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(ABSTRACT) 

  

This research explored the process by which several 

experienced and successful law enforcement officials arrive 

at the most effective method of decision-making.  It draws 

from traditional decision theory models, but uses the 

naturalistic decision-making (NDM) paradigm as its guide.   

Studies framed by the NDM model have included fighter 

and commercial pilots, health care professionals, battle 

commanders, and others.  Missing, however, are studies of 

law-enforcement officers making judgments and decisions 

under operational conditions.  This examination utilized 

qualitative case study methods of participant observation 

and focused interviews to collect data and followed Lincoln 

and Guba's case study structure by identifying the problem, 

the context, the issues, and the lessons learned.  Coding 

and analysis of the data conformed to the model initially 

outlined by Strauss (1987) and later redefined by Corbin 

 ii 



and Strauss (1990), including open coding, axial coding, 

and selective coding.   

The findings on the decision-making/judgments 

processes of three experienced law enforcement officials 

revealed that each officer strived to control the impending 

event utilizing a number of rational and intuitive 

processes.  One practice was scanning for detail embedded 

in the situation and utilizing this information for 

subsequent development of a cognitive map.  Additionally, 

all the officers pursued a comprehensive preparation phase 

that consisted of the creation of worst-case scenarios and 

planning tactics to effectively respond to these cases.  

When decision-making was required, the information 

available through the scanning process and the preparation 

phases acted as the foundation for the development of the 

cognitive map that led each officer to successful 

resolution of their respective cases.   

This study concluded with areas requiring further 

research and made recommendation that seek to improve 

police training practices.                
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