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For professional policing, learning is key. Since learning can be viewed as

a complex process between the individual and information, learning takes

place both within and outside the police system as well as during and before

employment. The current conceptual analysis delineates different areas of

(non-)learning related to policing and argues for the management of learning

as a key issue for the police’s professionalization. According to this assumption

a Police Learning Management Framework is presented, in which the relevant

areas of learning as well as the related challenges for police learning on

an individual and organizational level are specified. The proposed model

calls for a more focused view on police learning which is a prerequisite for

professionally coping with the pressing challenges of contemporary policing.
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Introduction

A high quality of police work is essential in a socially fair and democratic society.
Especially since the police are mandated with legally using coercive means to uphold the
law (Terrill, 2014; Dunham and Alpert, 2021), it is essential that the delegated power is
exercised professionally by the individual officer. While democracy does not guarantee
that the judgments of the individual police officer will uniformly replicate those of the
public, the public has a right to spell out the criteria by which the judgment should be
made (Reiman, 1985). This social contract also entails that these criteria are adhered
to by competent individuals. As such, ensuring that only competent individuals are
tasked with making sound judgments is part of this social contract between the police
and the public. To ensure good policing, police institutions invest resources to select
both sufficient and qualified police officer candidates usually by using psychological
selection procedures and optimally preparing the individuals on the front through
education and training for their duties (Yuille, 1986; Feltes, 2002; Cordner and Shain,
2011; Donohue, 2020).

However, analysis of violations of this social contract, such as the
inappropriate use of force (Boxer et al., 2021), racially and socially biased policing

Frontiers in Education 01 frontiersin.org

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education#editorial-board
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education#editorial-board
https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2022.730789
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.3389/feduc.2022.730789&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2022-09-26
https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2022.730789
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/feduc.2022.730789/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org/


feduc-07-730789 September 22, 2022 Time: 7:39 # 2

Staller and Koerner 10.3389/feduc.2022.730789

(Engel and Cohen, 2014; Abdul-Rahman et al., 2020), and
police misconduct (Ivkovic, 2014; Porter, 2021), suggest that
the genesis of such events is multi-faceted and cannot only
be attributed to the individual’s behavior. While personal
characteristics may play a role, training experiences, education,
socialization, and other influences weigh into the performance
in any given situation (Goff and Rau, 2020; Boxer et al., 2021).

Concerning professional conduct, there are a plethora of
factors contributing to the competence of quality policing.
While expertise might be an essential ingredient for professional
police conduct, it is the result of a continuous development
of the individual that has to be regularly renewed (Staller and
Körner, 2021). It is noteworthy that this development extends
beyond experiences in the police domain. Human development
is a continuous, never-ending process that is dependent on
various contexts and interactions within these contexts leading
to individual experiences (Huston and Bentley, 2010; Osher
et al., 2018).

We refer to this change in the individual’s system state
and capacity due to interaction with the environment as
learning. More specifically, learning occurs as an adaptation
to regularities in the environment (Houwer et al., 2013). As
such, our conceptualization of learning extends to what is—
depending on the literature—referred to as training and/or
education in organizational contexts. While training in an
organization refers to a systematic approach to learning to
improve individual, leading to the acquisition of new knowledge
or skills (Aguinis and Kraiger, 2009), education encompasses,
among other things, taking a reflexive stance toward one role.
As such, police education reflects on the intentional, guided,
and goal-directed development of police work, the police
organization, and police governance (Huisjes et al., 2018). This
reflexivity has been described as a key component of good
policing (Bergman, 2017; Wood and Williams, 2017), resulting
in a shift from only practical vocational training toward hybrid-
formats of higher education programs in preparation for police
work that has taken place over the last decades in several
countries (Paterson, 2011; Frevel, 2018).

Ultimately, police officers have to perform their duties
aligned with the goals of society. In order to do that, they have
to arrive at an internal capacity, with the skills, knowledge,
attitudes, belief system, etc., that allow them to professionally
perform that duty. Society, and police organizations as part of
it, have to ensure that, when individuals perform that societal
task of policing, they have learnt what is needed. By referring to
our broad understanding of learning we do not point toward
a specific setting where such learning has occurred. Instead,
we contend that police officers have been and are subject to
various interactional contexts, where learning has the potential
to occur and to ultimately unfold its impact when performing
their daily duty.

In the current article, we analytically describe several areas
where learning does take place—or non-learning understood

as the negative value of learning: no adaptation on a certain
(normatively set) aspect (e.g., learning to police) despite
experiences within the environment. Of course, it can be argued
which aspect should normatively be learnt. As such, non-
learning is an observation depending on the perspective of
the observer, based on the assumption that learning is always
taking place (see section “Learning as an interaction process
between individual and information”). Building on a systemic
view on the area of learning, we selectively focus on five
areas of (non-)learning that seem to play a key role in police
learning. These areas comprise of what police officers have
(or have not) learnt (1) before the job, (2) in preparation
for their job, (3) during their job, (4) alongside their job,
and (5) by being part of (sub-)system(s) of police. Having a
clear concept of what is learnt, where, and when allows the
police to (re)direct resources to the learning situations needed
for optimal job performance. We finally state three challenges
that future scholarly and practical endeavors have to address
to further professionalize police learning. Before we start our
analytical account of police learning we feel we should present
our two general assumptions to the reader that guide our
selection, description, and practical implication of our account
of police learning.

