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ach day, law enforce-
ment professionals
throughout the nation

make thousands of decisions.
While many of these judgments
require little, if any, conscious
deliberation and involve few
noteworthy consequences,
others carry significant im-
plications for officers, their
organizations, and the public.
Bad decisions can damage an
officer’s career, harm public
trust, and expose an agency

to costly litigation. Yet, de-
spite the importance of good
decision-making skills, most
officers—and, for that matter,
law enforcement managers and
executives—receive precious
little training in this area. Al-
though everyone likes to believe
they are good decision makers,
relying exclusively on objective
reasoning and logic, this sim-
ply is not the case. All officers
harbor biases—invisible mental
forces that influence what they
notice, what they remember,
and how they decide—that can
dramatically affect the quality
of their judgments.

While many bad decisions
can be traced back to the way
the choice was made—the
options were unclear, relevant
information was ignored, or
the costs and benefits were not
properly evaluated—in other
cases, the mistake resides in one
of the innate, systematic biases
that appear hardwired to the

June 2010/ 1



ways humans think and decide.
For decades, economic theorists
have championed the general-
purpose model of decision
making: the belief that people
make decisions by identifying
the problem, defining objec-
tives, generating alternatives,
evaluating possible solutions,
and selecting the best option.!
This model, however, is based
on a number of fundamental as-
sumptions about the way offi-
cers make choices, most notably
that—

e the problem is clearly and
properly defined;

* the decision maker has all
of the relevant information;

o this individual carefully
weighs the costs and benefits
associated with each choice;

* the person is sufficiently
motivated; and

* the process is free of bias
and error.

Unfortunately, more than 50
years of research on judgment
and decision making has failed
to support this conclusion. It
seems that humans are not the
rational, objective decision
makers they once were believed
to be; rather, they are prone to a
number of systematic thinking
errors and biases that can sabo-
tage their thinking and deci-
sions in ways they are not even
consciously aware of until it is
too late.? The author outlines
five decision-making biases—
framing, overconfidence,
selective attention, information
overload, and emotions—that
can interfere with effective
decision making and offers tips
and strategies to help officers
improve their judgments by
recognizing and mitigating the
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powerful, yet unseen, sway of
these psychological traps.

Framing

In simplest terms, a frame
is a model, or lens, for under-
standing, interpreting, and solv-
ing a problem. Officers have
a number of frames that they
use to judge people, simplify
problems, and make decisions.
While framing a concern rep-
resents the initial step toward a
successful resolution, it also is
the first place a decision can go
wrong. Because most problems
can be framed, or looked at,
in more than one way, the lens
officers employ to define an
issue can significantly influence
how they respond. For example,
framing a situation as emergent
and requiring quick, decisive
action will cause officers to act
very differently than if they
define it as something requiring
a slow, deliberate solution.

The protests surrounding
the World Trade Organization
(WTO) Ministerial Conference
of 1999 in Seattle, Washington,
help illuminate the problems a
police agency can encounter.
By all accounts, law enforce-
ment expected a limited number
of relatively peaceful protests
and press events led by a loose
coalition of groups opposed to
WTO policies, especially those
related to free trade. Peace-
ful protestors had assured law
enforcement officials that they
would promptly quell any
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activity by the small number of
fringe activists expected to at-
tend. The resulting civil disobe-
dience took law enforcement
officials completely by surprise.
More than 40,000 protesters (a
number that immensely over-
shadowed predictions) from
a variety of groups (including
a number of self-proclaimed
anarchists) blocked streets and
vandalized shops, ultimately
costing the city an estimated
$23 million.?

What makes the sway of
framing so perilous is that
once officers label a problem,
it fundamentally alters how
they perceive it from that point
forward—an experience so per-
suasive that it can affect them
even when the label is assigned
arbitrarily (by someone unfa-
miliar with the issue).* It seems
that once officers have labeled a
problem, they lose the ability to
remain objective. Instead, they
experience unseen psychologi-
cal pressure to make everything
fit the frame, compelling them
to notice what agrees with the
label while ignoring information
(regardless of how objective or
relevant) that does not match
up, a phenomenon referred to as
frame blindness. And, as long
as officers continue to cling to
the frame, they cannot consider
the problem in other ways—
effectively limiting the field of
possible solutions.

