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results of our analysis idlentiﬁed two main findings. First, it .showed that police-citizen encounters;
the vast majority of participants perceive the simulator training that they police decision making; use
completed to be of value, as evidenced by the high mean values of of force; firearms and tactics
positive perceptions of the simulator. Second, we identified participant simulators
characteristics related to both increased and decreased odds that partici-

pants perceive the simulator training as effective. Specifically, possessing

a bachelor’s degree and employment with a municipal police department

are related to an increased likelihood of perceiving the training as more

effective than other training methods. Police departments and research-

ers should consider the possible implications of these subtle predictors

and develop strategies and policies that will enhance the experiences of

all trainees and, ultimately, more favorable training outcomes.

The death of George Floyd while in police custody in May 2020 in Minneapolis, Minnesota
rejuvenated longstanding national discussions about police use of force, racism, and systemic
inequalities in the criminal justice system. Floyd’s death stirred the nation’s conscience and resulted
in massive protests and civil disturbances calling for justice and police reform throughout the
nation and worldwide. This incident is the latest in several high-profile incidents involving
a perceived use of excessive force, including the fatal police shootings of Walter Scott in North
Charleston, South Carolina (President’s Task Force on 21st Century Policing, 2015), Michael Brown
in Ferguson, Missouri (2014), Tamir Rice in Cleveland, Ohio (2014), and Laquan McDonald in
Chicago, Illinois (2014). The deaths led to widespread protests and civil unrest, as well as expansive
media coverage, and calls for police reform, enhanced accountability, oversight, and training. The
aftermath of these incidents has also shed light on the precarious nature of policing and the
decision-making processes that police officers must make in high-risk and life-threatening
situations.

The President’s Task Force on Policing in the 21* Century (2015), the Police Executive Research
Forum (2016a), the Department of Justice (2017), and the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights (2018)
called for sweeping changes in American policing that included building trust and legitimacy, clear
and comprehensive policies for citizen-police encounters and use of force, as well as effective
training that prepares officers for a wide range of challenges including active shooters, changing
laws, evolving technologies, a growing mental health crisis, homelessness, new cultural mores,

CONTACT John Comiskey @ jcomiske@monmouth.edu Monmouth University, West Long Branch, United States
© 2021 Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group



2 (&) J.COMISKEY ET AL.

rising immigration, and terrorism. The overarching goals of the policies and training should (a)
help build positive police-citizen relationships, and (b) prepare police officers for the challenges of
policing in the 21% century. The training should include realistic scenario-based platforms that
include procedural justice, implicit bias, crisis intervention, de-escalation, situational awareness,
decision making, and the use of force,

One of the most effective methods by which to reduce the use of force, and especially deadly
force, is to provide effective training to recruits (Davies, 2015; Lee & Vaughn, 2010; Lim & Lee,
2015). Understanding how police officers prepare for and are trained to make decisions during
stressful and potentially dangerous citizen encounters is critical to advancing the police profession.
This exploratory study examines a relatively new and still evolving training platform that is being
increasingly utilized to prepare law enforcement officers for potentially violent police-citizen
encounters, virtual firearms and tactics simulators. Rather than focus on the more commonly
studied officers’ decision-making, skills/tactics development, physiological responses, racial/impli-
cit bias, and response time outcomes of the use of force and citizen complaints after completing this
type of training, we examine how training participants perceive the value of the simulator training.
In doing so, we identify correlates of police officers’ perceptions of the utility and effectiveness of the
training to put forth recommendations for agencies currently using and considering the use of such
training tools. This article begins with an overview of scenario-based and simulation training and
the characteristics and officers’ perceptions of police training. The next section explains our survey
and data analysis methodology followed by the results sections describing police officers’ percep-
tions of firearms and tactical simulators and a discussion of the article’s findings.

Scenario-Based and Simulation Training

Scenario-based and simulation training may be traced to ancient civilizations’ use of wooden swords
for training and the game of chess which was used for military and diplomatic planning. Scenario-
based training refers to knowledge and skills development training predicated on contextual
hypothetical situations that require students to work through problems/situations (Werth, 2011;
Wollert & Quail, 2018). Simulation training refers to methods for implementing models over time,
models being logical representations of systems, entities, or phenomena or processes. Models aid us
in understanding complex concepts and processes because they can help simplify and explain them
(Hayes, 2006).

