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ABOUT THE ADAPT PROGRAM 

ADAPT was funded by the U.S. Department of Justice Bureau of Justice Assistance under the 
VALOR Officer Safety and Wellness Initiative. The mission of ADAPT was to evaluate, update, 
and improve defensive tactics training for state, local, tribal, and territorial law enforcement 
agencies, and academies. Under the grant award, Polis worked closely with selected agencies 
and academies across the U.S. to evaluate their existing defensive tactics training, and based on 
this evaluation developed a model defensive tactics training program that law enforcement 
agencies nationwide can implement. The new model program is called Adaptive Defensive and 
Protective Tactics (ADAPT). The name “ADAPT” is based on the concept that the foundation of 
officer safety is the ability to adapt decisively to dynamic circumstances and conditions. ADAPT 
systematically integrates data from the latest research and operational data on decision-making, 
use of force, officer injuries and fatalities, officer safety, human performance, physiology and 
kinesiology, and a host of related topics. 

“TEACH SITUATIONS, NOT TECHNIQUES”

The core of ADAPT is a pilot model curriculum. The ADAPT curriculum was designed to 
create a new, research-based strategy that replaces outdated, ineffective models of siloed, 
techniques-based training. Building on extensive research on high-risk decision-making, 
ADAPT modules are based on the premise that defensive tactics training should focus on situations, 
not techniques. Training officers to recognize and quickly adapt to unpredictable, dynamic 
situations is far superior to teaching isolated techniques. Training that narrowly focuses on isolated 
techniques does not translate to effective performance in real-life situations. The situational 
learning model used in ADAPT challenges officers at all levels of experience to assess the 
totality of the circumstances of each incident and sharpens the mental, physical, and emotional 
skills necessary for the early detection and mitigation of officer safety threats. Since ADAPT 
takes a situation-based approach, our allegiance is to what data show to be safe and effective 
on the street, not to a specific art or system. This principle reflects the purpose of ADAPT to 
provide a flexible, scalable, evidence-based training model that any law enforcement agency 
can customize and adapt to its unique needs, policies, procedures, and governing laws and 
statutes.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Police officers are entrusted by society with the authority and capacity to bring stability
and peace to situations marked by conflict, chaos, and violence. As such, there will always be 
circumstances in policing where physical force is necessary as the only safe and effective means 
to protect human life, including rare situations where there is no alternative to deadly force.
Physical confrontations between law enforcement officers and community members are dynamic, 
confusing, frightening, and dangerous for everyone involved. Violent encounters pose exceptional 
physical, mental, and emotional challenges, even for the most experienced and best-trained officers. 

As dangerous as they can be, rules-bound, refereed martial arts competitions are far safer 
and more predictable than the chaos of unrestricted violence in police-community member 
confrontations. Hollywood fantasies aside, the realistic, attainable goal of police training is 
not to turn out legions of elite martial artists, but rather to equip the average law enforcement 
officer with a basic, reliable set of simple physical, mental, and emotional skills sufficient to 
safely, legally, and ethically handle violent situations. Producing such baseline defensive tactics 
proficiencies among the American police workforce is a monumentally difficult challenge. It 
requires making imperfect choices about how to allocate scarce time and money in ways that 
are most likely to improve both officer and public safety. We hope this report serves as a catalyst 
for honest dialogue about those choices.  

While factors such as laws, policies, procedures, equipment, and staffing vary widely across 
the nation’s 18,000 law enforcement agencies, the dangerous, volatile situations that account 
for most use of force events are remarkably similar and predictable. For example, the challenge 
of safely approaching, contacting, and detaining or arresting a standing, uncooperative person 
is one that nearly every law enforcement officer faces on a regular basis. In fact, this situation 
is the topic of the first module in the ADAPT pilot curriculum. By focusing on improving officers’ 
capacity to resolve the most frequent scenarios in which the use of force occurs, ADAPT is 
designed to have the greatest possible impact on reducing injuries and fatalities among law 
enforcement officers and community members alike.

Rather than prescribe a tactically and legally inflexible “one size fits all” technique to resolve 
common use of force situations, the ADAPT curriculum takes a fundamentally different 
approach. The approach is one that systematically challenges officers to think holistically about 
confrontations, and to continuously apply the right combination of social and psychological 
tactics (skills of influence) and physical tactics (skills of control) to create a safe, lawful, and 
just outcome. Training built on a “technique-centric” approach hampers the development of
decision-making and problem-solving skills that differentiate experts from novices.  This scientific 
principle is captured in the popular expression, “if all you have is a hammer, everything looks like 
a nail.” To the detriment of officers and community members alike, “technique-centric” training 
fosters rigid, narrow thinking that can be dangerous or even deadly.  For example, this kind of 
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inflexible thinking is apparent in the behavior of officers who retreat backwards in a straight 
line when confronted by an advancing, violent person instead of simply moving laterally to a 
position of tactical advantage and safety.  Another common example is the ineffective behavior 
of many officers who robotically yell a handful of memorized phrases like “drop the knife!” or 
“stop resisting!” over and over because they lack the adaptive communication skills necessary 
to interact effectively with uncooperative, violent people.  

Following research on adaptive decision-making, the ADAPT program uses a “situation-centric” 
strategy that trains officers to fit techniques to situations rather than the other way around.  This 
approach reflects our team’s extensive background research on the current state of defensive 
tactics training, and our systematic effort to understand what works, what doesn’t, and what 
could be done better and differently in accord with the latest research and evidence from 
around the world.  

Experts look for patterns that help them identify the problem and find
the right techniques and tools to solve it. Novices randomly apply techniques

and tools without purpose or planning.  

This report summarizes our background research and shares it with the field. In developing 
the ADAPT program, Polis has worked closely with a diverse group of trainers, researchers, and 
subject matter experts at law enforcement agencies and academies across the United States, 
Canada, and overseas to assess the current state of defensive tactics training.  We are grateful 
for the exceptional candor, energy, and rigor that they have brought to our work. 

Since the launch of ADAPT in 2019, our research and training team has systematically examined
a wide range of research, training, and other materials from across the United States and 
abroad in order to understand the current state of the art in police defensive tactics training.  
This report integrates data from the latest research and operational data on decision-making, 
use of force, officer injuries and fatalities, officer safety, human performance, physiology and 
kinesiology, and a host of related topics. In preparing this report, we have sought to find as 
many different sources as possible to inform our assessment of the current state of defensive 
tactics training, to identify major limits and deficiencies in the status quo, and most important, 
to identify the most promising data-driven and evidence-based practices that might be refined, 
scaled, and replicated via ADAPT and other programs.  

Although we have tried to be as thorough as possible, our efforts to identify evidence-based 
training practices are limited by the substantial gap in data that connects use of force on the 
street with training. This is yet another instance of the critical need to improve and standardize 
the collection and analysis of use of force data.  Our research was also limited by the continuing 
COVID pandemic, which precluded all program-related travel and direct observation activities 
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that we had originally planned for ADAPT.  Despite these limits, we think we have broken new 
ground and generated what we hope is a valuable practical overview of the current state of police 
defensive tactics training.  

Among other things, our report highlights the need to allocate more training resources 
to preparing officers for the most commonly occurring use of force events. Although it is a 
common tendency to fear being injured or killed in rare, spectacular ways, the probability of 
safety and survival in all aspects of life is best enhanced by consistently preparing for common 
and predictable perils. Put another way, given scarce resources, it is better to learn how to 
swim than how to fight off a shark. Unfortunately, too much police use of force training focuses 
on fear-based, emotionally-driven preparation for rare “shark attack” type events and ignores 
the less glamorous task of preparing officers for common, well-known situations that frequently 
spin out of control and lead to needless injury and death for want of basic physical, mental, and 
emotional skills. 