Yet, despite the impor-
tance of framing, officers too

often accept the first lens they
receive, seldom stopping to
evaluate the problem or reframe
it in their own words. In other
cases, rather than relying on
conscious, objective processes,
officers frame problems as a
result of unconscious habits,
preferences too often based on
faulty notions, untested beliefs,
or inaccurate assumptions.

It seems that

humans are not
the rational, objective
decision makers
they once were
believed to be....

1)

Tips for avoiding the trap:
How officers frame a problem
strongly influences what infor-
mation and options are avail-
able. To help minimize the in-
fluence of framing, officers can
employ some basic strategies.

e Pay special attention to the
way the problem is framed.
Do not simply accept the
first frame given. This
remains true regardless of
who framed the problem.

* Frame the problem from a
number of reference points
and perspectives. A variety
of frames allows the deci-
sion maker to evaluate the

problem from different
angles, as well as allow-
ing for a larger number of
potential solutions.

 Continue to search for new
ways to frame the problem,
asking how reframing the
problem might influence the
decision.

Overconfidence

It seems that most people
have a hard time evaluat-
ing their abilities objectively.
Everyday life is riddled with
examples of overconfidence:
drivers overestimate their driv-
ing skills, students their test
scores, couples their likelihood
of staying married, employees
their chances of promotion, and
managers their investment and
merger strategies. Whenever
something goes wrong, it seems
that human error is to blame.
For instance, an estimated 70
percent of airplane crashes, 90
percent of car accidents, and 90
percent of workplace mishaps
are attributed directly to hu-
man error—often in the form of
overconfidence.’

The pervasive effects of
overconfidence can impact
law enforcement as well. For
example, at a conference on
police interrogation, an audi-
ence member asked if the
psychological influence wielded
by trained interrogators might
compel an innocent person
to confess. “No,” replied one
participant, “because we don’t
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interrogate innocent people.”®
In truth, although law enforce-
ment officers rarely arrest or
interrogate innocent people, not
everyone charged with a crime
is guilty. Allegations by vindic-
tive spouses, scorned business
partners, and angry family
members have resulted in crimi-
nal investigations and—in some
cases—prosecution.

Nor are the effects of over-
confidence limited to the ways
officers investigate crimes and
interrogate potential subjects.

A 5-year study conducted by
the California Commission on
Peace Officer Standards and
Training on law enforcement of-
ficers killed and assaulted cited
“overconfidence, complacency,
and rushing in without a plan”
as contributing to the major-

ity of officer deaths.” The same
study reported traffic accidents
as one of the primary sources of
officer injury and death. Sadly,
many of these cases involved
only one vehicle (the officer’s)
and were the direct result of
officers driving too fast for their
ability or the roadway condi-
tions—in some cases, the direct
result of overconfidence.

The psychological sway
of overconfidence may cause
officers to ignore any number
of important clues or dismiss
potential suspects or, in other
cases, put their lives at risk.
However, in spite of the dangers
of overconfidence, most people,
including law enforcement
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professionals, do not see any
need to improve the way they
make decisions. Instead, they
are quite convinced of their
ability to reason objectively, as
well as confidently optimistic
about the future of their choices.
It is, they believe, other people
who need to improve their
thinking.
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Tips for avoiding the trap:
Not only can officers’ assump-
tions blind them to other pos-
sibilities but it can delay inves-
tigations, squander resources,
and put lives at risk. Some
suggestions can help officers
better manage the psychological
quagmire of overconfidence.

e Examine assumptions care-
fully, especially those be-
liefs most strongly or confi-
dently held. All people take
certain beliefs and assump-
tions for granted—rather
than checking periodically
on accuracy, they simply
assume these are true. As-
sumptions are dangerous,
especially in police work.

