolving 

unanticipated events should they arise.  Demonstrating the 

usefulness of environment awareness in training scenarios 

would first convince students of the importance of scanning 

their environment.  The importance of environmental 

awareness could then be reinforced by exposing students to 

situations where scanning their surroundings and preparing 

prior to an event will greatly assist them in resolution.     

Integral to this scanning function is for the officer 

to process information about persons who initiate or become 

involved in an unanticipated event.  Key is for the officer 

to try to determine the motives of the person(s) and use 

the information scanned as an advantage.  If the central 

goal of the officers is to gain control of the situation as 
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determined by this study, all information embedded in the 

situation is important towards meeting this objective.  The 

skill lies in discerning what information should be applied 

during the immediate decision-making event and what 

information should be held in abeyance for subsequent 

development.  This key factor relies, in part on the 

officer’s rationality, tacit knowledge and intuition.  

These areas, particularly those associated with tacit 

knowledge and intuition require further research to explore 

the influence each contributes towards the effectiveness of 

tactical police decision-making.            

Although “control” was determined to be essential in 

the law enforcement domain, future research in this 

particular area as well as naturalistic decision-making 

overall must go beyond descriptive accounts of dynamic 

decision-making and ascertain the goals associated with the 

particular practice under study.  Once goals and objectives 

are discovered, new methods with testable hypotheses can be 

developed which produce more robust findings than verbal 

protocols describing cognitive processes.  This echoes the 

position of Howell, who calls for a functional taxonomy of 

tasks, more theory building, and long-term evaluation of 

applications (Howell, 1997).   
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In conclusion, the final comments will be those of C. 

Zsambok and G. Klein as expressed in Naturalistic Decision-

Making (1997): 

We look forward to the by-products of this 

development: ease of access by those new to the NDM 

endeavor; identification of research topics; 

development of dissertation topics (a crucial step for 

assuring continuing growth in NDM research); more 

timely communication among NDM researchers; and the 

evolution of an organized body to shape the lessons 

learned (Zsambok & Klein, 1997). 

 

This research provides a small step in that direction.  
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