We can already anticipate the objection to our argument: “learning to swim isn’t enough, you 
must also be able to fend off sharks!” To be clear, we are not downplaying the need for officers 
to have the skills to survive rare events such as ambushes.  Rather, we are saying that given the 
perennial scarcity of training time and resources, agencies need to make difficult but rational 
decisions about the skills that are most likely to pay the highest dividends in both officer and 
public safety. Such decisions should consider evidence from LEOKA and other studies showing 
that with few exceptions, lethal and near-lethal confrontations begin at lower levels of violence. 
Based on all of the data that the ADAPT team reviewed, we think that the most effective way to 
improve officer and public safety is to give officers the skills and confidence to anticipate and 
mitigate violence in the early stages of high-frequency encounters before events escalate out 
of control. 
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ADAPT CORE TRAINING RECOMMENDATIONS

In light of these summary remarks, we want to present our twenty core recommendations,     
the basis in research for which we explain in the body of this report.

1.  First and foremost, use of force training should focus on situations, not techniques.

2.   Communication, de-escalation, control/defensive tactics, firearms, and related skills must 
be trained and practiced holistically, not in blocks and silos. Officers show up at calls 
equipped with a full range of options from verbal skills to lethal force. Training must 
replicate and prepare officers for this complex operational reality.

3.   Use of force training should center on adaptive decision-making and the capacity to 
continuously assess and apply the optimal balance of skills of influence and skills of 
control necessary to resolve situations in a safe, lawful, and ethical manner.  

4.   Training should emphasize the systematic development and continuous improvement of 
perceptual and cognitive skills essential to recognizing and anticipating behavioral and

      physical patterns of resistance, violence, non-compliance, aggression, and de-escalation.  

5.   Training on de-escalation should go beyond a narrow, linear emphasis on “time, distance, 
and shielding” and teach officers how the early application of low levels of control can 
mitigate the risk of serious and lethal violence.

6.   Allocation of training time and topics should align with actual patterns of police-community 
violence. Most use of force incidents involve low levels of non-assaultive resistance during 
arrest and other detention situations. Among other things, this means more hands-on 
training should be spent on situational awareness and basic control tactics, with relatively 
less time devoted to striking, kicking, knife defense, and so forth.

7.   Training should be primarily scenario-based, even for short-duration events where  
“microlearning” exercises can be effective.  

8.   Defensive tactics training should systematically instill a positive mindset rooted in       
confidence, resilience, self-awareness, persistence, and courage. Training should inspire 
the repetition of success rather than instill fear of failure. 

9.   Training should increase officers’ capacity to perform under physical, mental, and    
emotional stress, and to apply cognitive and emotional skills essential to balancing          
aggression and restraint.

10.   Training should discourage overreliance on technology such as TASERs and continuously 
emphasize simple, reliable skills in situational awareness, decision-making, basic control 
tactics, and integrated force options transition.
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11.    Defensive tactics instructors should be selected and trained to be highly credible 
teachers and role models who exemplify the agency's core values, and who are not 
merely technically skilled. Instructors should also have basic cross-competency in 
multiple skills to support integrated use of force training.

12.   Training should emphasize the long-term development and practice of a core repertoire 
of basic, gross motor skills that the average officer can reliably apply under stress.

13.   Use of force training should always provide coaching, feedback, and evaluation.

14.   Use of force training programs should create integrated opportunities to build physical, 
mental, emotional, and moral fitness. Use of force training should replace traditional 
regimens of running and calisthenic exercises with functional fitness aimed at building 
the overall physical, mental, and emotional capacity necessary to perform effectively 
in violent situations. 

15.   Agencies should identify opportunities to supplement infrequent in-service training 
with brief, regular training sessions that are 30-60 minutes long. 

16.   Training must improve the baseline skill level of the entire police force, and should 
emphasize simple skills most likely to be effective for the average officer confronting 
the average offender.

17.   Training effectiveness should be continuously evaluated based on actual events in the 
field, and should use video data from body-worn cameras and other wearable devices and 
sensors whenever possible.  Evaluation should not just focus on use of force events, 
but also on situations where de-escalation and force mitigation tactics were safe and 
effective.

18.   Evaluating and assessing officers' skills should be done using unscripted scenarios and 
open-ended adaptive decision-making exercises.

19.   Training scenarios should instill realistic confidence, not leave officers shaken that 
every situation will turn into unbounded violence and chaos.

20.   Use of force training should foster a culture of strict safety that incorporates best practices 
on injury prevention in a manner that maximizes realism and minimizes risks to trainees.
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INTRODUCTION

Inevitability of Force

The founding ethical precept of medicine is “first, do no harm.” Medical professionals have 
a moral obligation not to inflict harm on their fellow human beings if they can avoid doing so. 
However, medical professionals and patients understand that healthcare inevitably entails the 
pain, uncertainty, and unavoidable risks of myriad procedures and interventions. From aspirin 
to open heart surgery, every pharmaceutical and clinical intervention carries risks and benefits. 
While the risks are sometimes so overwhelming as to render a medication or procedure
obviously unnecessary and unethical, it is far more common for risks to be uncertain and 
unknown, particularly in the chaos and confusion of emergency situations involving imminent 
peril to life and limb.

Like medical professionals, law enforcement professionals should be guided by the principle, 
“first, do no harm.” Whenever officers can safely, lawfully, and ethically resolve a situation 
without inflicting legal, financial, physical, or other harm on their fellow human beings, such a 
resolution is always the ideal course of action. But as in the case of medicine, which cannot be 
practiced without sometimes inflicting pain and taking unknowable risks in the greater interest 
of human health, law enforcement inevitably requires difficult, on-the-spot decisions about 
when, where, and how to use force to protect peace and serve the cause of public safety.  Like 
healthcare professionals whose ethical standards require using the safest, least invasive remedies 
possible, law enforcement officers have a moral obligation to consider reasonable and safe ways 
of avoiding or minimizing the use of force.  In both healthcare and law enforcement, professionals 
need the skill, experience, and judgment to make and execute decisions about how to safely 
control dynamic, dangerous, and ambiguous situations where the best course of action is not 
always clear.  

This report is designed to provide law enforcement leaders, instructors, and other key 
stakeholders with a comprehensive summary of available scientific and professional information 
about the current state of defensive tactics training. The topic of law enforcement defensive 
tactics training has never been as urgent and controversial as it is today when our nation is 
faced with the interwoven challenges of deep police-community tension and the continuing 
COVID pandemic. 

It is a longstanding reality that the relationship between police and communities is 
disproportionately affected by single, controversial cases of the use of force.  In a tragic 
pattern that has repeated itself for decades, the public response to these cases can rapidly 
escalate into widespread violence and unrest, and also take a more peaceful form in rallying 
cries for police reform that lead to various changes in law, policy, and practice.  The vastly 
disproportionate impact of single uses of force on wider dynamics of police-community 
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trust brings into sharp focus what is ultimately at stake in the process of improving the police 
capacity to prevent, mitigate, and manage violent interactions.  In writing this report, we want 
to challenge the entire law enforcement profession to take a proactive approach to improving 
the ways in which we train officers for situations involving the actual and potential use of 
force. Rather than passively waiting for the next crisis, what can we do now that is based on the 
best available science and research?