Assumptions

The management of police-citizen
interaction and the mandate to use
coercion as key features of policing

The police profession has two structural features that
distinguish it from other professions: (a) the mandate
to legitimately use coercion and (b) a high potential
for experiencing conflict situations during police-citizen
interactions that have to be resolved on a continuum ranging
from empathy and cooperation to means of coercion.

Both features stem from the inherent assignment of the
police: providing safety for its citizen and ensuring that
the law is adhered to. Through preventive and repressive
measures, the police try to accommodate its mandate.
Experiencing that prevention through repression is rather
ineffective (Feltes, 2002); police services around the world have
adhered more and more to a community-oriented approach of
policing over the last decades including “order maintenance,
conflict resolution, problem solving, and provision of services
as well as other activities” (Feltes, 2002, p. 48). This
proactive approach entails managing conflicts when they
arise, soundly intervening when they have manifested, and
simultaneously enforcing the legislation as mandated. The
management of tension and conflict—be it verbal or physical—
is structurally embedded in the policing mandate. However,
given the social contract it is important to note that this
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must be achieved in forms best for the society (Reiman,
1985).

Since not all conflictual situations can be solved by
cooperative means and violent acts of individuals have
to be responded to, the police are mandated to use
coercion and force legitimately (Terrill, 2014; Dunham
and Alpert, 2021). The police are even allowed to use
deadly force within the limits of the law (Terrill, 2016;
Lee, 2017). This power comes with great responsibility:
there is the danger the social contract will be violated; that
police behavior harms the public more than it helps and
serves.

These two distinguished features of the police profession
create a field of tension: a high probability of experiencing
conflict situations on a daily basis and the legal mandate
to use coercion. While many conflict situations may be
resolved using cooperative means, the use of coercion seems
to provide an appealing shortcut (Staller and Koerner,
2021b). As such, it falls at the discretion of the acting
police officer to make a sound judgment in which conflict
resolution strategy might be appropriate in any given
situation.

The decision of what strategy to employ and how to
apply it is highly dependent on the stable and acute factors
of the individual: their attitude, belief set, skills, physical
characteristics, emotional state, etc. In short, it depends highly
on the individual and the current internal system state.
And this is—alongside situational factors involved (Cojean
et al., 2020)—heavily the result of what the individual
acting police officer has explicitly and implicitly learnt so
far.

Learning as an interaction process
between individual and information

In our account we adopt the broad definition of learning.
We account for learning as interaction processes between
individuals and information leading to permanent changes
in the individual system’s capacity. Information potentially
to be acted upon is omnipresent: experiences, learning
material, thoughts, something we hear, something we see,
or something that happens to us. As such, as soon as we
interact with our physical or social environment, or with
stored or generated information in our minds, we learn.
This understanding of learning entails—but does not limit
learning to—the mental processes that take place in the
individual and that can lead to intended and unintended
changes in emotion, cognition, and behavior. Traditionally,
and more narrowly, learning in educational and training
settings is concerned with the intended changes, also referred
to as the learning outcomes (Illeris, 2007). With our broad
definition we adopt a constructivist view to learning that

is more equivalent to the definition of Illeris (2007) who
defines learning as “any process that in living organisms
leads to permanent capacity change and which is not solely
due to biological maturation or aging” (p. 3). Adopting such
a constructivist conceptualization has major consequences,
especially concerning learning to police. These premises form
the basis of our account:

• Premise 1: Learning is a continuous, always-happening
process.

• Premise 2: Learning is not fully controllable.
• Premise 3: Learning is done by the individual.

In this constructivist approach (1), learning is more than just
engaging in explicit learning settings such as school education
or police training. Vast amounts of research show that learning
takes place in formal settings, but also in informal environments
such as peer talks or media (Hoy and Murphy, 2001; Ichijo
and Nonaka, 2007). This directly refers to premise (2). If,
when, and to what extent learning occurs eludes external
control. While external information the individual acts upon
can be influenced, for example, through the presentation of
knowledge, setting up learning experiences, managing with
what and who individuals engage with, etc., the effects—
namely what is learned through these interactions—remains
vague. Also, interactions the learning individual will have with
material, thoughts, or people are often beyond the control
of external influences and remain at the discretion of the
individual, which points to premise (3). Ultimately, learning
is done by the individual. It is a highly individualized and
constructivist process.

