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Introduction
 

Leadership, communication, problem-solving, and decision-making are four core areas of concern for law enforcement.

All four have been extensively researched and a vast amount of documentation is available on these topics. While the

first two categories have focused on their direct relevance to law enforcement, the final two skills, arguably the most

important and the focus of this article, have generally not received equal consideration in this regard. Quite interestingly,
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problem-solving and decision-making are also vital and integral components of the previous two categories, leadership

and communication.

Problem-solving and decision-making are a highly complex area of research generally subsumed under fields such as

sociology, cultural anthropology, cognitive psychology, behavioral psychology, and behavioral economics. Therefore,

the scope of this article will merely break the surface of this fascinating and important topic.

Problem solving and decision-making are, of course, distinct disciplines in their own right, but there is a considerable

amount of overlap between them, and they are inherently very closely related. For this reason, they have been grouped

together as though they are a single phenomenon. The acronym PSDM will be employed to refer to problem-solving

and decision-making as a single concept throughout this text.  It should be obvious that a decision must be made when

encountering a problem. A decision, on the other hand, can of course be taken in relation to problem-solving, but may

also be made standing on its own merits without requiring the existence of a specific problem.

Prior to undertaking research of any subject, it is best to clearly define key terms.   Problem-solving, according to the

Merriam-Webster online dictionary, is defined as “the process or act of finding a solution to a problem.”  This definition,

however, is superficial and requires further explanation.  A more functional definition would be “problem-solving is a

process whereby an individual or group of individuals develop responses to a question or hypothesis which requires a

response or solution.”

Decision-making, according to Trewatha & Newport (1982) “…involves the selection of a course of action from among two

or more possible alternatives in order to arrive at a solution for a given problem.”   Of course, this definition is also flawed

when considering the fact that a decision is not automatically the outcome of a problem. A better definition might be

“decision-making involves the selection of a decision from among one or several available options.” It is critical that one

bears these definitions in mind in order to clearly grasp the differences between the two concepts as one may

frequently find that they have been conflated.

Some of the more pertinent issues with regard to PSDM in the field of law enforcement will now be examined. These

include cognitive bias in judgments, heuristics or mental shortcuts, and various other significant obstacles and

challenges to developing and implementing effective PSDM. Human beings are higher level creatures endowed with

exceptional thinking processes, but the downside is that the rich diversity of these same processes occasionally leads

some people astray.
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Figure 1 Courtesy https://www.news.com. Reproduced under 17 U.S. Code § 107 Fair use clause.

PSDM in the Context of Law Enforcement
 

Many individuals overestimate their abilities at problem-solving and decision-making. This holds equally true for some

police officers as well. Those involved in law enforcement, order maintenance, and public safety face a bewildering

array of different situations and scenarios on a regular basis. Each of these situations calls for the use of reasoned

judgment and discretion. These decisions can result in the difference between life and death in some cases. Oftentimes

in such situations, the time for decision-making is limited and a response is urgent. A wrong choice could result in

catastrophic, life-altering consequences.

One of the most common areas where these shortcomings in effective decision-making have been evidenced is in the

use of force by police and, in particular, in officer-involved shootings (OIS). This is certainly not the only situation or area

where PSDM is applicable to the law enforcement setting.  Effective problem-solving and decision-making applies to

any and all areas of law enforcement as well as across all agencies, departments, jurisdictions, and ranks.

Problems come in all shapes and sizes; they may be personal or professional, or both. They may be easy to resolve,

https://www.news.com
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complex, serious, or inconsequential. In addition to this complex web, problems may be cumulative; that is, one problem

or set of interrelated problems may engender others, or even hide the origins and true nature of the problem lying

beneath the surface. When considering PSDM within the law enforcement context, problems may be administrative,

strategic, operational, or tactical. One can face problems with human resources, logistics, finance, or operations.

Many of the problems faced by patrol officers are well beyond the scope and competence of the average citizen. Thus,

officers need to be equipped with particularly sharpened problem-solving and decision-making skills. It is unfortunate

that, in many cases, once an officer graduates from a training academy and commences public service in the field,

extensive training often stops there, and this important skill is often relegated to the past. Training should remain a

continuous process and be extended across all departments and functions of the police on a regular basis. While being

physically fit is certainly an important criteria and often a prerequisite of police work, being cognitively fit has not

received the same level of attention, as police in-service training is routinely not prioritized.

