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Intuitive Policing: Enotional/Rationa

Deci si on Making in Law Enforcenent

On a warm sumrer evening in the southern portion of the United States,
narcotics officers were working the 1600-2400 hour tour-of-duty in a |arge
city. The officers were conducting a "buy-bust" operation at an intersection
known to be an open-air drug market. Five minutes earlier, two undercover
of ficers had wal ked into the area and purchased illicit narcotic substances
from several street dealers. The undercover officers then wal ked out of the
area and broadcast the physical descriptions of the sellers to several units
containing arrest teams whose job it was to canvass the area and | ocate the
suspects. The illicit narcotic transaction had taken place at a |large
i ntersection where approximately 50-60 persons occupi ed the sidewal k area,
presumably all involved in narcotic trafficking. The arrest teans consisted
of three unmarked units occupied by three officers in each unit. Wen the
unmar ked units approached the street corner, the crowd of individuals
i mredi atel y began di spersing upon observing the presence of the "junp outs."
At this time, an officer occupying one of the vehicles observed a subject who
mat ched the description of one of the sellers that was provided by the
undercover team The officer instructed the driver to stop the vehicle. The
doors of the unmarked police car swung open, and the crowd of deal ers began
to disperse in a nore hurried fashion. As the officer who spotted the
al | eged deal er began to yell to the other officers, identifying which of the
suspects he intended to stop, another officer who was sinultaneously exiting
the vehicle, pointed to a different suspect. This suspect was approxi mtely
30 feet farther down the sidewal k. The second officer began calling to his

partners, as well as broadcasting on the radio, to "get the one in the red



shirt; he's got a gun." The suspect in the red shirt started to run down the
si dewal k when he observed he was bei ng approached from both sides by plain-
clothes officers. Oficers on both sides of the suspect had their weapons
drawn and pointed at the suspect, who surrendered. The suspect raised his
hands in the air and was i mmedi ately patted down by the officers. A .357
cal i ber revolver was renmoved from his wai stband. This suspect was pl aced
under arrest, handcuffed, and the weapon was secured by the officers. The
remai ni ng menbers of the arrest team continued to canvass the area. The
suspects who had rmade the illegal narcotics sales were |located, identified,
and arrested.

While the officers were in the station house processing the prisoners
and conpleting the necessary paperwork, the officer who originally identified
the seller turned to the officer who spotted the gunman and asked, "How did
you know he had a gun?" The officer who noticed the gunnman hesitated for a
monment and stated, "lI'mnot sure why; | just knew." The officer then
finished processing his prisoner and sat down to prepare his statenent of
facts for presentation to the prosecutor's office. As the officer began to
recall the facts and circunstances of the incident that justified the stop
and pat down of the offender, he had to make a conscious effort to recall the
observations he made that |ed himto the conclusion that the suspect was in
possessi on of a handgun. First, the officer recalled that when pulling up
onto the scene, the subject in possession of the handgun was sitting on the
curb. As the officers approached and the crowd began to scatter, the suspect
stood up and adjusted his wai stband. Secondly, the weather was extrenely
warm and the suspect was wearing a | ong-sleeved dress shirt, with the
shirttails hanging out. The officer also recalled that i mediately upon

rising to his feet, the gunman turned the right side of his body away from



the officer. As the subject began to walk in another direction and start to
fl ee, he grabbed the right side of his waistband, as if securing sonme type of
object. It was a conbination of these factors that led the officer to
correctly believe that the subject in the red shirt was arned.

These observations were nmade so rapidly that the officer experienced an
"instantaneous recognition" of danger. However, he was unable to articulate
these reasons to his fellow officers until after the incident was resol ved.

How of ten does an officer observe a suspect and i medi ately "know' he's
"dirty" or armed, or in possession of illicit narcotic substances? On these
occasions, why are officers unable to articulate their accurate reactions
that may be buil ding blocks to reasonabl e suspicion or probably cause
i ndicators? As inportantly, why are these officers sonmetines unable to
articulate why they reacted in such appropriate ways that actually saved
their lives or prevented an of fender from assaulting thenf

These observations and reactions are not linted to | aw enforcenent
experience or |aw enforcenment officers. Current work in the neural sciences
is replete with exanples of individuals "perceiving" the need to act w thout
first being consciously aware of why they were acting. In his book
Ermotional Intelligence, Daniel Coleman tells of the story of a young man
vacationing in England. This young man is wal ki ng al ong a canal when he
comes upon a woman staring into a canal. He recognizes the |ook of fear on
her face. But before he was consciously aware as to why, he found hinself
diving into the canal. It was only when in the water that he realized the
woman had been staring at a child who had fallen into the canal and was in

i mredi at e danger of drowning. Thanks to his "acting upon inpulse," he was
able to save the toddler fromdrowning. Colenmn asks, "What nmade himjunp so

qui ckly into the water without know ng why?" The answer, Col eman says, can



be found in the work of neuroscientist Joseph LeDoux.