This view on learning is in accordance with key assumptions
of ecological dynamics, within that process, individual, task,
and environmental constraints provide individual affordances
and opportunities for learning which allow them to attune to
information and to specify and guide their learning process
(Seifert et al., 2019). As ecological psychology emphasizes the
learning individuum attunes (consciously and subconsciously)
to different sources of information to interact with, e.g.,
learning material, peer groups, social media, or their own
thoughts (Wood and Williams, 2017; Staller et al., 2022b). Also,
different intensity levels of interaction [e.g., (un-)conscious, (de-
)motivated] are heavily dependent on the individual’s capacities
and state at the moment of interaction (Vansteenkiste et al.,
2004; Gorges and Kandler, 2012).

Furthermore, learning as a change in the individual’s
system’s capacity posits that the starting point of any learning
process is the current system state that is altered through
interaction with information. As such, the starting point is
always highly individual depending on different capacities and
internal, e.g., emotional and motivational, states (Orth et al.,
2019).
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Finally, each interaction and the subsequent alteration in the
individual’s system’s state provides an opportunity to interact
with by itself. Using those experiences to learn from is at the
heart of experiential and reflexive learning theories (Schön,
1983; Brookfield, 1998; Kolb, 2015).

Learning to police with
democratic ideals

Based on our identified key aspects, that (a) high-quality
policing is heavily dependent on the individual’s capacity to
responsibly use the mandated power and that (b) learning
extends beyond training and educational settings, we propose
a framework for police learning. The framework aims at
systematizing different areas where learning for policing takes
place and that have to be accounted for—and thus be managed—
by the police in order to ensure high-quality policing by
the individual officers (see Figure 1). Within the framework
we differentiate police (non-)learning on three dimensions:
(a) in and outside the police (gray blocks on the left), (b)
formal and not-formal learning (second columns of gray
blocks on the left), and (c) the time-line centering on the
employment status by the police institution (gray blocks on the
bottom).

We purposely chose these three differentiations since
they demark different systems (police vs. not-police, formal
vs. not-formal learning, and timeline) with different internal
system logics. Police and not-police refers to learning within
the system of policing or not. We refer to formal learning as
highly institutionalized settings that are formally recognized
with diplomas and certificates and other organized learning
opportunities. We refer to not-formal learning as any other
learning taking place such as self-driven searches for knowledge
and non-intended implicit learning through any other
interaction between the individual and the environment. We
are fully aware that there are other conceptualizations of formal
and other forms of learning (Eraut, 2000; Nelson et al., 2006;
Mallett and Dickens, 2009; Stoszkowski and Collins, 2015).
However, for our argument, the differentiation between what
is institutionalized and intended (=formal learning) versus
what is not (=not-formal learning) seems to us as a pragmatic
differentiation. Concerning the timeline, we differentiate
between not being employed by the police versus being
employed by the organization. Additionally, we differentiate
between pre-service training and in-service training, since the
formal learning settings are different in nature between these
two training and educational settings. The dotted lines depict
system barriers between one system and another.

Based on our analytical approach, we now focus on five
areas of learning (green circles) that, from our perspective,
are essential to be considered when managing learning in
policing and that provide various contemporary challenges.

After describing the areas of learning and providing an overview
of aspects to consider, we point toward the challenges (yellow
circles) that from our perspective need to be addressed in order
to further professionalize police training and education.

Learning before the job

Individuals have learnt a lot before becoming police officers.
Before they enter the system of policing, individuals have learnt
in different learning environments (Illeris, 2007): in school,
college. Or universities, but also through media, family, peers,
and other everyday learning interactions.

As such, individuals already have an individually learned
conception about policing and underlying democratic ideals.
A study from Germany showed that police recruits at the
beginning of their career lie in the typical range for xenophobic
attitudes compared to their education and age group (Krott
et al., 2018). With what individuals have learnt before the
doorstep of their police career is embedded within the societal
context, like all learning (Illeris, 2007). This also extends to the
current debates about the role and the orientation of policing
(Jacobs et al., 2020; Goff, 2021; Koziarski and Huey, 2021;
Staller and Koerner, 2021a). Individuals may have developed
their individual conception about policing in society: What it
entails, how it is embedded within the society, and what its main
functions are. Depending on such conceptions individuals will
enter to the profession with different premises and expectations.
Is policing primarily understood as a public service or is it
primarily a crime-fighting endeavor?

The conception about what the police profession is about
may be influenced by experiences of the police as addressee or as
a family member of a police family (Navarro-Abal et al., 2020)—
but also in pop culture (Pautz, 2016; Seeßlen, 2019; Wilson et al.,
2019) or police recruitment videos (Koslicki, 2020; Carrier et al.,
2021). These conceptions are problematic if they do not match
with what the profession is about or what the individual has to
expect. For example, depictions and prominence of community-
policing versus militaristic themes in videos may suggest a
specific understanding of what policing is about (Koslicki, 2020).

