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Introduction to Evidence-Based Policing (EBP)

Evidence-Based Policing (EBP) represents a fundamental paradigm shift in law enforcement,

advocating for the systematic use of research findings and data analysis to guide operational

strategies, resource allocation, and policy development. Unlike traditional policing, which often

relies on anecdote, custom, or professional intuition, EBP demands that interventions be subjected

to rigorous evaluation, typically involving methodologies such as Randomized Controlled Trials

(RCTs) or robust quasi-experimental designs. The successful integration of EBP is not merely a

technical challenge; it is profoundly dependent upon the attitudes held by personnel across all

ranks, from the newest recruit to the police chief. If officers and supervisors harbor skepticism,

distrust, or outright resistance toward the underlying scientific methodology, the most promising

evidence-based strategies will fail to achieve fidelity in implementation, thereby undermining their

potential effectiveness in reducing crime and enhancing procedural justice.

Understanding the spectrum of attitudes toward EBP requires moving beyond a simple dichotomy

of acceptance versus rejection. Attitudes are complex, often influenced by professional identity,

organizational culture, previous experiences with reform initiatives, and the perceived relevance of

academic research to the immediate, high-stakes realities of street-level policing. For many

officers, the shift toward EBP feels like an external critique of long-established, internally validated

practices, triggering defensive reactions rooted in professional pride and a commitment to methods

that, while perhaps scientifically unproven, have felt effective in their localized experience.

Therefore, any successful implementation strategy must first address these deeply embedded

affective and cognitive barriers, framing EBP not as an academic imposition but as a tool for

enhancing professional efficacy and accountability, thereby fostering a more receptive

psychological environment for change.

Furthermore, the attitude landscape is stratified by rank and role. Executive leadership may

express philosophical support for EBP due to political pressures or a commitment to

modernization, while mid-level managers may view it as an additional bureaucratic burden.

Frontline officers, who ultimately execute the policies, often assess new initiatives through a lens of

pragmatic utility: whether the policy makes their job safer, easier, or more effective in the

immediate term. Consequently, the adoption rate and fidelity of EBP strategies are highly

correlated with the degree to which police agencies invest in transparent communication, providing

clear evidence that research-driven practices genuinely lead to superior outcomes compared to

conventional methods, thereby cultivating positive internal attitudes based on demonstrable

professional benefit rather than mere compliance.

The Cognitive Dissonance of Traditional Practice

One of the most significant psychological hurdles in adopting EBP is the cognitive dissonance
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experienced by veteran officers. Policing, by its nature, is a profession where swift, decisive action

based on accumulated experience and instinct is often prioritized. When academic research

suggests that common, long-held practices--such as random patrol or aggressive stop-and-frisk

tactics--are ineffective or even counterproductive, it creates a severe conflict between the officer's

internal professional narrative and external scientific validation. This challenge is amplified

because the efficacy of traditional methods is often measured anecdotally; a single successful

arrest following a random stop can reinforce the belief in the method, regardless of overwhelming

data suggesting a low yield rate overall. EBP, conversely, demands a shift in measurement,

requiring officers to prioritize population-level outcomes and statistical significance over individual,

emotionally resonant experiences.

This dissonance is further fueled by the perception that EBP invalidates the officer's lived

experience, potentially leading to defensiveness and a rejection of the data source itself, frequently

labeling academic research as detached or theoretical. Officers who have relied on certain

strategies for decades to maintain control and safety may interpret the push for data-driven reform

as an implication that their past work was flawed or misguided. To mitigate this psychological

resistance, effective EBP implementation must consciously bridge the gap between academic

theory and practical application. This involves demonstrating how research findings can be

translated into actionable, operationally sound tactics that enhance safety and effectiveness

without completely discarding the value of professional judgment, essentially recasting the officer's

role as an informed consumer and adapter of scientific knowledge rather than merely a recipient of

external mandates.

The core of the matter lies in shifting the professional identity. Traditional policing culture often

values the "warrior" model, emphasizing courage, instinct, and rapid response, which naturally

resists the slow, methodical process of data collection and evaluation inherent in EBP. Attitudes

become positive only when the agency successfully redefines professional competence to include

data literacy, critical thinking, and a willingness to self-correct based on feedback. This

transformation requires sustained effort in training that not only presents the evidence but also

validates the officer's existing skills while illustrating how EBP can make those skills sharper and

more ethically defensible. Without this validation and identity shift, officers may comply outwardly

with new policies while maintaining deeply skeptical internal attitudes, resulting in low-fidelity

implementation and eventual failure of the reform effort.