The duties of a patrol officer include the use of discretion to discern rapidly between the use of force and the need to

defuse potentially violent confrontations while simultaneously maintaining ethical conduct. As such, effective problem-

solving and decision-making spans all departments, functions, and ranks within the police. The decisions that must be

made range from the most simple, mundane, and routine, such as deciding on the time for a meeting, establishing

training schedules, and handing out speeding tickets, to the most dangerous and complex, such as how to resolve a

hostage and kidnapping situation, saving lives during an active shooter event, dealing with a violent domestic dispute, or

handling an unfolding terrorist incident.

Finally, law enforcement personnel are, of course, also human beings, and as such, they must also find solutions and

resolve their own personal problems. As individuals, they must make important decisions about their own lives.

Interpersonal relations have been at the root of some very serious and troubling incidents regarding the misconduct of

police officers. There exist a number of cases where poor professional judgment has been exercised. This is often

indicative of inadequate personal problem-solving and decision-making skills, which may also eventually be manifested

professionally.

 

The Mechanics of Rational Thought
 

Human beings are preprogrammed with an evolutionary survival mechanism that often kicks into action before we have

the opportunity to adequately analyze, evaluate, and implement our decisions. When faced with imminent danger, our

ancient ancestors did not benefit from the luxury of reflective cognition, and, as such, responses were often adrenaline

assisted. With the passage of time and the relative reduction of threats and a related increasing requirement for higher

level thinking, the prefrontal cortex, the seat of the executive function within the human brain where reasoning takes

place, has developed and expanded accordingly, taking on ever greater responsibility in our PSDM.

When there is a lack of stress, the system functions properly, and things generally go according to plan, and problem-
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solving and decision-making become context-specific and well balanced.  It is the way in which an individual identifies,

analyzes, decides, and evaluates a problem that will impact the decision-making process. According to Daniel

Kahneman, the 2002 Nobel Prize laureate in economics, “(t)he corresponding stages in the production of decisions are

the framing of the problem that is to be solved, the collection of relevant information leading to a decision, and reflection

and review.” Unfortunately, all too often these two systems are imbalanced and, according to Kahneman, people tend to

rely more on instincts than on reason. This is due to the fact that higher-level thinking requires more effort than relying

on our mental shortcuts, which are often biased and experiential in nature, rather than cognitively balanced. When a

person is faced with a novel situation, an individual most frequently relies upon past experience to formulate critical

decisions. In many situations, the human mind may also play tricks, since individual span of attention is extremely limited

both in time and scope.
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Figure 2. Courtesy Scientific American. Reproduced under 17 U.S. Code § 107 Fair use clause.

Effective decision-making is most often a balance between analyzing alternative options. That being said, there is a fine

line between what is a reasonable number of feasible options and what constitutes “too many.”  An individual, when

faced with an abundant number of possible solutions or decisions, may face what is referred to as “analysis paralysis,” or

the inability to analyze and come to a decision. Given the limited time frame often involved in law enforcement

encounters, decision-making is based upon several core factors. These include personal characteristics which

determine behavior, cultural and historical influences, mental predisposition, and peer influence, among others. If the
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current situation is similar to a previous experience, a person will generally and somewhat automatically default to the

familiar and the comfortable, and thus adopt a similar response to one that had previously been made.

 

Cognitive Heuristics or Mental Shortcuts.
 

If individuals had to apply deep reflection concerning every decision they made during the day, they would quickly

become overwhelmed even with the simplest scenarios and situations. German psychologist and neuroscientist, Ernst

Pöppel, estimated that people make approximately 20,000 decisions on a daily basis and they do so with relative

rapidity. Other researchers have alternatively placed the estimate at 35,000, and while such estimates appear

exaggerated to the uninitiated, a person will make 226.7 decisions each day on just food alone, according to research

that was conducted at Cornell University (Wansink and Sobal, 2007).

While cognitive heuristics or mental shortcuts assist people in day-to-day decision-making, they also create pitfalls for

the inattentive. Because they are generally based upon past experiences, these perceptions and their related

interpretations may also lead to bias and stereotyping. When one considers the negative impact that this might have

regarding the interviewing of a witness, suspect or crime victim, it may be highly advisable for an officer to check

impressions to determine if they are based upon fact or preconceived opinion. Failure to do so, could have catastrophic

consequences, such as arresting the wrong individual, setting the investigation on a wrong course, or even costing the

life of an individual.

This article has explored the importance of problem-solving and decision-making in the context of law enforcement.

Future articles will expand upon this topic and explore more fully the mechanisms, “traps” and challenges related to

effective problem-solving and decision-making.
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