That question is the one that animates this report and the entire ADAPT project. ADAPT is 
tasked with rethinking how officers train and learn decision-making and psychomotor skills 
related to defensive and control tactics. As a necessary first step, we need to pause, reflect, and 
take a careful, patient look at what we already know. The results of that first step comprise the 
content of this report. 

Training and educating the nation’s hundreds of thousands of law enforcement officers to handle 
confrontational and violent encounters is challenging even under the best of circumstances, and 
for many agencies has been strained beyond the breaking point by the continuing public health 
and economic effects of the COVID pandemic.  COVID-related reductions of in-person training 
have made it even more likely that officers find themselves unprepared for the realities of 
face-to-face violence. Staffing shortages, the confusion of burgeoning new legal and policy 
changes, and deeply strained police-community relations further serve to complicate the 
process of developing, implementing, and evaluating use of force training. 
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REPORT METHODOLOGY

This report catalogues and summarizes the research undertaken by our integrated team of 
experienced law enforcement trainers and scientists. The team methodically searched for every 
available professional and academic source that we could identify and locate. The 468 sources 
on which the report is based are summarized in the following table:

As Table 1 illustrates, the research team divided the sources into three general categories:

•  Category 1 – Academic research on defensive tactics and use of force

•  Category 2 – Academic research on decision-making and psychomotor training

•   Category 3 –  Agency information on defensive tactics, e.g., academy curricula and          
department programs of instructions

Academic Research on Defensive Tactics and Use of Force 106

Academic Research on Decision-Making and Psychomotor Training 66

Training Materials from the Field  296*

Source Type Estimated Number of Sources

TABLE 1 - SOURCES

Data was found both through a search of available literature and as a response to the ADAPT RFI (Request for Information). 
This total does not include materials that were submitted via the National DT Survey upload feature – that data was deemed
to fall outside of available program resources to review.
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Agency/Academy/POST Lesson Plans, Curricula, Instructional Materials, etc.

Agency Policies and Procedures 

Law Enforcement and Defensive Tactics Training Magazine Articles

Martial Arts Magazine Articles

Journal Articles and Books and Book Chapters

Agency Use of Force Year End Reviews/Annual Reports

Law Enforcement Conference Presentations and Reports

Online Publications and Articles

Training Surveys and Related Data Analysis  

Law Enforcement Newsletters

Federal Reports and Statistics

U.S. Case Law and Legal Updates

Description of Materials

TABLE 2 – TRAINING MATERIALS FROM THE FIELD

Our search encompassed sources from around the world. While we cannot be sure that we 
located every single relevant source, we can say with confidence that our report is among the 
most comprehensive efforts ever undertaken to collect and summarize research on defensive 
tactics training.

Much of the agency information that we collected for Category 3 came from responses to a 
national request for information that we circulated throughout the first half of 2020. While the 
COVID pandemic likely had a negative impact on the response rate, we were still able to collect 
materials summarized below in Table 2.
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Polis widely disseminated the ADAPT Request for Information (RFI) across multiple channels 
to law enforcement agencies and training academies, academics and researchers, and law 
enforcement leaders in the United State, Canada, and abroad. We relied primarily on an extensive 
direct email campaign integrated with social media outreach. We also searched for and collected 
publicly available information wherever it was possible to do so. In addition, we convened a 
national webinar in August 2020 to request information/data from our audience.

In our RFI, we requested the following data about existing defensive tactics training:

•  Curricula, lesson plans, and programs of instruction
•  Information on specific tactics, techniques, and procedures (TTPs)
•  Methods of instruction, evaluation, and practice
•  Frequency and length of training
•  Effectiveness of tactics and techniques for a diverse range of officer body sizes and types
•  Research and evaluation results for DT training programs
•  Evidence from actual street-level encounters about effective and ineffective TTPs
•  Integration of use of force reports and related data with DT training
•  Reality-based and scenario training programs
•  Use of technology for DT training (virtual/augmented reality, online, etc.)
•  DT training in academy, FTO (Field Training Officer), in-service and other settings
•   Integration of DT with firearms, verbal skills, CIT (Crisis Intervention Team), and other 

training topics
•  DT needs assessment based on yearly UOF (Use of Force) data
•  Best practices in safety and injury prevention in the training environment

In a concurrent process, we conducted an extensive literature review of existing academic 
and professional data on defensive tactics and use of force.  This allowed our team to read 
and review data in real time. To review and summarize the vast amount of information we 
gathered, we developed two templates, the ADAPT Bibliography Review Template and the 
ADAPT DT Curriculum Review Template. The bibliography template was used to review the 
academic literature we compiled and the DT curriculum review template was used to evaluate 
the professional training materials we received. Our review team utilized the templates in 
order to evaluate each document in an efficient and standardized manner. Each template 
asked the reviewer to summarize the document, briefly describe its strengths and weaknesses, 
and discuss how the document was relevant for the ADAPT project. The DT curriculum review 
document asked the reviewer to consider in greater detail the relevant techniques, testing, 
and training methodologies used in the curriculum. Both review templates are attached in 
the appendix of this report. 
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KEY FINDINGS

Faulkner (1994) and many others challenge the illusory notion of a “perfect” tool or method 
that enables the safe control of violent, combative people. While every effort must be made to 
identify and implement best practices for reducing injuries and deaths stemming from the police 
use of force, the nature of physical confrontation is such that it will never be risk-free. It is a 
basic physiological reality that the application of force to the human body always poses the risk 
of actual or potential injury up to and including death.  Even so, the vast majority of physical 
confrontations between police and community members involve relatively low levels of force, 
and result in little or no significant injury to anyone involved (see Bozeman, et al., 2018, Smith, 
Kaminski, et al., 2010).  Situations involving higher levels of force that result in serious injuries 
to officers and the public are far less frequent; however, nearly all of these more violent incidents 
begin as lower-level confrontations.  Hickman, et al. (2021) found that in confrontations where 
officers apply effective, lower-level force earlier in an encounter, the likelihood of officer and 
subject injury was significantly reduced. Hine, et al. (2016) showed that the two strongest 
predictors of officer injury were subject violence and insufficiently low levels of officer force in 
response to subject resistance. 

As these and related studies suggest, the early, decisive resolution of conflict situations is the 
best way to avoid serious and lethal injuries to both officers and the public. Decisive resolution 
can take many forms, from a simple tactical retreat and disengagement in situations where the 
risk of violence outweighs the state interest at hand, to the preventive use of handcuffs and 
control tactics that can forestall the escalation of violence.  At the level of basic communication, 
Wood, et al. (2020) found in a study of Chicago PD officers that training in procedural justice 
can help reduce the frequency of the use of force and misconduct complaints.  Stroshine & Brandl 
(2019) highlight the importance of anticipating subject resistance to determine and explain the 
effectiveness of the various types of force.  All of this is to say that the safe, lawful, and 
ethical resolution of police-community conflict situations requires the capacity to 
continuously balance the application of skills of influence and skills of control in 
dynamic response to evolving conditions. 

INFLUENCE CONTROL
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At least as early as Egon Bittner’s landmark 1967 study, The Functions of the Police in Modern 
Society, researchers, practitioners, and communities at large have sought to understand the 
complex relationship between policing and the use of force, and to find ways to reduce the use 
of force against the backdrop of its inevitability. To paraphrase Bittner’s best-known argument, 
the unique capacity and authority of the police to use what he called “non-negotiable coercive 
force” means that the police are responsible for trying to resolve a broad spectrum of crises, 
emergencies, and mundane situations that society cannot otherwise peacefully remedy either 
informally or through the formal involvement of other institutional actors. Bittner and a host 
of later scholars such as Manning, Muir, and Goldstein all recognized that while the police have 
the ultimate authority and capacity to use force and violence to uphold the law and impose order, 
in fact, they rarely do so since most police work involves the informal, discretionary resolution 
of matters that require neither force nor even official legal action. 