Concerning the mandate to use legitimate coercive
force, individuals may also bring an understanding of this
responsibility to the table. This understanding may differ
between the mandate embedded within the social contract and a
given authority as an end to itself. For example, for some police
recruits to be perceived as an authority seems a motivating
factor (Muhadjeri, 2021). While this factor is regularly on
the lower end of motives for becoming a police officer, the
excitement of work, helping others, fighting crime, and the
desire to enforce the law regularly score higher in self-reported
motivational studies (Raganella and White, 2004; Wu et al.,
2008; White et al., 2010; Lohbeck, 2021).
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FIGURE 1

Police learning management framework.

Besides learning that has taken place regarding the
understanding, expectation, and attitude toward policing and
its democratic foundation, individuals also have learnt a lot
concerning practical conflict management skills: Through the
rise of martial arts and reality-based self-defense systems
(Bowman, 2015; Staller et al., 2016), individuals often enter
the police service with a background of martial arts (Renden
et al., 2015; Körner et al., 2019). A study investigating the
effect of martial arts training on solving conflictual situations
“hands-on” (Torres, 2018) indicated that prior experience in
marital arts training and high perceived use of force self-efficacy
predict confidence in resolving conflict physically. On the other
side of conflict resolution skills, lots of learning opportunities
in cooperative conflict resolution may lead to a learned skill
set that emphasizes cooperation over coercion. However, to
our knowledge no studies exist examining this linkage with
regards to police conflict management. There are indications
that individuals that learnt to cope with conflict in ways other
than coercion yield these skills in conflict situations during
police work (Jaeckle et al., 2019; Ba et al., 2021).

The argument is simple: Individuals are likely to perform
what they have learnt, at least when they do not engage in a
reflexive account of their learning process. For example, while
there is nothing wrong with engaging in martial arts, it is about
acknowledging that there may be a blind spot when it comes
to conflict management. The argument also extends to biases
and fallacies in general. Without reflexivity, individuals may
have learnt things that may prove problematic combined with

the mandated authority of police (Staller et al., 2022b). The
benefit of higher order thinking skills—like reflexivity—may be
a reason for results indicating that officers with a pre-service
bachelor’s degree hold attitudes that are less supportive of abuse
of authority (Telep, 2011).

In sum, people have a lot of learning opportunities
before they arrive at the doorstep of policing. These depend
on the societal constraints the individual is subjected to
Illeris (2007). The more learning opportunities that relate
to responsible conduct, sound police-citizen interactions, and
conflict management, the more likely that these learnt beliefs
and skills are put into the field.

Learning for the job

Training and education of police officers is essential factor
for ensuring a high quality of police work (Feltes, 2002). Given
that individuals—now police recruits—arrive with differing
capacities of learnt content, the police have to ensure that
individuals learn what is necessary for the police profession.
However, since learning is ultimately not controllable and done
by the individuals, the police organization is responsible for
providing the grounds and the constraints in which learning is
facilitated.

In order to prepare for the job, police recruit programs
around the world regularly entail three planned learning
settings: (a) theory informing class-room settings at the police
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academy, the police college, or the police university (Frevel,
2018; Leek, 2020); (b) practical skills training like conflict
management training, traffic stop training, etc., (Staller et al.,
2021a); and work-integrated learning through supervised and
accompanied working in the field, otherwise known as field-
training (Engelson, 1999; Hoel and Christensen, 2020).

Such planned learning settings provide the platform for
what can be learnt; however, it is worth noting that what is
indented to be learnt is not necessarily what is learnt. This
issue refers to the difference between an explicit curriculum
and a “hidden” one (White, 2006; Staller et al., 2019). For
example, while the explicit curriculum in a Police University
of Applied Sciences in Germany states that a community-
oriented and de-escalative approach to policing is warranted,
an analysis found that the vast amount of training content
concerns coercive force (Staller et al., 2019, 2021a), providing
the “hidden” learning message that conflictual situations are to
be solved via coercion.

Concerning field training, explicit and implicit learning
opportunities also differ: Engelson (1999) found that that
although positive explicit values were communicated, several
potentially negative implicit values were also communicated
to police recruits (Engelson, 1999). Recruits learn more than
what is explicitly addressed in field training. Learning within
these settings also entails learning police misconduct (Getty
et al., 2016). Field-training officers—like police trainers—are
role models and peers and are of critical importance for police
learning (Belur et al., 2019; Staller et al., 2022a). They can
be a source of ethical practice but also of unethical practice
(Fekjær et al., 2014; Hoel and Christensen, 2020). For example,
the study on police students by Fekjær et al. (2014) showed
that, during field training, police students changed their attitude
to be more in line with negative characteristics of street cop
culture. Police trainers also have the potential to influence
the becoming of a police officer negatively. A reason for this
might lie in the finding that recruits strive to be accepted; as
such they focus on performing and learning what they observe
through their field training officers (Hoel and Christensen,
2020). Danger narratives (Branch, 2021; Sierra-Arévalo, 2021)
and storytelling (Kurtz and Upton, 2017; Rantatalo and Karp,
2018) implicitly convey a negatively biased perspective on the
daily routine and problematic attitudes toward police-citizen
interactions. On the positive side, field training officers and
police trainers are of critical importance for police recruits
in integrating theoretical learning with practical skills (Belur
et al., 2019; Staller et al., 2022a). Also, field training officers’
professional and emotional support has been accounted for as an
important feature by recruits (Hoel, 2019; Hoel and Christensen,
2020).