* Try imagining all of the pos-
sible ways that something
can turn out, especially all
of the ways that something
can go wrong.

e Appreciate the limits of
knowledge and abilities.
Good decision makers not
only make a conscious ef-
fort to investigate and verify
information but also recog-
nize what they do not know.
In many cases, what officers
do not know can be more
important than what they
know.

* Actively solicit input and
ideas from others, especially
those with different experi-
ences and opinions. Being
open to ideas and criticism
is critical at every stage of
the decision-making process
and, in many cases, may
save lives.

Selective Perception

All officers make choices—
some conscious, some uncon-
scious—about what to notice,
what to remember, and how to
perceive the world. Selective
perception occurs when officers
focus on evidence that supports
what they suspect as true while
ignoring facts that might dis-
confirm those ideas, commonly
termed confirmation bias.® Most
officers believe that they see the
world in completely unbiased
ways, but, in fact, they can-
not avoid biases in perception.




The natural human tendency

to look at the world selectively
can cause officers to focus on
irrelevant facts and informa-
tion while ignoring important,
relevant data that does not fit
their preconceived notions. This
is true even when something is
right in front of their eyes.

Psychologists believe that
the drive to confirm what people
believe is true stems from their
subconscious predisposition to
decide how they are going to act
before figuring out their reasons
for doing so. Research on how
jurors make decisions about the
guilt or innocence of a defen-
dant provides an excellent ex-
ample of this principle at work.
It turns out that jurors begin
constructing a story about what
probably happened at the scene
of the crime during opening
arguments and, then, selectively
seek information during the trial
that agrees with their accounts.’
Not surprisingly, selective
perception tends to work closely
with other biases in distorting
thinking and judgments—for
example, the more emotion-
ally involved officers are with a
belief, the more likely they are
to ignore information that might
undermine it.

Tips for avoiding the trap:
Despite the natural inclination
to look for supporting evidence,
officers usually will find it more
beneficial to seek contradictory
evidence. By recognizing and
acknowledging the unconscious

preference to weigh evidence
selectively, officers have a bet-
ter chance of recognizing and
using material that they might
otherwise overlook or that
others fail to notice because of
their biases. A few tips can help
minimize the effects of selective
attention.
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The psychological
sway of overconfidence
may cause officers to
ignore any number
of important clues or
dismiss potential
suspects or, in other
cases, put their lives

at risk.

* Remain open-minded to
disconfirming data that does
not fit preexisting hypoth-
eses or beliefs. This is
especially important in light
of the “pet theories” that
everyone holds about the
world and how it works.

 Stay open to different view-
points, interpretations, and
possible solutions, some-
thing that can be surpris-
ingly difficult to do.

e Avoid the tendency to
decide on a course of
action and, then, search
selectively for confirming

data to support the decision.
Rather, consciously examine
all of the available evidence
objectively before reaching
a decision.

 Try taking the perspective
of a disinterested outsider.
What questions would they
ask? Where would they
look for information? What
assumptions would they
question?

Information Overload

While the brain is capable
of amazing things, it also has
limitations. To begin with,
attention—the energy used to
carry out mental activities, such
as thinking, understanding,
and remembering—is severely
restricted.'’ Research on atten-
tion has consistently demon-
strated that human beings are
constrained in the number of
things they can attend to at any
given time. Although individual
differences exist, most people
cannot do more than one or two
things at the same time. As most
people can testify from experi-
ence, anytime they try to do too
many things at once, they often
end up doing nothing well and
everything poorly, potentially
missing critical information in
the process.

It appears that the human
brain relies on two main sys-
tems to process information. S1,
referred to as implicit process-
ing, is fast, automatic, and
unconscious—at work whether
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we realize it or not. S1 is
concerned mostly with pattern
recognition, “gut reactions,”
and intuitive decision making.
While its tremendous process-
ing capacity can analyze large
amounts of information, S1
is not particularly effective at
dealing with novel problems.
In addition, this system’s
preference for speed and sim-
plicity makes it vulnerable to
a variety of cognitive biases.
In contrast, S2, referred to as
explicit processing, is slow,
effortful, and logical, cor-
responding most closely to
the rational model of decision
making. S2 carefully
frames the
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problem, searches for relevant
data, and determines the best
course of action.!" Unlike im-
plicit processing, however, S2
has a limited ability to evaluate
data—typically restricted to

no more than a few pieces of
information at any given time
while requiring considerable
cognitive energy.