In 1983, Sykes and Brent sought to invert the focus of police research arguing that the 
overwhelming emphasis on the use of force ignores the basic reality that what the police do 
most often is talk.  Challenging the orthodox view of police work, Sykes and Brent (1983:26) 
argue that the police are best understood as “professional interveners,” nearly all of whose 
work comes down to the primary task of talking. Officers must determine the underlying 
issues at the heart of the situations to which they respond, and the roles of the various people 
involved in them.  They “appeal to conscience or to prior agreements…mediate, arbitrate, cajole, 
argue, persuade, convince, suggest, order, command, and if necessary, threaten" (1983:29).         
If none of this is effective, officers must sometimes resort to the use of force. 

Plainly said, the vast majority of situations in which officers are involved can be resolved by 
effective talking.  Of those situations where physical force is necessary, most can be resolved 
through the early application of lower levels of control. Situations involving extreme violence 
and death nearly always result from the failure of earlier situational and threat awareness, 
communication, and proactive control tactics. While many officers may fear sudden, unprovoked 
violent attacks, such incidents remain infrequent and rare even taking account of the deeply 
troubling upward trends in anti-police violence, which are well documented by the FBI’s LEOKA 
program: (https://crime-data-explorer.fr.cloud.gov/pages/le/leoka). 

In deciding how to allocate scarce training resources, police agencies should spend most of their 
time and money building officers’ holistic capacity to be effective communicators under a wide range 
of conditions from amicable to hostile; who can detect, mitigate, and control early-stage conflicts 
and confrontations; and who can deal reliably, safely, and lawfully with less common and extreme 
forms of violence. All things being equal, agencies are most likely to realize the greatest improvements
in officer and public safety through the efficient, regular, and unrelentingly practice of basic skills 
that prevent the "10 Deadly Errors" of law enforcement. 
See https://www.ojp.gov/ncjrs/virtual-library/abstracts/preventing-10-deadly-errors-30-years-later. 

https://crime-data-explorer.fr.cloud.gov/pages/le/leoka
See https://www.ojp.gov/ncjrs/virtual-library/abstracts/preventing-10-deadly-errors-30-years-later. 
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No discussion of training challenges would be complete without mention of COVID, which has 
upended the entire domain of defensive tactics instruction. While Staller and Korner (2020) 
epitomize a spirit of optimism that trainers can embrace the challenge of COVID and develop 
novel new practices, there are inherent limitations to teaching and learning in remote and 
heavily constrained live environments. At the time of writing this report, COVID remains a 
challenging obstacle to law enforcement agencies and citizens alike. 

How Do We Know What Works?

Over twenty years ago, Kaminski and Martin (2000) called attention to police leaders’ troubling 
lack of objective data regarding the efficacy of use of force training. Kaminski and Martin rightly 
decry the damaging influence on use of force training programs of “ego, time investment, peer 
pressure and personal profit motive on the part of trainers and vendors,” and call instead for 
the use of substantive, research-based practices. Sadly, little has changed in the ensuing years; 
and their critique remains accurate. In a multilevel analysis of factors influencing the police use 
of force, Lee, Jang, et al. (2010:696) conclude that “more accurate measures of police training 
are required to evaluate the actual impacts of police training on the levels of force used by 
officers.” The authors argue that measuring training hours is ineffective; rather, more must be 
done to systematically examine the relationship between street-level of use force and training 
and policy. Morrison and Garner (2011) also note the absence of a meaningful feedback loop 
between operational data and training.

In their literature review to determine the factors that influence police skill perishability 
Angel, et al. (2012) note that prior to any application of use of force skills or techniques, officers 
must assess situations and decide what tactics and techniques to use. This study highlights the 
need to examine proficiencies in decision-making in conjunction with skills performance, and 
not treat them as separate categories of performance. It is also unsurprising that literature 
points to the importance of regular training to avoid skills decay (see Schippers, et al., 2019).  
Given the wider legal, social, and political context within which officers operate, "motor skills 
cannot be considered without all other aspects of police encounters, including occupationally 
relevant stress, situational awareness, and complex decision-making" (DiNota and Huhta, 2019).

Rojek, et al. (2020) conducted a BJA-funded National Survey on Officer Safety Training to identify 
key training priorities and preferences for delivery method. With respect to priorities, this study 
highlights the misalignment between officers’ and executives’ subjective perceptions of what 
poses the greatest risks to officers and the actual data underlying the most frequent sources of 
injury and mortality.  Rojek, et al. also note in their study officers’ strong preference for scenario 
based and virtual reality (VR) training in comparison to less interactive and immersive strategies. 
The natural appeal of immersive training strategies nonetheless leaves the question begging as 
to how they should be used to optimal effect to measurably change performance.  For example, 
many reality-based training (RBT) programs and simulator/VR training platforms tend to 
emphasize rare catastrophic events rather than fostering the systematic development of skills 
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most likely to help identify and mitigate threats early in an encounter. Therefore, we strongly urge 
the evidence-based integration of scenario content and associated coaching practices in a manner 
that emphasizes the back-and-forth, interactive dynamics of police-community contacts.  With 
particular respect to VR, we note the work in Sinatra, et al. (2021); Howard and Gutworth (2020); 
Harris, et al. (2017); Hardcastle, et al. (2021) and other studies in voicing our skepticism that the 
generation of socially realistic training experiences is technically feasible absent an enormous 
investment of money and resources that is well beyond the reach of the law enforcement market. 

Integrating Use of Force Data with Training

The inherent dangers of police work are well documented in studies such as the FBI’s 
long-running LEOKA program (https://www.fbi.gov/services/cjis/ucr/leoka). Recent studies 
such as Ross (2021) and Tiesman, et al. (2020, 2017) attempt to look at wider patterns in 
the police response to resistance beyond serious and lethal confrontations and examine the 
vast majority of use of force incidents, which involve much lower levels of violence and force. 
Smith, et al. (2010) and many other studies repeatedly point to the profound limitations of use of 
force data collection. Protocols for data collection and the thoroughness of their implementation 
means that use of force data varies widely in quality and availability. As such, use of force data 
collection and analysis practices must be improved and standardized so that they align with 
best practices of other high-consequence fields such as medicine and aviation. 

Despite being twenty years old, the NIJ’s Use of Force by Police: Overview of National and 
Local Data (1999) remains a valuable source of data on trends that can be used to develop 
techniques to provide officers with higher rates of success and lower the risk of injury to 
themselves and suspects. Notably, the most common resistance occurs in the form of shoves, 
pulling away, or avoidance. Some individual agencies such as the Salt Lake City Police Department 
do an excellent job of tracking assaults on police officers within the context of their use of 
force data analysis. See http://www.slcpd.com/open-data/assaults-on-officers/. Such data 
has direct operational and training implications, and could be significantly enhanced by the 
use of body worn camera footage (See Quinton, 2020).  There is already new research under 
way on the use of computer vision, natural language processing, machine learning, and artificial 
intelligence to identify patterns in officer and offender speech and behavior.  When fully 
developed, this research will help to improve best practices and training in de-escalation, 
threat detection, and other key skills necessary to reduce injuries and fatalities
(See https://nij.ojp.gov/funding/awards/2020-r2-cx-0010). 