Also, studies in Germany regularly point toward
differences between what is learnt in theory-driven
academy settings compared to practical training and field
training (Frevel, 2018). Frevel (2018) points out that some

lecturers, trainers, and field trainers would disagree with
the content taught by their respective partners. While
the one side advises to “Forget everything you have
learnt at the university, this is the real policing” (p. 209),
the other side states “What you have learnt from your
tutor is not state of the art and even wrong/illicit” (p.
209).

There is a broad consensus that police are in need
of good education, leading toward an orientation toward
higher education (Paterson, 2011; Frevel, 2018; Huisjes et al.,
2018; Rogers and Frevel, 2018). Research has shown the
beneficial aspects of this orientation, like a reduction in police
culture (Cox and Kirby, 2018), a reduction in use of force
(Rydberg and Terrill, 2010; Vespucci, 2020), or a reduction
in xenophobic attitudes (Krott et al., 2018). Compared to a
more practical-oriented approach to vocational training, higher
educational settings focus on the development of broader
skills sets such as such as emotional, cognitive, social and
moral skills (Blumberg et al., 2019) as well as scientific
thinking and reflective practice (Huisjes et al., 2018) in
policing. Recently it has been argued that reflexivity is a
key aspect in modern policing (Wood and Williams, 2017;
Staller et al., 2022b), a metacognitive capacity and learning
content especially prevalent in professional education (Schön,
1983). However, police recruits and officers sometimes wish for
more hands-on practical skill experience, indicating a lack of
perceived relevance to their daily work (Frevel, 2018; Edwards,
2019).

Learning on the job

When police officers enter their field, they are subjected
to a lot of different experiences providing opportunities for
(non-)learning. On the positive side, it is the diversity of
the task that is regularly stated as one of the main reasons
for becoming a police officer (Lohbeck, 2021; Muhadjeri,
2021). Negative accounts of the police job state the “shock
of real-world experience” (Behr, 2006, 2017; Wang et al.,
2020): the engagement with police-citizen interactions that
are perceived as difficult, complex, and non-rewarding. Such
interactions provide opportunities for a learning on-the-job
situation: for example, the danger of manifesting stereotypes
about social groups through cognitive biases when regularly
occurring situations are not properly reflected upon has
been regularly pointed out. On the other side, police-
citizen interactions provide ample opportunities for reflection
upon the experiences made, challenging one’s assumptions
and optimizing interactional behaviors (Staller et al., 2021b).
Reflexivity is the key prerequisite here (Wood and Williams,
2017).

As well as their own experiences, officers also learn
from their peers (Doornbos et al., 2008): What they do,
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how they perceive and interpret situations, and—on an
implicit level (see next section)—more general attitudes
toward policing and reasoning structures. That learning
takes place in everyday policing situations can be seen in
results aiming at investigating used de-escalation strategies by
officers (Bennell et al., 2021). Officers already learnt a lot
before attending de-escalation workshops. Studies aiming at
investigating what works in cooperative conflict management
regularly tap into these learnt knowledge structures of
police officers (Rajakaruna et al., 2017; Todak and White,
2019).

However, without underlying declarative knowledge
structures it may be hard to determine what worked and why.
Again, reflexivity provides a tool for making meaning—and
seeing other perspectives—in police-citizen interactions. As
such, supervision is regularly employed in domains that
are characterized by power imbalances (Asakura and Maurer,
2018). Police frontline work benefits from this approach (Owens
et al., 2018; Staller and Koerner, 2021c). For example, Owens
et al. (2018) reported positive effects of police officers reflecting
on the process of rather uncritical experiences of police-citizen
interactions with supervisors modeling central components of
procedural just behavior in these meetings.

There is a lot to learn from day-to-day job experiences
(Schweer et al., 2008). However, without proper reflection,
problematic lessons can be learnt from these events. Research
on cognitive biases and fallacies indicates that no one is immune
to drawing biased conclusions from experiences (Dror, 2020;
Staller et al., 2021b).

Learning alongside the job

Learning alongside the job refers to all intended learning
activities that are attended alongside daily work. While this
entails continuous professional development (CPD) courses or
training sessions on job-related issues (e.g., how to operate a
certain system, conflict management training, etc.), learning
alongside the job also takes place in privately attended learning
settings, such as martial arts classes, reality-based combat
training, or attending a university’s degree program.