The modern use of simulation training ranges from eighteenth-century obstetrics training to the
U.S. Army’s use of flight simulators to train new pilots without the hazards of actual flight during
World War II. Since that time, simulators have been used to train air traffic controllers, bus drivers,
doctors, fire officers, soldiers, police officers, and others in a myriad of occupations where failures
can lead to fatal consequences. The rationale for scenario-based and simulation training is that
humans learn best by doing. This is especially the case for police officers when the training is
engaging, applicable to their everyday duties and responsibilities, and provides opportunities for
social interaction (Birzer & Tannehill, 2001; Oliva & Compton, 2009; Police Executive Research
Forum, 2016b).

Simulation training provides opportunities for the commission and remediation of misguided
actions, which in real-world contexts might result in fatal consequences (Andersen et al., 2016;
Holbrook & Cennamo, 2014). This builds on Dewey’s (1938) and Kolb’s (2014) experiential learning
and Schon’s (1983) reflective practice pedagogies, whereby learners and practitioners reflect on their
experiences and actions to modify/adjust future actions. Reflection is about connecting past
experiences and their outcomes to future activity. The goal is active learning and training transfer
— a process by which trainees learn something in one setting and then can apply it, albeit in
a modified form, in real-world settings (Baldwin & Ford, 1988). The most recent data culled from
the Bureau of Justice Statistics indicates that the vast majority (81%) of police academies, and by
implication police departments, have or have access to a firearms scenario simulator (Reaves, 2016).
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Researchers assessing firearms and tactics simulator training firearms and tactics simulator
training have found that the training: appears to be beneficial in developing skills that are arguably
the most important for the safety of the officer and others, i.e. accuracy, effective use of cover,
avoiding the unintentional shooting or endangering of innocents and ensuring the shooting is
justified (Justice and Safety Centre, 2003); could be used to assess the relationship between officers’
personality traits and shooting behavior (Aadland, 1981; Howard, 1991; Scharf et al., 1978); could
be used to assess police officers physiological responses to high-stress situations (Andersen et al.,
2016; Oudejans, 2008; Roy et al., 2019; Thomasson et al., 2014; Winser et al., 2014); effectively
developed marksmanship skills (Kratzig, 2013; White et al., 1991); effectively promoted preventive
action tactics, i.e. tactics that eliminate the need to use force (Helsen & Starkes, 1999); helped
develop officers’ self-efficacy (Holbrook & Cennamo, 2014); helped officers built a reference library
of realistic experiences for moments of decision in real life shoot/don’t shoot incidents (Davies,
2015); helped develop officers’” decision-making skills (Soderstrom et al., 2018); improved officer’s
situational awareness (Johnsen et al., 2016; Saus et al, 2006); improved officers’ motor and cognitive
skills (Boyd, 1992; Helsen & Starkes, 1999; Scharr, 2001); provided cost-saving training opportu-
nities (Seymour et al, 1994); and provided insights into officers’ shooting response times during
armed confrontations (Blair et al., 2011). In addition, police officers reported that firearms and
tactics simulator training was more effective than traditional firearms training. The training made
them more confident, increased their situational awareness, improved their decision-making
abilities, and they felt more adequately prepared for critical incidents (Boyd, 1992; Davies, 2015;
Justice and Safety Centre, 2003; Scharr, 2001; Seymour et al, 1994).

Other researchers voiced concerns about the validity and fidelity of the firearms and tactics
simulator training. Analyses of the Metro-Dade Police Department’s use of the Simulated Media
Environment Program (SME-24) met with mixed reviews. A preliminary study indicated that police
officers who had been through the training demonstrated an increased understanding on police
procedures and the proper use of deadly physical force (Meers, 1985). However, the Office of Dade
County Criminal Justice Council (1983) found the validity of the technique was questionable,
Specifically, the SME-24 did not provide the interactions necessary to achieve the desired results or
measure performance in the broad spectrum of police work. At a public demonstration of the SME-
24 simulator, members of People United to Save a social justice and civil rights organization, walked
out of the demonstration saying that it would not work. (United Press International, 1983,
August 4) A Dade County Judge, also in attendance at the demonstration, disagreed with the
PUSH comments about the scenario not working but also found that the simulations were not life-
like (Office of Dade County Criminal Justice Council, 1983).