Ingredients of Successful Performance

Research consistently points to confidence as a predictor of effective performance. By this, 
we do not mean false bravado, but rather rational self-awareness that one has the capacity 
to handle challenging tactical situations. Buttle (2007) cites literature arguing for the critical 
importance of developing competence in the use of force as a precursor to ethical policing. A 

https://www.fbi.gov/services/cjis/ucr/leoka
http://www.slcpd.com/open-data/assaults-on-officers/
https://nij.ojp.gov/funding/awards/2020-r2-cx-0010
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new study by Ba, Boyer, et al. (2021) suggests that deploying senior officers to higher crime 
neighborhoods may help reduce the use of force. Officers who are more competent are more 
confident, and therefore more likely to make measured decisions in stressful, violent situations. 
Stress control, mental toughness, and confidence were the three psychological traits most highly 
rated in a survey of U.S. Army combatives instructors (Jensen and Goodman, 2017). Renden 
(2015) notes the correlation between anxiety and motor skills performance, with higher 
anxiety having a negative impact on technical proficiency as well as cognitive skills related to 
decision-making and situational awareness. Renden argues that anxiety is the largest negative 
contributor to performance effectiveness. This study suggests that to improve police defensive 
tactics field performance, the frequency and realism of training must both be increased. Stoller 
(2019) identifies the three ingredients of effective defensive tactics performance as physical 
(psychomotor skills), cognitive (decision-making), and emotional (mindset and resilience). 

Officers must be experts in balancing aggression and restraint (James, Todak & Savage, 2018).  
Crucial to this balance is an officer’s practical understanding of the complex distinctions 
between justified and unjustified force, which requires an in-the-moment ability to assess threat, 
resistance, and the severity of the underlying offense. Officers must have the self-discipline 
and awareness to know when force is unnecessary and excessive, not only in their own actions 
but in the actions of their colleagues and peers. Far more common than malicious and willfully 
excessive force is the phenomenon of officer-created jeopardy, which can lead to the use of force 
beyond what would have been necessary to secure cooperation and compliance had officers 
been more decisive and adaptive (See Stoughton, 2020; Garrett and Stoughton, 2017, and 
Lee, 2021). James, et al. (2018) draw on evolutionary psychological theories of aggression 
and restraint to better understand police use of unnecessary force. Enhanced training that 
focuses on an officer’s mindset and reduces mental priming for violence may help reduce 
the sudden and impulsive use of force that is fueled by anxiety and an officer’s fight-or-flight 
response (James, et al. 2018). Research suggests that decision-making, deadly force judgment, 
and marksmanship are all improved when officers remain in a less anxious and heightened state.

Defensive tactics training for law enforcement officers must closely resemble the scenarios 
that they will encounter on the street. Staller, Zaiser, and Korner (2017) lend support for the 
notion that training needs to mimic the conditions that officers will experience on the street, 
including aggressiveness, fast pace, and element of surprise. 

We understand that one of the longstanding objections to realistic, hands-on defensive tactics 
training is the risk of injury. Safety in the training environment is a critical priority; though as 
in the reality of the street, instructing officers in the management of violent conflict cannot be 
rendered completely risk-free. Czarnecki & Miller (2006) provides procedural guides for the 
use of medical personnel during training scenarios.  There are also well-established protocols 
from training organizations such as ILEETA that outline the use of safety officers.  We also note 
the importance of concussion recognition training for use of force instructors.  
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Training Challenges

By way of comparison, even with the benefit of receiving far more training than the average 
law enforcement officer, military service members still find themselves unprepared for the
realities of face-to-face violence. Jensen (2012) calls attention to the need for training to 
emphasize speed and adaptability, and to enable learners to make rapid, accurate assessments 
followed by immediate action.  His study sheds light on the sobering reality that even elite 
military special forces operators found themselves surprised and frightened in the violent 
hand-to-hand encounters they recounted to the research team. Nonetheless, they reported 
feeling mentally prepared to "expect the unexpected," and reverted to training they had practiced 
over and again. The challenge for policing is to apply this elite-level training paradigm to an 
operationally different context, in which the population of performers is decidedly far more 
average in its skills and capabilities.

The mindset of unpreparedness for physical confrontation is also a theme in research on 
academy training. Lande (2019) studies the challenge of teaching police recruits to “lay hands” 
in the context of defensive tactics and search and seizure skills development. Most recruits must 
overcome deeply ingrained social and psychological inhibitions not just to use force, but to touch 
their fellow human beings. In this respect, many new officers are at a significant disadvantage 
compared to offenders, who are more likely to have spent the formative years of their lives in 
environments where violent physical confrontations are frequent. While a fair number of officers 
come to police work with experience in contact sports and martial arts, these rule-bound 
practices are not the equivalent of all-out street fights. While impossible to quantify, the mental 
and physical toughness born of extensive street fighting or unregulated hand-to-hand combat 
place many offenders at a significant advantage over the average police officer. Nearly every 
law enforcement officer has at some point heard the challenge from an offender on the street, 
“take off that badge and gun and I will kick your ass.” That statement is probably true for a 
significant percentage of officers, whose level of fitness and skill is simply not up to the task of 
prevailing in a one-on-one violent confrontation without the benefit of special equipment such 
as CEWs (Taser), pepper spray, or back-up from other officers.

In every human endeavor, it is only the rarest of students who will ever become elite performers. 
Unfortunately, trainers, coaches, and teachers often labor under the conceit that an average 
group of students can be transformed into experts. It is equally unhelpful when instructors 
bemoan the purportedly low quality of the students they are assigned to train. Although we 
support the goal of continually improving hiring standards for police officers, we are also realistic 
about the growing challenges of staffing American police agencies. In the immediate context of 
law enforcement defensive tactics training, the attainable objective should be to provide every 

The baseline goal of defensive tactics training is to ensure that the average 
instructor can prepare the average officer to control the average offender.
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officer with a baseline set of simple skills necessary to perform in a tactically, legally, and ethically 
sound manner during commonly occurring physical confrontations. 

It is another common error in law enforcement training that we evaluate programs by the 
impressive credentials of the instructors rather than by the unrehearsed performance of the 
average officers they trained. As we will explain below in greater detail, chiefs and sheriffs 
would do well to rely on systematic use of force data and other salient information to shape 
and update their training programs, and not on the unscientific allegiance of training programs 
to trends in martial arts and other fields divorced from the realities of the street. It is all well 
and good if a particular instructor has achieved stratospheric success as a martial artist or 
competitive fighter or has prevailed in violent confrontations on the street; however, that is 
not the measure of a DT program’s effectiveness any more than the performance of the average 
college graduate can be assessed by examining their professor's academic accomplishments. 

Over-Reliance on Conducted Energy Weapons (CEWs)

Law enforcement agencies and the communities they serve have repeatedly fallen under 
the sway of the “seductions of technology.” Whatever the promising capabilities of use of force 
innovations such as pepper spray, conducted energy weapons (e.g., Taser®), and newer devices 
such the BolaWrap™, it is fantasy to believe that the risk of injury and death can be entirely 
eliminated from police-community interactions.  At their best, CEWs can provide an effective 
force option for certain intermediate range confrontations where the risks of hands-on control 
tactics are too high.  In such cases, CEWs can contribute to significant reductions in officer and 
suspect injuries.  Conversely, too many officers now default to the use of CEWs in situations 
where de-escalation, lower levels of hands-on control, and other force options would be safer 
and more effective.  Unfortunately, over-reliance on technology often comes at the expense 
of focusing training and professional development time and resources on skills of situational 
awareness, decision-making, and basic psychomotor proficiency, all of which are cornerstones 
of sound officer safety.