CPD courses can equip police officers with new skills that
may be needed due to a change in job demands. For example,
a regular police officer may become a police trainer in the
academy and may in preparation receive an extra training course
for meeting the pedagogical challenges associated with the new
role. Also, CPD courses may provide—or explicitly focus—
on new perspectives regarding experiences had on duty. For
example, implicit bias training and social interaction training
may be a useful strategy to reduce inappropriate use of force
on minority populations and coercive conflict management
strategies with citizens in general. However, the results are
mixed (Kahn and Martin, 2020; Wolfe et al., 2020), highlighting

the potential without promising guaranteed effects. What is
learned and what is not depends on a variety of factors, ranging
from factors associated with the learners to those dependent
on the trainer or coach. Therefore—in line with our initial
assumptions—formal (non-)learning is a non-linear endeavor
with the potential, not the promise, of learning.

From the perspective of the institution of police it is also
worth considering which CPD activities are mandatory and
which are not, which self-selected settings get supported and
which do not. The latter aspect refers to formal settings that are
attended alongside the police outside the police system. There
are various providers for formal learning courses aimed at police
officers. For example, concerning conflict management, firearms
organizations, self-protection, and martial arts academies or
networks fight for the limited resource of paying police officers.

Likewise, the higher education sector also offers (part-time)
programs to working professionals that are attended voluntarily
by motivated police officers (Lee and Punch, 2004). Several
authors suggested the benefits of completing a higher education
program alongside a job: police officers who engage in education
beyond the remit of police training can “add value” to their
organizations through the development of critical and wider
reflective skills that are then transferable to policing settings (Lee
and Punch, 2004; Jones, 2015). For example, attendees of a police
studies program reported having developed a more reflexive
conduct with members of the public (Jones, 2015), showcasing
the adoption of new perspectives on specific police situations.
This is a learning outcome that has regularly been described as
essential in policing (Wood and Williams, 2017; Staller et al.,
2022b).

Learning in closed systems

The police itself can be viewed as a social system: a
plurality of social actors who are engaged in a more or
less stable interaction according to shared cultural norms
and meanings. With this perspective of analysis, research has
continuously evidenced that the closeness of the system of
policing contributes to another area of learning opportunities:
learning from the system-embedded norms and values that are
prevalent within the system of policing. Research on police
culture shows that a lot is learnt from being a part of the
system (Behr, 2006; Charman, 2017). For example, prevalent
police narratives and the act of storytelling shape values, beliefs,
and decision-making algorithms (Kurtz and Colburn, 2019).
Implicit system knowledge is conveyed from one person to
another. While, on the one hand, organizational socialization
can contribute to imparting professional knowledge to new
officers, including specific tactics for professional practice (Ford,
2003; van Hulst, 2013, 2017; Kurtz and Colburn, 2019), it can
also manifest problematic values, beliefs, and practices (Branch,
2021).
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Concerning the evaluation of such practices, the system’s
perspective provides a relevant observation: while certain
aspects are valued from outside the system as problematic,
the within-system perspective yields them as the solution to
presented problems. The difference in evaluation lies in the
different system logics (Baechler, 2017). This is an aspect that
is also learnt within the system.

The power of such system-implicit learning structures has
regularly been described through the lenses of socialization:
implicit learning within the system has a fundamental
impact (Shernock, 1998). For example, a recent study found
that personality traits change through socialization and
identification within the police organization over 3 years
(Alessandri et al., 2020).

The mechanisms through which learning occurs are
manifold. Peer associations, reinforcement, and modeling have
been described as effective learning opportunities within the
system of policing (Chappell and Piquero, 2004; Chappell and
Lanza-Kaduce, 2010). Also, storytelling (van Hulst, 2013; Smith
et al., 2014; Schaefer and Tewksbury, 2017; Rantatalo and Karp,
2018) and the prevalence of specific narratives, such as the
narrative of the police officer continuously being in danger
(Woods, 2019; Branch, 2021; Sierra-Arévalo, 2021) or the police
being society’s last line of defense against chaos (Wall, 2020),
form continuous information flows that have the potential to
transfer knowledge within an organization (Swap et al., 2015).

It is worth noting that the police service is not a
homogeneous system. While there is indeed a common ground
between all police organizational units based on the overall
framework of policing, police culture within different functional
units is different (Gutschmidt and Vera, 2020). As such,
socialization within different sub-systems of the police, e.g.,
special forces, or police use of force training may vary, leading
to distinct values, beliefs, and decision-algorithms that circulate
in a self-referential loop. This in turn leads to a self-stabilizing
system behavior. The more a system closes, the more self-
referential it becomes. On a structural level, any changes to the
system fail due to the lack of structural linkage to the outside
system, e.g., non-special forces or non-use of force training.
For example, data about the knowledge management of police
use of force trainers showed that the main sources for “new”
and valued knowledge stems from within the system, such as
other trainers and workshops. While coaches in other domains
beyond policing also value social interaction with peers as an
area for knowledge generation (Stoszkowski and Collins, 2015),
it becomes a problem if the system lacks a structural link to
outside information. Concerning police conflict management,
an analysis of the workshops and the members journal of
an influential police trainer organization in Germany showed
that police conflict management is heavily reduced to coercive
force (Muhadjeri, 2021). This is a result that has recently also
been evidenced in an analysis of police academy basic training
curricula in the United States (Sloan and Paoline, 2021). The