Moreover, Bennell et al.’s (2007) examination of the Canadian police officers found that training
on the Firearms and Tactics Simulator (FATS) did not provide adequate practice time or instructor-
trainee feedback or adequately address retraining needs and lacked fidelity. Similarly, Rostker et al.’s
(2008) examination of the New York City Police Department’s (NYPD) FATS’ training found that
the scenarios and equipment were generally designed for one or two trainees to participate at the
same time. Bennel and Jones (2004) and Rostker et al. (2008) recommended that police departments
conduct a cost-benefit analysis to determine the optimal training time for desired performance
gains; implement open simulation practice; ensure that trainees master basic responses; schedule
retraining sessions as needed; increase instructor-feedback time; and complement instructor feed-
back with trainees’ self-assessments. In 2015, the NYPD revamped its training curriculum to focus
on scenario-based training. The department’s new police academy features a simulated tactical
village complete with storefronts, a subway car, vehicles, and bank windows. However, as noted in
a 2015 training memorandum, only 10 to 20 officers actively participated in the tactical village
training, leaving the remaining officers to watch the training (New York City Police Department,
2015). Police use of firearms and tactical simulators, virtual reality (VR) platforms, and scenario-
based training are evolving to include de-escalation, crisis intervention, mental illness, and inter-
agency terrorism response training (Department of Homeland Security, 2018; Harris, 2020; Lewis,
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2020; Meminger, 2019, January 23; VirTra, 2020; Wheatly et al., 2020; Wollert & Quail, 2018; Zoch,
2020, July 13).

Trainee characteristics and perceptions of police training

One aspect of police training that has received relatively little empirical attention considers how the
characteristics of training participants might be related to their perceptions of the quality and value
of the training. As described above, the majority of research on simulator

training for law enforcement officers has focused on skills development and the assessment of
personality traits and shooting behavior. The perceptions of training participants are important to
consider if those who perceive training more favorably might retain and utilize the curriculum more
effectively. Similarly, the perceptions of training participants will likely impact the degree to which
agencies continue to use training simulator programs.

Few studies of law enforcement training have examined how the characteristics of trainees can
impact how they perceive the value of the training. While some of this research has determined that
demographic characteristics do not seem to impact participants’ perceptions of law enforcement
training (Finnimore, 2005), Walling (2007) analyzed the views of individuals at multiple ranks in
law enforcement agencies in southern Nevada to determine that several factors influence percep-
tions of training for patrol officers. Specifically, Walling (2007) concluded that statistically signifi-
cant differences existed between the topics that patrol officers and top administrators felt were most
important for the training of new patrol officers. Similarly, Stroupe’s (2003) analysis of the
perceptions of West Virginia State Police Academy graduates indicated that factors such as level
of education and age were related to differing perceptions of the effectiveness of their agency’s
training curricula, while gender was not. Other researchers have noted the importance of this
avenue of inquiry by suggesting that future studies should examine how the perceptions of training
participants might have important implications for the improvement of law enforcement training
(Chappell, 2008; King Stargel, 2010; Lettic, 2016; Sedevic, 2005; Vander-Kooi, 2006).

We build upon this fledgling body of literature to examine how the characteristics of simulator
training participants might be associated with their perceptions of the effectiveness, fidelity, and
transferability of firearms and tactical simulation training to the field (operational environment). If
the individuals receiving simulator-based training do not believe that this training has merit or that
it is not more effective than traditional teaching techniques regarding the proper use of force, then it
is vital to identify factors that might influence those beliefs. Through an exploratory analysis, we
hope to learn more about how participants perceive simulator training and then identify the
characteristics of simulator participants that might be related to those perceptions. In doing so,
we hope to uncover valuable information for agencies that currently utilize simulator training for
the proper use of force during encounters with the public, and those that are considering this type of
training tool, to improve the effectiveness of the training.