At least as early as 2010, Smith, et al. identified a troubling trend of officers over-relying on 
CEWs (Tasers). Subsequent research has reaffirmed this concern. While Smith, et al. (2010) 
found that the use of CEWs and OC (oleoresin capsicum) correlated with a reduction in injuries 
to suspects and to some degree to officers, later studies such as Somers, et al. (2020) found that 
less-lethal technologies do not always work as they are designed and should not be unduly relied 
upon as the only means to attempt to apprehend and subdue violent people. Officers need 
training in how to transition to other force options following both successful and unsuccessful 
CEW applications, and especially need training in the avoidance of CEW-handgun confusion, 
which has resulted in tragic fatal errors. 
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Training Methodologies

Murphy (2014) notes the crucial role of instructor qualifications in the effectiveness of 
training programs, and calls attention to the lax, unstructured requirements in place at many 
law enforcement agencies for selecting, supervising, and evaluating use of force instructors. 
In choosing instructors, agencies must consider wider qualifications beyond narrow technical 
competence in martial arts and similar skills and holistically evaluate potential instructors’ 
social and communication skills, teaching competence and experience, and most of all their 
ability to exemplify the highest ethical and legal standards in the use of force.  

Reality-based training (RBT) and other live-scenario approaches are universally regarded as 
the gold standard for teaching use of force skills and decision-making.  However, reality-based 
training by itself does not guarantee skills development and operational success. Reality-based 
training and scenario training must be designed using evidence-based practices to ensure 
maximum efficacy. In a study of military simulation training with clear implications for law
enforcement, Gratch and Marsella (2003) consider the role of emotion in generating realism. They
recommend scripting live role player scenarios to ensure that actors display context-relevant 
emotions. Scenarios should include specific instructions for each role player as to how they 
should appraise a situation and how they should respond. Rather than just give role players 
abstract instructions to “get mad,” it is more useful to provide a back story that allows them 
to understand why they should be mad, and why they should respond a certain way. As Staller 
and Zaiser (2015) argue drawing on medical training models, physical resemblance is less 
important than functional relevance. Moreover, the methods used to deliver reality-based 
training vary widely and are not equally effective. 

Scenarios for reality-based training should have generally scripted parameters, but allow for 
as much naturalism as possible in the interactions between officers and role players. Training 
scenarios should integrate verbal and physical skills, and should emphasize the ability to detect 
physical and behavioral cues of aggression, violence, cooperation, and other emotional states. 

Improving the Integration of Training and Street Performance

Caro (2011) examined the relationship between recruit performance in the academy and 
subsequent performance in field training. The results indicate that situations presented in 
police academy training are not always present during field training. This research brings to 
light the disconnect between academy lessons and field training evaluations. In order for training 
to be applicable on the street it must be flexible and based on the scenarios and patterns that 
officers experience in their everyday environment. 

The rapid proliferation of body-worn cameras holds significant promise for improving      
the integration of training and performance, both in learning and operational settings. 
Benitezsantiago (2015) studied the use of video-based coaching on martial arts performance. 
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Her study showed that trainees’ immediate viewing of video footage of practice sessions 
supported by coaching input and scored evaluation improved baseline performance.  The use 
of video early in the training process not only improves performance, but can also help foster a 
culture of greater transparency and accountability.  This kind of cultural change is critical
if policing is to overcome its longstanding suspicion of after-action reviews. This accountability 
occurs not only from the feedback that officers may receive from an instructor, but it allows 
them to view themselves and make an honest assessment of how they are responding to training.  
For example, in professional and collegiate sports, practices and games are routinely filmed for 
review in order to hold players accountable and improve performance. This can be applied to 
defensive tactics training in law enforcement while also helping agencies withstand liability of 
excessive force lawsuits. 

Gaggioli, et al. (2013) identified promising results in a study to combine physical skills and mental 
skills supported by video evaluation in the training of complex motor skills.  More generally, there
are commercially available software programs and other tools that enable coaches to easily 
record performance and deliver immediate feedback about movement/performance to trainees 
during a training session. One important question to consider is whether mental imagery 
training yields more benefit per unit time than other types of practice (e.g., hands-on practice 
of motor skills, scenario training, reviewing one’s own performance using video).  Recent 
increases in the inclusion of yoga, mindfulness training, and mental resilience training for 
police may have increased the acceptability of other types of mental practice, included mental 
imagery.

Haller, et al. (2014) address the relation among defensive tactics skills, stress, and decision 
making.  Their findings suggest that experienced officers do not necessarily perform well in 
simulated high-stress situations. This suggests that officers need to train under high stress and 
practice critical skills (e.g., observing their environment, processing relevant cues, communication 
with suspects)—and do so repetitively. Haller, et al. also encourage the use of video review and 
other techniques that support structured reflection on performance in support of both individual 
and team improvement.  Similarly, providing trainees with visual feedback about their heart 
rate and heart rate variability may help trainees visualize their stress response.

Condé (2017) emphasizes the need for training that balances defensive and control tactics. This 
study further notes that most violent police-citizen fights end on the ground and involve some 
form of grappling. Training that places an undue emphasis on strikes, punches, kicks, and other 
offensive action may leave officers unprepared to address the most common forms of resistance 
(Butler, 2020; also see Hough, 2017; Kaminski & Martin, 2000; Schlosser & Gahan, 2015). 
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BACKGROUND ON CORE RECOMMENDATIONS

Teach Situations, Not Techniques

First and foremost, defensive tactics training should focus on situations, not techniques.  
Training time should include more scenario-based training and less static training (Wilkes, 
2016). There is a longstanding belief in many police training circles that scenarios should be 
the capstone experience of learning rather than its constant method of instruction. This belief 
is grounded in the scientifically unsupported assumption that trainees must get “comfortable 
with the basics” before applying their knowledge in situational exercises.  However, applying 
this model of linear, modular learning in the context of police skills training is ill-suited to 
preparing officers to adapt to the complex realities of the street.  As Staller and Körner (2019) 
argue, “police trainers should generally focus on representatively-designed, high-quality 
interactions of training partners right from the start instead of constraining for disintegrated 
motor learning in the frame of isolated practices out of context in the beginning and only 
subsequently focusing on representative task design in the context of scenario-based training.” 

Defensive tactics training programs must align with the operating environment, which among 
other things means training in full gear and in weather, environmental, and other conditions 
that replicate the field.   

Training officers to recognize and quickly adapt to unpredictable, dynamic situations is far 
superior to teaching isolated techniques. Dayley (2016) writes that “police training should 
emphasize scenario-based training that provides officers with expanded experiences and pattern 
recognition in de-escalation to draw upon when urgent decisions are needed in real-world 
situations” (p. 39). Training is essential in helping individuals recognize patterns to be able to 
make proper decisions (Klein, 2008). Gallo, Collyer, and Gallagher (2008) similarly suggest that 
training scenarios should reflect common situations that officers face and that rely on evidence 
from use of force data from previous encounters. Role players are critical to scenario-based 
training because their actions influence the officer/trainee's reaction (Czarnecki & Miller, 
2006).  Role players should challenge participants to think dynamically and adaptively. Officers 
are at a fundamental disadvantage insofar as they must anticipate and respond to the behavior 
of suspects. Cojean, et al. (2020) suggest that training should be focused on the presentation of 
suspect behaviors and ensuring proportional responses to those behaviors. 