heavy imbalance toward coercive conflict management options
as compared to more cooperative options gets stabilized within
the system of police training: trainers seek to know more about
these options, resulting in an implementation of these, which
in turns creates the need to know more about it. As such, the
knowledge of police officers—in this case trainers—forms the
basis of the filter that new knowledge is selected through. This
is a mechanism that has also been evidenced for knowledge in
the context of police special forces (Koerner and Staller, 2021).
The sub-system within the police system, e.g., police trainers or
special forces, create their own system’s logic through which new
information is evaluated, discarded, or selected, stabilizing the
logic of the system.

Finally, distinct systems, e.g., martial arts clubs, training
organizations, higher education settings, or participation in
activist groups on social media, implicitly convey knowledge,
beliefs, and values next to their external agenda. As such,
these learning opportunities have the potential to be beneficial
or problematic—depending on the perspective. For example,
participants of a police studies program alongside their police
work reported that the learning setting provided an opportunity
for debate amongst officers, which contrasts experiences of
hierarchical rank structures and associated obedience that are
required of police officers (Jones, 2015). This exemplifies the
different logics between system-based beliefs and values of
hegemonic power structures, which have also been reported in
other studies (Chappell and Lanza-Kaduce, 2010).

Challenges

So far, we have described the different areas of (non-
)learning that contribute to what the individual police officer
is able to perform. Based on this conceptual analysis, there
are three distinct challenges that have to be addressed. These
challenges arise from a systemic perspective on our analysis.

Systems tend to self-stabilize themselves. As such. the border
between two systems is of special interest. How do the systems
influence each other? How does what is learnt transfer from
one system to the other? As such, the structural coupling of
systems is of great importance. Social systems such as police
and science have the potential to both irritate each other and
to mutually provide information for each other to attune to.
Such structurally coupled systems allow for a higher degree of
internal complexity which in turn increases each system’s ability
for future learning and performance.

We therefore focus on the different links between the
systems: first, the challenge of overcoming non-permeable
system barriers as it relates to knowledge management; and
second, the transition of individuals between systems that
specifically related to the selection of individuals that gain access
to new (sub-)systems. Finally, we outline the challenge that
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this paper aims at providing a solution to: the management of
learning in policing and how this can be achieved.

Challenge 1: Overcoming system
barriers

The first challenge relates to the observation that police
learning occurs in different systems, and that knowledge
structures of one system do not necessarily transfer from one
system to the other. As such, the challenge is to implement the
mechanism that allows for the different systems to efficiently
interact with each other and allow knowledge structures to pass
system boarders. In this regard, systems theory proposes a way
forward: systems have to structurally be coupled in order to
achieve this. Various endeavors in the context of police learning
have been deemed as promising (Henry, 2016; Baechler, 2017).
For example, structural implemented cooperation between the
police and universities via funded part-time higher education
programs (Jones, 2015), the development of higher education
routes into the system of policing (Martin and Wooff, 2018),
or forming partnerships aimed at conducting research with the
police (Goode and Lumsden, 2016) are all strategies that have
been implemented before. However, it is essential that these
structural couplings are functional as it relates to the knowledge
transfer and ultimately what is learnt by of individuals within the
organization. This is an aspect that cannot be taken for granted
(Goode and Lumsden, 2016; Koerner and Staller, 2021).

The aspect of structural coupling also holds true for the
sub-systems within the police, like police trainer networks or
specialized units within the police system. Current evidence in
the context of police conflict management training indicates
dysfunctional or non-existing structural couplings between sub-
systems and the police system as a whole. What is needed
on duty does not reflect what is trained (Rajakaruna et al.,
2017; Henriksen and Kruke, 2021; LaFrance, 2021; Staller et al.,
2022a). A solution in this instance may lie in the structural
coupling of a systematic mapping of demands on duty with the
alignment and reevaluation of what is actually trained (Koerner
and Staller, 2021). While science has mapped the deficit or
challenge, practice still struggles to overcome this problem,
indicating the challenge that has to be addressed.

Challenge 2: Selection for impact

Concerning knowledge management within systems, the
permeability between different (sub-)systems is particularly
important when knowledge structures of other systems are a
needed resource within the system in focus. As such, in our
framework the demarcation lines between different systems
are of interest in so far as they present points of potential
structural couplings between systems (challenge 1). The decision

process of who to select for trespassing such system barriers—
including what the individual has learnt so far—also has the
potential to effectively function as a structural coupling between
systems. These selection processes occur from the beginning of a
policing career—as a transition from non-policing to policing—
as well as within the system of policing, when individuals
are selected for specialized tasks und professional roles, such
as working as a police trainer, as a crisis negotiator, or a
criminal investigator.