Methodology

This study analyzed data from questionnaires to determine police officers’ perceptions of the
effectiveness of the VirTra-300 firearms and tactics simulation training. The study sought to
identify the officers’ perceptions of the transferability of the training to the field and its impacts
on their awareness of their threat environments (situational awareness); firearms proficiency;
tactics, decision-making skills, state of preparedness, as well as how the training compared to
other law enforcement training, how the training might impact the outcomes of police-citizen
encounters in the future, and to what extent the officers would recommend the training to their
colleagues.

Research participants were invited to complete a questionnaire during their pre-simulator
training brief and completed the questionnaires immediately following the VirTra-300 firearms
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and tactics simulation training. The study’s population and the sample include 417 training
participants that were undertaking VirTra-300-based firearms and tactics simulator training either
as part of their recruit (n = 220) or in-service (1 = 178) training.! The 417 participants were from
approximately 50 different local police departments in one county in the Northeast region of the
United States, as well as 26 law enforcement officers from other federal, state, and local law
enforcement agencies that completed the training at the County’s training facility. Prior to
participating in the simulator training, the police recruits had completed 11 weeks of a 21-week
County police academy curriculum that included: courtroom testimony, decision making, law, de-
escalation tactics, emergency medical response, emergency vehicle operations, history of policing,
physical wellness and nutrition, rules and regulations, unarmed defense, water safety, water safety,
and use of force courses. In-service officers were graduates of the County police academy or law
enforcement officers who had satisfactorily completed all police academy/other required entry-level
training for their agency.

The survey was administered anonymously as part of the VirTra exercise de-brief training
session. Survey participation was voluntary. The purpose of the survey was explained to the students
via a verbal script, as well as a Letter of Consent that prospective participants were asked to read.
Participants were instructed to not write their names on the surveys and to submit their surveys into
a secured dropbox. To maintain anonymity, the Letters of Consent were not collected. Participants
were asked to acknowledge that they had read the Letter of Consent and understood the purpose of
the study and the attendant risks by filling in a circle on an Informed Consent question at the top of
the survey. The survey was administered to simulator participants between February 2019 and
November 2019 by the VirTra trainers and completed surveys were subsequently collected by the
researchers. Notably, the surveys were completed before the in-police custody death of George
Floyd and the police shooting death of Breonna Taylor in 2020.

The VirTra-300 provides five screens and a 300-degree immersive training platform. The
judgmental use-of-force training mode supplies a library of 13 realistic scenarios including active
shooter, ambush, court/jail, disturbance, domestic violence, emotionally disturbed person, high-
risk entry, hostage situation, oft-duty, suicidal subject, suspect(s) contact, suspicious subject(s), and
traffic stops, and one skills drill exercise. VirTra-300 is equipped with an audio system and
transducers that simulate sounds and movement. Participants step onto a platform surrounded
by the five screens, onto which the high-definition video is played, and respond to the scenarios
accordingly (VirTra, 2019, 2013). In this study, participants fired a Glock 9 MM Model 17 pistol.
The OC-spray (oleoresin capsicum) element was used on a department-by-department basis and
was not used for recruits, as OC-spray was not standard equipment for some departments. The
simulation scenario was operated by an instructor who could change the response from the screen
characters dependent on the actions of the officer.

The post-training questionnaire was broken into two parts. The first part included 15 multiple
choice and two short answer questions that asked research participants to identify the extent to
which they believed that: (a) the training was transferable to the field (real-world operational
environment); (b) impacted their awareness of their threat environment (situational awareness),
firearms proficiency, use of force and de-escalation tactics, decision-making skills, and state of
preparedness; (c) how the training compared to other law enforcement training; (d) how the
training might impact the outcomes of police-citizen encounters in the future; and (e) to what
extent the officers would recommend the training to their colleagues.

To evaluate the training, participants were asked to respond on a scale of 1 (strongly disagree) to
5 (strongly agree) to the following statements that the VirTra simulator training has: reinforced
firearm tactics, reinforced decision-making skills, provided experience determining the use-of-force
continuum, reinforced de-escalation tactics, and prepared for physical force/deadly physical force
situation. On the same scale, participants were asked to remark on their level of agreement with the
following statements: the training may result in fewer law enforcement officer injuries and fatalities
during police-citizen encounters, the training may result in fewer civilian injuries and fatalities
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during police-citizen encounters, I am now more likely to use contact and cover tactics because of
the VirTra simulator training, I am now more aware of the threats inherent to my work environ-
ment, T am more likely to take those threats into account in the field, and, I felt the need for tactical
training before attending the Virtra simulator training today.