Organizational Barriers and Cultural Resistance

Organizational culture serves as a powerful determinant of attitudes toward EBP. Police agencies

are often characterized by strong internal solidarity, hierarchical structures, and a reliance on

institutional memory, all of which can act as significant inertia against external scientific influence.

The "police culture" often emphasizes loyalty and conformity, making skepticism toward outsiders--
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including academic researchers--a default protective mechanism. When EBP is introduced, it is

frequently perceived as an initiative imposed by external political forces or academic partners,

rather than an organic, internally driven improvement process. This perception triggers cultural

resistance, manifesting in attitudes that dismiss the research as irrelevant, impractical, or simply a

temporary trend that will pass once the funding or political attention dissipates.

Furthermore, the organizational structure often lacks the necessary infrastructure to support

positive attitudes toward EBP. Many agencies do not possess dedicated units for internal research,

data analysis, or evaluation, leading to a situation where the responsibility for EBP falls onto

already overburdened operational staff. This lack of institutional commitment signals to personnel

that EBP is a secondary priority, thereby fostering negative attitudes related to increased

administrative burden without corresponding operational benefits. Positive attitudes require the

organization to treat research and evaluation as core functions, integrating them into daily workflow

and rewarding personnel who engage in data-driven decision-making, signaling that EBP is

structurally valued, not just philosophically endorsed.

Resource allocation also plays a critical role in shaping attitudes. Implementing EBP strategies,

such as focused patrol in specific hot spots, often requires a reallocation of personnel and time

away from traditional, geographically dispersed patrol duties. If officers perceive that EBP

initiatives strain limited resources or increase workload without adequate support (e.g., access to

better technology or reduced administrative tasks elsewhere), their attitudes will quickly turn

negative. Therefore, organizational leadership must proactively demonstrate that EBP optimizes

existing resources and improves efficiency, rather than simply adding layers of complexity. This

involves clear communication about the long-term cost savings and effectiveness gains derived

from evidence-based approaches, thereby addressing the pragmatic concerns that drive internal

resistance.

Attitudes of Frontline Officers: Skepticism and Pragmatism

Frontline officers hold the most crucial attitudes, as they are the ultimate implementers of EBP

policy. Their perspective is heavily weighted toward pragmatism: does the new policy work

efficiently in the street environment, and does it increase or decrease their personal risk?

Skepticism among this group often stems from the perceived disconnect between the controlled

environment of academic research and the chaotic, dynamic nature of police work. Officers may

view research findings, especially those based on statistical averages, as insufficient guides for

specific, rapidly evolving encounters. They frequently question the external validity of studies,

arguing that research conducted in one jurisdiction or under specific conditions may not apply to

their unique community context, leading to attitudes of distrust toward generalized scientific

conclusions.
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However, frontline attitudes are not uniformly resistant. When EBP translates directly into tangible,

effective tools--for example, specific, targeted deployment strategies that demonstrably reduce

assaults on officers or clearly defined de-escalation scripts based on psychological research--

officers tend to adopt a more positive, pragmatic attitude. They are highly receptive to evidence

that enhances their professional performance and safety. The resistance often surfaces when EBP

is presented abstractly or when implementation is poor, requiring officers to perform data collection

tasks without understanding the utility of the resulting analysis. To foster positive attitudes, EBP

must be delivered as a practical solution set, not merely a philosophical mandate, demonstrating

its immediate utility in solving recurring operational problems.

Furthermore, procedural justice--both applied externally to the public and internally within the

department--significantly influences officer attitudes toward EBP. If officers feel that the research

process itself is fair, transparent, and respectful of their input, they are more likely to support the

outcome. Conversely, if EBP initiatives are deployed in a top-down, authoritarian manner, officers

may perceive the process as unfair, leading to resentment and negative attitudes, regardless of the

quality of the supporting evidence. Successful EBP implementation requires officers to participate

in the adaptation and refinement of research-based tactics, ensuring a sense of ownership and

validating their professional expertise as essential for operationalizing scientific findings effectively.

Leadership Buy-in and Institutional Support

The attitudes of executive and senior command staff are paramount because they dictate the

resources, policies, and cultural climate necessary for EBP to flourish. If leadership attitudes are

merely performative--offering lip service to EBP while prioritizing traditional metrics or failing to

allocate necessary training funds--frontline skepticism will be reinforced, leading to the

institutionalization of negative attitudes. Genuine leadership buy-in requires a sustained

commitment to fostering an organizational culture of inquiry, where questioning current practices is

encouraged, and failure in pilot programs is viewed as a learning opportunity rather than a reason

for punishment.