Although well trained to
handle stress, law enforce-
ment officers nonetheless can
become overwhelmed by novel
or complex incidents. In fact,
the brain’s limited ability to
process information undoubt-
edly contributes to feelings of
being deluged by large amounts
of data, commonly referred
to as analysis paralysis, dur-
ing stressful tactical or crisis
interventions. For example,

in the aftermath of an arson
to an apartment building,
the incident commander
became so inundated
with information
and requests that
he simply aban-
doned his post,
opting instead to
interview poten-
tial witnesses.
Not surprisingly,
this delayed the
investigation, im-
peded the dissemina-
tion of information,
and caused consider-
able confusion among
officers at the scene.

Making the best decisions
possible—particularly during
novel or unfamiliar circum-
stances—often requires an
officer to focus on several im-
portant pieces of information
simultaneously, something the
conscious mind has difficulty
doing. As a result, officers
often oversimplify complex
problems into smaller, more
manageable units, especially
when they are busy, lack
important information, or face
time constraints.

Tips for avoiding the trap:
Anyone, regardless of tenure,
can be overwhelmed by large
amounts of data. Some strate-
gies can help officers avoid
several of the pitfalls associat-
ed with information overload.

e Recognize the different
roles of the S1 and S2 pro-
cesses. Each system has
its strengths and weak-
nesses and should be used
appropriately.

e Because the conscious
brain (S2) has a limited
ability to process informa-
tion, officers should slow
down their decision mak-
ing, especially when faced
with divided attention,
time constraints, or lack of
important information.

e Learn to recognize the
differences between S1
and S2 processes, paying
special attention to which




one is being used to manage
information, process data,
and make decisions.

* Beware of S1’s susceptibil-
ity to cognitive biases and,
if necessary, consciously
switch to S2 processing for
a more careful and system-
atic analysis.

Emotions

Despite their best efforts to
the contrary, officers’ decisions
are influenced by emotion—de-
fined simply as intense feeling
states, such as joy, anger, fear,
sadness, or disgust, with corre-
spondingly positive or negative
connotations. While emotions
serve as a guide for many types
of decisions, they also can cloud
rational judgments, particu-
larly during highly stressful or
high-stakes events. Certainly,
most officers can recall a situa-
tion that turned out badly when
strong emotions influenced their
judgment. Thus, a clear under-
standing of how emotions affect
the decision-making process
is critical to everyone in law
enforcement.

A growing body of evidence
seems to suggest that thoughts
and emotions stem from two
different brains—one ratio-
nal, the other emotional.!? The
rational brain, also termed the
neocortex or cerebrum, ac-
counts for almost 80 percent
of the human brain and is the
source of reason, logic, and

higher-order decision making.
It is the part of the brain that
represents consciousness, as
well as the portion that makes
language, speech, and writ-
ing possible. The emotional
brain, commonly referred to as
the limbic system, is the area
responsible for learning and
memory, as well as instinctive
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Not surprisingly,
selective perception
tends to work closely
with other biases in
distorting thinking
and judgments....
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emotional responses, including
fight or flight. Unlike the logical
brain, it operates mostly outside
conscious awareness, continu-
ously scanning the environment
for signs of danger, and, at the
first indication of threat, primes
the mind and body for action by
releasing a cascade of hormones
and neurotransmitters into the
brain and bloodstream.

While the rational brain
focuses primarily on the slow,
deliberate processing of infor-
mation, the emotional brain
rapidly processes incoming
sensory information for any

signs of danger. In fact, some
experts argue that the quick,
automatic, visceral reaction,
along with bodily changes and
the impulse to act, generated
by the emotional brain devel-
oped principally as a survival
response to the dangers faced
by early humans.'* While the
two brains normally operate in
harmony, the emotional brain
has evolved the ability to over-
ride the slower, more deliberate
rational brain and, in doing so,
effectively short-circuits logical
decision making, significantly
impairing an officer’s ability to
think rationally.