Andersen and Gustafsberg (2016) caution that "it may be misleading to assume that resilience 
programs delivered in classroom environments will generalize to use of force and behavioral 
performance outcomes in the real world." By contrast, efforts to incorporate resilience, stress 
management, and other skills directly into use of force training shows promising results. 
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Strandberg (2002) questions training methods that do not consider the reality of fighting. He 
argues the need for reverse engineering with respect to suspect behavior, tactics, and the type of 
general fighting skill of the population that resist. Renden, et al. (2017) reinforce the need to 
move defensive tactics training from the practice of isolated physical skills toward integrated
performance of perception, de-escalation, decision making, and physical response. Their 
study emphasizes the importance of situational assessment, and especially the role of critical 
cues in the anticipation of aggressive intent and effective early application of force mitigation 
and de-escalation techniques. Additionally, contextualizing skills—such as when it is or isn't 
appropriate to close the distance with the suspect—seems to help trainees implement skills 
appropriately. Similarly, providing trainees with a model for ending physical confrontations is 
a helpful way to to prepare them for the transition out of force to follow-up protocols including 
medical evaluation and care and preparation for safe transport.

Officers must have a practical awareness that “Technique X” will not always solve “Situation Y.”
Unfortunately, techniques-based training reinforces rigid linear thinking that can weaken 
officers’ capacity to adapt and flow to address rapidly evolving conditions.  Staller, et al. (2019) 
argue that from the outset of training, the responsibility should be placed primarily on the 
learners themselves to develop their capacities as adaptive problem solvers and creative 
decision-makers. Additionally, the development of declarative knowledge can happen organically, 
through instructors fostering discussions of why and when specific techniques are appropriate. 
To support this, trainees could be placed into different variations of a single live-role player 
scenario; some versions would require trainees to adapt their behavior to differing circumstances. 
In fact, this is precisely the method we use in the ADAPT pilot curriculum, which among other 
tools incorporates decision-making exercises that constantly challenge officers to adapt their 
skills to evolving conditions: “Ok, what you did worked in that situation, but what if X (e.g., 
suspect’s age/size, time of day, number of officers on scene) were to change? What would you 
do then? Would you do anything differently? Should you do anything differently?” Such exercises 
along with reflective practice, debriefing, and planning offer ways to develop deep knowledge 
about what works when and stress the necessity for adaptive flexibility. If these “deep thinking” 
skills can be dosed sufficiently during training, then the probability increases that trainees will 
deliberately apply them in the real operating environment. 

Defensive tactics techniques should be “pressure-tested” for reliability under stress as well 
as effectively performable by the majority of a physically diverse workforce.  Among other 
considerations, this means choosing techniques that will still be generally effective if applied 
imprecisely, which is inevitable given decrements of motor performance under extreme stress 
(see, for example, Johnsson, et al. 2017).  There is little value in teaching highly complex skills 
to officers who will hardly remember them, let alone use them effectively in dangerous 
real-world situations.  Given the limited frequency and duration of most use of force training 
programs, repetitive, scenario-based practice of a few core control and defensive tactics is 
the best option for improving baseline performance. 
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As DeNota and Huhta (2019) argue, even the simplest motor skill in policing is never 
performed in isolation; rather, there are always wider contextual factors.  Hence, “motor skills 
cannot be considered without all other aspects of police encounters, including occupationally 
relevant stress, situational awareness, and complex decision-making.” Petersson, et al. (2017) 
examine elements and physiological effects of lethal force encounters.  The information obtained 
could help develop close quarter fighting scenarios, since most of the encounters occurred 
within three meters between suspect and officer.  For example, trainers could develop quick 
reaction scenarios to aid officers in reacting smoothly and to efficiently threatening subjects 
armed with weapons.  Trainers could also adapt the training to the aid officers in movement 
and transitioning to force options. 

Murray & Haberfeld (2021) emphasize that part of realism is teaching officers that most force 
encounters are resolvable situations they can win with the right skills and mindset. Training 
should give officers a safe environment in which they can make mistakes and even fail, but then 
through coaching and feedback be given the opportunity to try again, succeed, and emerge with 
greater skill and confidence. Murray and Haberfeld also stress the importance of teaching 
officers how to learn.  Too much police training has historically taken a panic-inducing, fear-based 
approach that instills hypervigilance and undermines confidence rather than fostering a 
positive mindset (Stoughton, 2015).  

Along related lines, it is important to understand the physiological effects of violent
confrontations such as sensory distortion, racinsg heart, rapid breathing, nausea, tremors, and 
so forth. Understanding these effects of a fight will allow trainers to design scenarios and drills
that will put officers in a position to win the encounter (Dawes, et al., 2018). 

Training Frequency

A consistent theme in the research and a clear trend in responses from the ADAPT National 
Defensive Tactics Surveys is that officers do not receive nearly enough defensive tactics and 
use of force training. Traditional block training and annual defensive tactics updates do little to 
promote long term gains in the ability of officers to physically control a resisting suspect. 
For the majority of police agencies, use of force training is too brief and too infrequent to build 
the requisite baseline skills that officers need to perform effectively in the field. There is no 
easy remedy for this situation, which tends to be particularly acute for very large and very 
small agencies.  Despite their size difference, very large and very small agencies share in 
common the inability to provide enough regular training to their officers (see Rojek, et al., 2018). 
Without regular deliberate practice, the effects of training diminish rapidly. If live, in-person use 
of force training is limited to only a few hours per year or even less than that, then methods for 
providing supplemental training that require few departmental resources should be developed, 
such as roll-call training, video-based instruction, and decision-making exercises created from 
body worn camera and other video footage. 



26

RESEARCH REPORT

Instructors can foster more efficient learning by structuring longer training blocks in a manner
that minimizes “down time” by providing officers with deliberate practice and skill-building 
exercises enabling them to make purposeful use of time that would otherwise be spent waiting 
around. The type of practice is also key, with repeated deliberate practice related to performing 
better in situations that that may require force. "The more representative or 'real' the learning
environment, the better the transfer of skills from that environment to performance skills." 
(Cushion, 2018, p.3). 

Early Detection and Control of Threats 

Research by Martinez and Bennett (2019) on visual pivot and related work by Vickers (2007) 
on the concept of the “quiet eye” suggests the importance of training focal attention and cue 
extraction from body movement and positioning of opponents in confrontational situations. 
The cognitive and perceptual capacity for cue recognition rather than reaction time is the 
marker of expertise. 

Milazzo, et al. (2016) reinforces the importance of assessing situations and using that information 
to generate a response. Trainees should face unknown situations in which they do not know how 
or even if a person will resist or attack. Training should improve capacities for cue and pattern 
recognition across varying conditions and circumstances, and should instill the capacity to separate 
“signal” from “noise” by focusing on relevant versus irrelevant or tangential cues.  Milazzo, et al. 
(2016) conclude that defensive tactics skills should be practiced in complex, ambiguous situations 
that prepare officers to remain attentive to what is most important for ensuring the safety of all 
persons. They write, "besides training a sufficient number of hours, it is important that officers 
are also confronted with varying situations (and accompanying levels of anxiety) that could occur 
in the line of duty." In other words, training should involve not just demonstrating and executing 
the technique but doing so with some level of anxiety and some level of situational variations and 
complexity. Petri, et al. (2019) provided anticipatory tools for attack recognition. 

Resilience Training

Resilience is a critical element of effective defensive tactics training. The physical, mental, 
and emotional demands of violent face-to-face confrontations require that officers develop the 
capacity for resilient performance.  Staller (2019) showed that “ego depletion,” or diminished 
self-control, led to earlier resort to the use of force compared to officers with better emotional 
regulation. 