The human brain is conposed of three major, interrelated portions: the
brain stem the cerebellum and the cerebrum Dr. LeDoux's research in the
anatony of the brain and its enptions seens to point to what |aw enforcenent
of ficers have experienced since the first peace officer. W becone aware of
danger signals and are able to act on themw thout first being consciously
aware of them

Col eman synt hesi zes LeDoux's work in this particular area in the
foll owi ng way:

In one of the nost telling discoveries about enotions of the | ast

decade, LeDoux's work reveal ed how the architecture of the brain gives

the amygdala a privileged position as an enotional sentinel, able to
hijack the brain. His research has shown that sensory signals fromeye

to ear travel first in the brain to the thalanus, and then--across a

si ngl e synapse--to the amygdal a; a second signal fromthe thalanmus is

routed to the neocortex--the thinking brain. This branching allows the

anygdal a to begin to respond before the neocortex, which nulls

i nformati on through several levels of brain circuits before it fully

perceives and finally initiates its nore finely tailored response.

(Page 17.)

Essentially, what Coleman and LeDoux are saying is that we often perceive
danger signals and can begin to initiate responses to them before we are
consciously aware of them This preconscious recognition of danger and how
we can react appropriately to it has been explained to the |aw public by
several authors. One of the nore notable authors is Gavin DeBecker in his
book, The G ft of Fear: Survival Signals. M. DeBecker has worked for many

years advi sing corporate executives, media figures, and governnment officials



on how to recogni ze feelings of inmpending danger and react appropriately to
them DeBecker says:
I've |l earned sone | essons about safety through years of asking people
who' ve suffered violence, "Could you have seen this com ng?" Most

often they say, "No, it just canme out of nowhere," but if |I am quiet,

if | wait a nonment, here conmes the information: "I felt uneasy when
first nmet that guy...," or "Now that | think of it, | was suspicious
when he approached ne," or "l realize now | had seen that car earlier

in the day." (Page 6.)

M. DeBecker then adds, "... if they realize it now, they knew it then."
(Page 7.) Whether explained as an uneasy feeling, a gut reaction, "a cop's
si xth-sense," or overlapping neural networks, the result is the same: we
percei ve danger signals that trigger alarms in our brain that set our body in
notion. Often unable to articulate WHY we reacted or VWHAT pronpted our
actions at the time of the event, we sonetines retrospectively can plot our
actions based upon what had been clear and present danger signals.

Col eman expl ains this convergence of thought (cognitive explanation)
and feeling (gut reaction) as the coordinated efforts of the enotional and
rati onal brains: the convergence of the brain stem the cerebellum and the
cerebrum The rational brain is aware and conscious. It is reflective and
ponders the consequences of our actions. The enotional brain is nore
i mpul sive and reflexive, acting upon stinulation fromthe environnent in
powerful ways that are designed to protect the organi smfrom danger and harm

Law enforcenent officers work in a profession where their lives depend
both on the recognition of danger signals and on taking action based upon
those signals. Applying the work of LeDoux, Col eman, and DeBecker to the | aw

enforcenent arena gives us sonme insight into sone of the "intuitive" or



"inmplicit" nature of their reactions.

Li fe-threatening, high-arousal, high-stress situations within the | aw
enforcenent officer's experience trigger the brain to stinulate the adrena
gl ands to secrete the hornones epi nephrine and norepi nephrine. The body is
now engaged in a fight or flight action. As part of this reaction within the
body, the nmenories of these circunstances beconme fixed in a part of the brain
call ed the anygdala. Wen simlar circunstances are presented in the future,
the amygdala is stinmulated and triggers the organismto react even before it
is aware of the totality of the circunstances.

Acadeny training that is realistic, presenting trainees with pragmatic
and practical situations, approaches the kinds of situations they wll
experience on the street. |f the scenarios are realistic and sinultaneously
arouse the autonom c nervous system they begin to devel op a bond between
situations and circunstances that represent potential threat and subcortica
awar eness of the linmbic system their fight/flight nmechani sm of defense.