The influence of strong
emotions may have contributed
to confusion over the command
and control structure among
senior Los Angeles Police
Department officers at the May
Day 2007 demonstrations in
MacArthur Park.' A lack of
unified command resulted in
line officers receiving conflict-
ing direction, whereas a number
of requests from officers in the
field went unanswered, includ-
ing ones for action as officers
were being struck with objects
thrown from people in the
crowd.

Tips for avoiding the trap:
One of the most difficult aspects
of managing emotions is that
people often ignore their influ-
ence, causing them to misidenti-
fy the reasons for their decision.
Although unable to avoid the
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influence of emotions, officers

can harness the positive power
of them by following a number
of simple steps.

e Become aware of emotions
and their influence. Rather
than attempting to deny
the influence of emotions,
officers should increase
their awareness by learn-
ing to monitor the changes
in thinking, feelings, and
behaviors that accompany
affective responses.

» Ask questions about the
source of the emotion. Is
the emotion valid? Does it
represent a real danger, an
imaginary villain, or simply
an ego threat?

e While emotions are a
normal part of the decision-
making process, excessive
emotions—particularly
anger, guilt, and fear—can
significantly impair the
ability to make sound judg-
ments. Ask if the strength
of the emotional response
is appropriate under the
circumstances.

e Once officers recognize the
presence of strong emotions,
they can consciously switch
to the slower, more deliber-
ate processes regulated by
the logical brain.

Conclusion

Clearly, good decision-
making skills are among the
most important attributes
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law enforcement officers

can possess. While it may be
impossible to eliminate bias
and other reasoning errors from
the decision-making process
altogether, it is possible for
sworn personnel to significantly
improve the quality of their
judgments. By increasing their
awareness of the innate, system-
atic biases that often color their
decisions, officers can better
avoid—or at least minimize—
the psychological sway of a
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Although well trained
to handle stress, law
enforcement officers
nonetheless can
become overwhelmed
by novel or complex

incidents.

number of decision-making
traps. In fact, with a little effort
and awareness, they can learn
to pay better attention to how
they frame problems, any
feelings of overconfidence, the
ways they select and evaluate
information, how that informa-
tion is processed, and the
influence of strong emotions.
And, by doing so, officers not
only can improve the quality of
their judgments but also their

confidence in the decisions
they make. 4
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Bulletin Impact

he FBI Law Enforcement Bulletin staff strives to keep the magazine relevant and useful

to readers. To this end, we feature, as an example of desired feedback, a brief summary
of a recent letter that informed us how an article directly impacted a police investigation. The
Winthrop Harbor, Illinois, Police Department had a suspect in custody for his involvement in
the alleged murder of his mother. The department was nearing the end of the time that it could
hold him and needed further evidence. Recalling the article “911 Homicide Calls and Statement
Analysis” by Dr. Sue Adams (instructor and retired FBI special agent) and Lieutenant Tracy
Harpster (Moraine, Ohio, Police Department) that appeared in the June 2008 issue, detectives
contacted Lieutenant Harpster who immediately provided in-depth analysis of the original 911
call. Not only did he corroborate some of the detective’s theories but also gave additional direc-
tions for questioning the suspect. Although
this did not lead to a conviction, the depart-
ment found the techniques described in the
article helpful in its investigation.

911 Homicide Calls
and Statement
Analysis

Is the Caller

the Killer?

By SUSAN H. ADAMS, Ph.D., and
TRACY HARPSTER, M.S.

The FBI Law Enforcement Bulletin seeks additional
stories that illustrate the impact that articles have
had on investigations, community problems, or
other related issues. Please send a brief narrative
describing the incident to Editor, FBI Law Enforce-
ment Bulletin, FBI Academy, Outreach and Com-
munications Unit, Quantico, VA 22135 or to leb@
fbiacademy.edu.
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