Since (non-)learning within (sub-)systems heavily occurs
implicitly, it is essential for police organizations to select
individuals for their learning impact on others: explicitly—if
they are tasked with the conduct of formal learning settings
such as police training—but also implicitly as they interact with
colleagues regularly.

Concerning several pressuring issues, such as the structural
inequalities in our societies, the inappropriate use of force
toward minority populations (Boxer et al., 2021), the
overreliance of use of coercive force trainings compared to
cooperative conflict management training aiming at building
cooperation and trust (Sloan and Paoline, 2021), the selection
of who to allow access to (sub-)systems and unfold their impact
is essential. Considering what an individual has learnt so far
and what the individual is likely to contribute to the learning
of others is key when selecting for impact. In a globalized and
diverse world, where society is characterized by heterogeneity
rather than homogeneity, selecting for different world views,
experiences, and perspectives within the organization by
selecting for difference rather than similarity is particularly
important in systems that have a tendency to self-stabilize
themselves through homogeneity.

Since selecting individuals are themselves part of the (sub-
)system, it is likely that diversification is overseen based on one’s
biases toward coherence rather than conflict (Simon et al., 2020).
Overcoming this bias is not easy: it needs structurally implanted
functional mechanisms (challenge 1). The last challenge to be
addressed is reflexivity within the system.

Challenge 3: Enhancing reflexivity in
learning to police

The last challenge concerns shifting the perspective of
learning in the police toward a standpoint of a systemic view.
This results in viewing (non-)learning in policing as a complex
process that cannot be controlled in its entirety (premise 2)—but
a process that has to be managed. Learning is contingent (Hager,
2012). The appearance of a stimulating learning situation is not
predictable, nor what is learnt from it. However, being aware of
and having insights into what accounts for learning situations
and what can be learnt provide insights of the processes that
represent control in contingent systems (Nassehi and Saake,
2002).
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And in order to account for what and where can be
learnt and is finally learnt, we need to take a step back and
recalibrate our perspective from distinct learning settings and
situations to seeing how we observe this specific learning
setting and situation and what we omit by focusing on a
specific aspect. This process of stepping back to observe
what we observe is known as reflexivity. Reflexivity allows
us to account for the hidden curriculum in formal learning
settings that otherwise would remain unnoticed. By presenting
our framework and laying out what can(not) be learnt in
policing we allow for assessing potential blind-spots in police
learning and allow for implementing strategies to manage police
learning holistically.

As we have described throughout our paper, (a)
various research endeavors have focused on shedding
more light into learning processes in different systems
related to police learning and (b) practical solutions
have been implemented to enhance police (non-)learning
in line with democratic ideals. By encouraging taking
a reflexive stance toward police learning, we hope we
can encourage further research endeavors and creative
practical solutions to effectively manage the complexity of
learning for policing.

Finally, the call for reflexivity extends beyond the system
of policing to the individual police officer. Being aware of
what has been learnt and where provides the first step towards
uncovering one’s own assumptions and beliefs that may limit
taking on other perspectives. Consequently, the challenge
also extends to individuals through enhancing reflexivity in
individual police officers. As such, learning in the police has to
be coherently and constructively aligned to foster reflexivity in
the individual police officer.

Conclusion

Learning can be viewed as an ongoing interaction between
the individual and the environment, resulting in an experience-
based permanent change of internal states and capacity that limit
and enable how the individual perceives the world and (inter-
)acts within. For the professional handling of the sovereign tasks
assigned to police officers, they must learn what to do and how.
At the same time, their task-related behavior in duty is yet an
expression of what has already been learned.

According to this diagnosis, we have identified learning and
its management as key issues for the further professionalization
of police on an individual and organizational level, resulting
in the proposal of a Police Learning Management Framework.
Within this framework, learning before the job, for the job, on
the job, alongside the job, and within closed systems in and
outside of the police have been differentiated and weighted
regarding their individual and organizational relevance in the
light of current debates and empirical findings.

From the systematics thus obtained, challenges for a
management of learning finally result, which we have specified
in three directions.

• The first challenge is to systematically orient knowledge
creation within the police toward external sources and
partners and to enable the necessary organizational
conditions for this.

• The second key challenge concerns the selection for and
within the police service: for this, the management needs
valid criteria that, depending on the task and activity, also
demand and promote further requirements in addition to
professional and ethical ones, e.g., a balanced pedagogical
expertise of police trainers.

• The third challenge relates to a reflexive approach
that goes hand in hand with the before mentioned
challenges: a reflexivity built into the system of the
police and its management of learning that makes it
possible to constantly distance oneself from one’s own
practices and structures and to question them with
regard to their preconditions and intended as well as
unintended consequences.

Taken together, a more focused view on police learning
is a prerequisite for professionally coping with the pressing
challenges policing faces today.
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