Upon graduation fromthe Acadeny, these officers are assigned to training
officers on the street. Experienced, qualified, veteran training officers
can reinforce these biopsychol ogi cal responses | earned at the Acadeny by
havi ng the young officers verbalize what they saw and what they felt

foll owi ng a high-arousal -incident, such as hi gh-speed chases, calls for "man
with a gun," "suspicious person" calls, etc. In-service training by officers
and specially training nmental health workers can further assist in helping
the officers relate what they are feeling to what is occurring in the

i medi ate environnent .

Throughout this realistic and practical preparation in the Acadeny, on-
t he-j ob experience, and in-service training, several inportant processes are

occurring. The high-arousal, realistic training is preparing the officers to



recogni ze the kinds of physiol ogical reactions they can expect to experience
during high-stress activities. This training also engages the neural wiring
within the brain, already present in each of us, to react to certain
threatening stinmuli in the environment. By becom ng accustoned to
associating these feelings with their triggers and then verbalizing these
feelings both in the Training Acadeny and during the on-the-job training, the
of ficers beconme nore able to recognize the environnmental cues that are
triggering the inpulses to act.

It is unacceptable for an officer to testify that the reasonable
suspi cion used to "stop and pat" a suspect was a "gut feeling" or an
"intuition." Oftentinmes, to the defense attorney's delight, the officer will
testify that the subject displayed a "furtive nmove" or was "acting
suspi ci ously" without being able to articulate what these noves or actions
were. But the reality is that what oftentinmes "catches the officer's
attention" is preconscious. Based on the officer's experience, the "furtive
movenment" was the of fender dropping his hand under the seat of the car as he
pulled the car off to the side of the road. The "acting suspiciously" was
the of fender tugging on the right side of his shirt that caused the officer
to think "gun." By beconing aware of the processes that create these "gut

feelings" or intuitions," and, practicing to recognize and verbalize these

realities, presents the officer with accurate and verifiable reasonable

suspi ci on, and/or probable cause that the officer is able to articul ate.
In conclusion, this work in inplicit or intuitive recognition and

| earni ng has several inplications for |aw enforcenent training and

procedures.

Trai ning Must Be Realistic

Real i stic training goes beyond the classroom of the new recruit. In



nost police acadeni es across the nation, young officers are being trained in
varyi ng ways to beconme nore aware of their environnent. Once they |eave the

Acadeny, it appears that nmany of them | eave this aspect of training behind

with their "recruit uniforns.” Once they "hit the streets," many officers
seemto fall into a nmnd-set that tells them "Forget what you learned in the
Police Academy. You'll get the 'real deal' now." In many ways, the "rea

deal" is about to hit themw thout nmercy. But if they forget sone of the
principles they learned in the Acadeny, the "real deal" might sneak up on
them wi t hout their being aware of it.

The new recruit, as well as the seasoned officer, nust make constant
checks on his or her environnent. They must continually and persistently
conduct "reality checks" on thenselves. They must recurrently and
consciously tell thenselves to: "Look around. Take note." They nust
constantly ask thensel ves the questions: "Wat do | see? Wat do | hear?
VWhat do | snell? What do | feel ?"

I n-Service Training must also include scenarios into which officers
will be placed and, followi ng an incident, be required to recall as many
details, and their own feelings and thoughts that occurred to them as the
i nci dent took place. These feelings and thoughts can later trigger details
of the incident that will be inportant for reports and testinony.

Supervisors Mist Require Reflective And Detail ed Reports

Supervisors nmust review reports of subordinate officers. During this
review, it is incumbent upon the supervisors to assure necessary details are
included in original or followup reports. |If the details necessary to
support the "stop and frisk" or "arrest" are not present in the report, the
supervi sor nmust require the officer to reflect on the incident and articul ate

what behavi ors of the suspect caused the officer to focus his or her



attention on the suspect or vehicle, or crowd.

Post - Arrest Debriefing

Post -arrest debriefing should not be used as tinme to "get stories
strai ght anong the arresting officers.” It can and should be used to process
i ndi vidual and collective experiences cognitively, reliving the experience so
as to recall in accurate and supportable detail the reasons for the "stop and
frisk" or arrest. It is during this tine that officers nust recall and
record the specific actions and verbalizations of suspects, and, with these
facts, support their own behaviors. There is a big difference between
"getting stories straight" for testinony purposes and verbalizing the
reflections of a collective experience that resulted in an arrest. \Where the
former is unethical and illegal, the latter is helpful to the individua
officer, to the departnent, and to the process of justice and the protection

of our conmunities.
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