Andersen and Gustafsberg (2015) stress the need for training in visualization, mental 
rehearsal, focused attention, and controlled respiration.” In a later paper (2016), they caution 
that resilience training is far less likely to be effective when it is delivered in isolation in a classroom 
setting, as opposed to being substantively integrated within use of force training.
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The ability to perform a technique during stress is a critical skill for law enforcement officers 
(Vit, et al.). Law enforcement trainers must be able to design techniques and various control 
tactics systems that can be executed and implemented under stress. Trainers should aim to 
generate intermediate levels of stress that are most likely to improve real-world performance. 
When stress is too high or too low, the effects of training are diminished. 

Skills to Match Physical Diversity 

Training must improve the overall skill level of the entire police workforce in all its physical 
diversity. Use of force training should also emphasize functional fitness. Dawes, et al. (2018) 
found that higher BMI correlated with increased physiological response during defensive tactics 
training and recommend greater focus on anaerobic exercise for law enforcement officers. 

With results similar to the ADAPT national defensive tactics surveys, in a 2016 survey 
commissioned by the Florida Department of Law Enforcement, ground fighting and grappling, 
size mismatches, takedowns, and defending against multiple attackers were listed as the top 
techniques' respondents wished they could improve. 

Decision-Making Training

More than anything else, defensive tactics training could be improved by systematically 
integrating psychomotor and decision-making skills development. 

To reiterate what we have stated throughout this report, adaptive decision-making is the 
essence of expert performance in dynamic, high-stakes operating environments such as the use 
of force. To its longstanding detriment, police training has often presented decision-making as 
an abstract, academic topic of discussion rather than systematically and experientially developing 
decision-making as a foundational capacity. We want to stress that decision-making cannot 
be taught in isolation; rather, it must be the entire framework within which specific skills are 
trained and developed.  

Staller and Zaiser (2015) cite extensive literature on decision-making that highlights the 
critical role of “cognitive readiness.”  The military, emergency medicine, aviation, and similar 
fields have long recognized that isolated skills proficiency does not guarantee operational 
success. Fautua and Schatz (2012) point to pattern recognition, creative adaptability, and 
intuitive decision-making as the cornerstones of expertise that must be systematically developed 
across the entire career life course. Unfortunately, most police use of force training uses empirically 
feeble models of decision-making that are too unwieldy and complex to have real-world value. 

Vickers (2011) makes a crucial distinction between “non-cognitive” (behavioral) versus 
“cognitive” (decision) training models. Non-cognitive models are focused on “easy first” learning 
and isolated technical skills development, while cognitive models take a “hard first” holistic 
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approach. Behavioral models have a strong appeal because they generate quick, observable 
progress in basic skills acquisition. However, by encouraging automatic, reflexive performance, 
the behavioral approach undermines the long-term development of cognitive skills essential 
for expert performance (see Ericsson, 2003). 

Blumberg, et al. (2019) argue that police academies must infuse cognitive, social, and emotional 
skills throughout training. They also emphasize the need for greater continuity between academy 
training and field training.  Recruits should leave the academy with a core capacity for critical
thinking and with the metacognitive skills necessary to be an effective, self-aware learner.  
Preddy (2018) identified the following metacognitive skills as decisive to violent police 
confrontations: situational awareness, problem-solving, adaptability, decision-making, confidence, 
and critical thinking.  Preddy emphasizes that these and related skills must be incorporated 
into reality-based and scenario training in order to enhance its effectiveness and fidelity to the 
operating environment. 

Harris, Eccles, et al. (2017) argue that flexible decision-making is the key to prevailing in use 
of force situations. In particular, the results of their study suggest that training, especially for 
novice officers, should attempt to enhance their capacity to deliberately plan and prepare for 
critical incidents before they occur.  The expert officers in this study were not caught off guard: 
they actively gathered information and reflected on it when making decisions. By contrast, 
newer officers are at risk of being overwhelmed by events because they are merely reacting to 
events rather than consciously responding to them.  The study also highlights the need for a 
much greater emphasis in training on anticipatory reasoning by challenging officers to predict a 
wide range of outcomes to complex scenarios.  This contrasts with the static, unrealistic nature of 
most defensive tactics and firearms training where conditions and outcomes are fixed and easy 
to predict.  The study also shows the need for better integration of emotional coping strategies 
into tactical training to ensure officers’ self-control and ability to focus on dynamic events. 

Instructor Skills, Competence, and Credibility

In addition to being technically competent, instructors must have the demonstrable capacity 
to support all aspects of adult learning.  Instructors should consider student motivation and 
design learning environments that promote the development of independent problem-solving 
skills. To achieve this, trainees must be allowed to make mistakes and learn the boundaries of 
acceptable and efficient responses.

Defensive tactics programs could be measured by instructor's ability to connect to their 
students. The success of training ultimately depends on instructors' credibility, which drives 
students' receptivity (Wolfe, et al. 2019).  Technical skill is important; however, it is even 
more important for instructors to be role models of mental, physical, and moral fitness who 
exemplify the highest ideals of the policing profession.  The kinds of basic skills that should 
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be central to most police use of force training do not require instructors with elite-level martial 
arts competency. Instructors must be able to build rapport with their students and engage 
them across the full range of tactical, legal, and ethical issues inherent to the use of force.

Most important, training must be guided by strong data, not by rigid allegiance to a particular 
style or system.  There is no system, martial art, or curriculum that by itself can prepare and equip 
officers to act effectively, lawfully, and ethically in real-world violent confrontations.  Training must 
adapt to the complex realities of policing, not the other way around.
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CONCLUSION

We hope this report will contribute to ongoing efforts at improving the integration of scientific 
research and best practices in law enforcement use of force training, education, and operations. 
In the interest of brevity, we have tried to keep the technical discussion limited and to emphasize 
the basic actionable recommendations that we have identified in our research. At the end of 
this report, interested readers will find a complete bibliography listing the hundreds of sources 
that we used to inform our recommendations. We encourage readers to explore these sources 
in closer detail.  

In addition to what we have said in the body of the report, we want to close by emphasizing a 
few key points:

•   First, most errors in use of force decision-making that result in the preventable serious 
injury or death of law enforcement officers and community members are attributable to 
remediable deficiencies in basic core skills.  As such, training that emphasizes simple and 
straightforward techniques is most likely to pay the greatest dividends in officer and public 
safety.

•   Second, adaptive decision-making is the most important element in the use of force, and 
must be learned and practiced experientially, not abstractly. 

•   Third, the use of force must be learned and practiced holistically and in a manner that 
requires officers to constantly make and execute decisions about how to balance skills of 
influence with skills of control.

•   Fourth, it is more important for use of force instructors to be compelling, respected, role models 
and teachers than it is for them to be world-class experts in martial arts and combatives.  

•   Fifth, most agencies will never have enough time and money to train as much as they 
should.  Therefore, leaders need to identify and commit to data-driven practices that make 
the most efficient use of limited resources.

•    Sixth, training requires a sustained commitment if it is to have any chance of changing 
performance in the field:  programs that purport to show significant results in officer 
behavior after a single or limited dose of training should be viewed with skepticism.
In any skill, the path to excellence is long and hard, and has no shortcuts.  

Finally, we encourage readers to contact our team to discuss in closer detail anything we have 
said here. We have no doubt that this report contains errors and omissions, for which we alone 
are responsible. But whatever its flaws and imperfections, we hope these pages foster discussion 
about a topic that is too important to be treated with anything but the highest level of scientific, 
tactical, and moral imagination. 
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Terminology:
(if applicable, use the table below to detail terminology used to describe various techniques) 

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Is the training blended with other force options? 
(Definition: Training that is totally integrated)
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(Definition: Training that is totally integrated)
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Is sparring allowed between students/instructors?
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