Positive leadership attitudes are demonstrated through concrete actions, primarily the

institutionalization of partnerships with academic researchers and the creation of internal research

capacity. Leaders must actively champion the use of Randomized Controlled Trials and

evaluation mechanisms, defending these processes against political pressures that often demand

immediate, visible results rather than long-term, data-validated effectiveness. When senior leaders

consistently reference research findings in policy memos, budget justifications, and public

statements, they signal to the entire organization that EBP is the new standard of professional

excellence, thereby normalizing and encouraging positive attitudes among subordinates.

Crucially, leadership must manage the political risks associated with EBP. Research often reveals
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that certain cherished, high-visibility tactics are ineffective. Leaders with positive attitudes toward

EBP must possess the courage to dismantle these ineffective practices, even if they are politically

popular, and communicate clearly why evidence dictates the change. Failure to act decisively on

negative research findings--for instance, continuing ineffective programs to satisfy political

stakeholders--sends a powerful message to officers that the commitment to evidence is superficial,

severely damaging the credibility of the EBP movement and fostering cynical attitudes throughout

the ranks regarding the sincerity of the reform effort.

The Role of Education, Training, and Communication

Effective education and training are the primary mechanisms for cultivating positive attitudes

toward EBP. Simply presenting research findings is insufficient; training must focus on building

data literacy, teaching officers how to critically evaluate sources of evidence, and demonstrating

the practical link between scientific methodology and improved operational outcomes. Initial

academy training should integrate EBP principles, establishing the expectation that professional

policing is inherently data-driven. For veteran officers, specialized training must be designed to

address ingrained skepticism directly, often utilizing local case studies where evidence-based

tactics demonstrably outperformed traditional methods.

Communication strategies are vital for overcoming resistance and shaping positive attitudes.

Communication regarding EBP must be transparent, frequent, and two-way. Officers need to

understand not only what the new policy is, but specifically why the evidence supports it and how

the policy was adapted based on feedback from practitioners.

Clarity of Purpose: Clearly articulate how EBP benefits the officer (e.g., better risk management,

reduced complaints, increased success rates).

Feedback Mechanisms: Establish formal channels allowing officers to critique the research and

propose modifications to implementation, fostering a sense of co-creation.

Demonstration of Success: Publicize successful EBP initiatives internally, utilizing internal media

to showcase officers who have effectively used data to improve outcomes, thereby normalizing the

behavior.

Furthermore, positive attitudes are sustained when the communication pipeline is continuous. EBP

is not a one-time initiative but an ongoing cycle of research, implementation, evaluation, and

adjustment. Regular updates on new research, internal evaluations, and the progress of current

EBP projects keep the topic relevant and reinforce the idea that data-driven decision-making is a

permanent, evolving feature of the profession. This sustained communication prevents EBP from

being perceived as a temporary management fad, cementing its status as an enduring professional

standard.
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Measuring and Sustaining Positive Attitudes toward EBP

To ensure the long-term success of EBP, police agencies must systematically measure the

attitudes of their personnel and develop strategies to sustain positive sentiment. Attitude

measurement typically involves quantitative surveys and qualitative focus groups administered

periodically to track shifts in acceptance, perceived utility, and understanding of EBP principles

across different ranks and units. Key metrics include the perceived relevance of research to daily

tasks, the level of trust in academic partners, and the willingness to self-initiate data collection or

evaluation efforts. These metrics provide critical feedback, allowing leadership to identify pockets

of resistance--whether cultural, structural, or individual--and tailor interventions accordingly.

Sustaining positive attitudes requires institutionalization and continuous reinforcement. EBP must

be embedded into the formal career path, meaning that promotion criteria, performance

evaluations, and internal awards should explicitly recognize and reward data literacy and the

application of evidence-based strategies. If officers see that career advancement is tied to their

engagement with EBP, their motivation and attitude toward the reform will naturally become more

positive and internalized. This shifts the perception of EBP from an imposed requirement to a

professional development opportunity.

Finally, sustaining positive attitudes demands celebrating success and institutionalizing learning.

When an EBP initiative (such as a targeted hot spots patrol strategy) yields measurable positive

results (e.g., crime reduction), the agency must formally recognize the officers involved and

disseminate the findings widely. Conversely, when an EBP project fails to meet expectations, the

agency must communicate transparently about the failure, explaining what was learned and how

the strategy will be adjusted. This commitment to continuous learning, regardless of outcome,

reinforces the scientific mindset inherent in EBP, fostering an organizational culture where critical

inquiry and adaptation are valued, ensuring that attitudes toward evidence remain robustly positive

over time.
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