Respondents were also asked to indicate their agreement with the following statements: I am
confident that the knowledge I gained from the VirTra simulator training today can be transferred
to the field (completely disagree — completely agree), and I am now more aware of the threats
inherent to my work environment and am more likely to take those threats into account in the field
because of the VirTra simulator training (strongly disagree — strongly agree). Finally, respondents
were asked to answer the following questions: How would you rate the VirTra simulator training
with respect to its effectiveness in preparing law enforcement officers to handle police-civilian
encounters? (less effective, as effective, more effective), and How would you rate the VirTra
simulator training with respect to its effectiveness in preparing law enforcement officers to handle
police-civilian encounters? below average, average, above average)? The short answer questions
asked participants to identify and describe anything else they learned during the VirTra-300 firearm
and tactical training and how the training might be improved.

The second part of the survey included demographic questions that asked participants to identify
their gender (male or female), ethnicity (collapsed into White or Other for this analysis), age (30
and younger, 31-40, 41 and older), and level of education (less than a bachelor’s degree or
bachelor’s degree or higher). They were also asked about their current position, including the
type of agency (municipal police department or other), the number of employees at their agency (1-
10, 11-25, 26-49, 50 or more), their current rank (officer or other), and years of experience (recruit,
0-10 years, 11 years or more).

To understand these data and how participants felt about the simulator training experience, we
began with a univariate analysis of the survey items described above. Then, once we learned about
the characteristics of the participants and their perceptions of the simulator, we proceeded with

Table 1. Descriptive statistics of participant characteristics.

Participant Characteristics n %
Gender 390

Male 86.7
Female 13.3
Race 397

White 756
Other 244
Age 388

30 and younger 71.6
31-40 17.0
41 and older 11.3
Education 395

Less than a Bachelor's Degree 45.8
Bachelor’s Degree or Higher 54.2
Rank: 392
Police/Corrections/Court Officer 73.0
Other 27.0
Department: 416

Municipal Police 76.4
Other 236
Department Size: 402

1-10 52
11-25 306
25-49 134
50 or More 50.7
Experience; 398

Recruit 553
0-10 Years 274

11 Years or More 173
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Table 2. Descriptive statistics of participant perceptions of simulator,

Perceptions of Simulator n Mean SD
Need for tactical training 417 446 0.83
Situational threat awareness and contact and cover 417 4.80 0.46
Contact and cover tactics 417 4.72 0.52
Reinforced firearm techniques 117 472 0.56
Reinforced decision-making skills 417 4,84 0.37
Provided experience determining use-of-force continuum 417 476 0.46
Reinforced de-escalation tactics 417 473 0.49
Prepared for physical force/deadly physical force situation 417 468 0.55
Simulator will result in fewer LEQ injuries and fatalities 417 465 0.59
Simulator will result in fewer civilian injuries and fatalities 417 4,67 0.55
Recommend training to fellow officers 414 4.93 0.26
Compared to other law enforcement training: 416 %

Less effective 0.5

As effective 16.3

More effective 83.2

Preparation for police-civilian encounters: 416

Below average 0.0

Average 9.9

Above average 90.1

a bivariate analysis to ensure that no issues of multicollinearity between the predictor variables
would preclude their inclusion in subsequent multivariate analyses. Finally, we utilized binary
logistic regression to examine the relationship between the predictor variables and two important,
dichotomous outcomes: whether participants felt that the simulator training was ‘more effective’
compared to other law enforcement training that they had experienced and whether they felt that it
was ‘above average’ in preparing them for police-civilian encounters.

Results

The analysis began with an examination of descriptive statistics for each of the variables to be included
in the subsequent multivariate models. Table 1 reports the descriptive statistics of participant
characteristics and shows that 86.7% of the simulator participants were male, 75.6% were White,
71.6% were 30 years old or younger and 54.2% had a bachelor’s degree or higher. Regarding their
position, 73% identified as an Officer, 76.4% worked in a municipal police department, 50.7% worked
in a department with 50 or more employees, and 55.3% were in the recruit stage of their position.

Table 2 presents the descriptive statistics of the participants’ perceptions of the simulator
training. These perceptions were generally very positive. As shown in the top half of Table 2, the
mean scores for all survey items asking respondents to rate the effectiveness of the simulator were
well above 4.0, with most above 4.6 (a 5 indicates that they Strongly Agree with the statement). The
participants largely agreed that there is a need for tactical training (mean of 4.46) and, most
important, they would recommend the training to fellow officers (mean of 4.93). Compared to
other law enforcement training, 83.2% of participants indicated that the simulator was ‘more
effective’, while less than one percent responded that it was ‘less effective.” Similarly, 90.1% of
participants reported that the simulator training provided preparation for police-civilian encoun-
ters that were ‘above average.’

While the participants reported very positive views of the effectiveness of the simulator training,
the subsequent multivariate analyses were conducted to identify characteristics of the participants
that were statistically significantly linked with perceptions that the simulator training was ‘more
effective’ compared to other law enforcement training that they had experienced and whether they
felt that it was ‘above average’ in preparing them for police-civilian encounters. Although each of
those survey items had three possible responses, we have dichotomized those outcomes because few
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Table 3. Logistic regression madels predicting perceptions of simulator value.

Model 1 Model 2
Training More Improve Police-Citizen

Effective Relations
Constant 4.75 846.72%%*
Male 0.77 (0.34-1.77) 1.02 (0.31-3.34)
White 0.98 (0.49-1.96) 1.04 (0.44-2.49)
Age 0.78 (0.42-1.45) 0.19 (0.09-0.42)%**
Education Level 1.91 (1.04-3.52)* 2,61 (1.18-5.76)*
Officer 0.53 (0.24-1.13) 0.40 (0.15-1.12)
Municipal Police 3.11 (1.61-6.00)** 0.39 (0.13-1.11)
Experience 0.85 (0.49-1.47) 1.58 (0.76-3.31)
Agency Size 1.04 (0.76-1.41) 0.60 (0.38-0.94)*
Model x2 21.81%# 41 43%%%
Nagelkerle R? 0.10 0.226

#% 1 < 0,001, ** p < 0,01, * p < 0.05

individuals responded that they found the training to be either ‘less effective’ or ‘as effective’
compared to other law enforcement training, or ‘below average’ or ‘average’ as preparation for
police-citizen encounters. As a result, we ran logistic regression models to estimate the relationship
of the participant characteristics on their views about the value of the training. Before estimating
these models, we calculated bivariate correlations in to identify potential issues of multicollinearity
between the items to be included in the logistic regression models. No issues of multicollinearity
were observed, and so we proceeded with the logistic regression models.

The results of the two logistic regression models are shown in Table 3. Model 1 regressed the
participant characteristics on the perception that the simulator training was more effective when
compared to other law enforcement training. Model 2 regressed the same items on the perception
that the training was an ‘above average’ preparation for police-citizen encounters. For both models
in Table 3, we present the odds ratios and confidence intervals for each predictor. Odds ratios are
intuitive values that represent the degree to which a predictor is related to an increased or decreased
odds of support for the outcome perception. For example, an odds ratio of 1.5 for an item in Model
1 of Table 3 would indicate that that characteristic is related to increased odds of 50% that sample
participants believe that the simulator training was more effective than other training. In contrast,
an odds ratio of 0.5 for the same item in the model would indicate that that characteristic is related
to odds that are decreased by 50% for that same perception of the simulator training.

Looking at Model 1 in Table 3, it is observed that having a bachelor’s degree or higher (OR = 1.91,
P < 0.05) and being employed by a municipal police department (OR = 3.11, p < 0.01) increase the
odds that participants will indicate that the simulator training is more effective than other training.
Being employed by a municipal police department has a particularly strong relationship with believing
that the simulator training is more effective, as the odds ratio of 3.11 indicates that participants from
municipal police departments have an increased odds of more than 200%, compared to individuals
who work elsewhere (Sherriff's Office, Prosecutor’s Office, other). No characteristics were found to be
significantly related with decreased odds of perceiving the simulator training as more effective.

The results presented in Model 2 show the odds ratios of the predictors on the outcome perception
that the simulator training is an ‘above average’ method of preparing for police-citizen encounters.
Model 2 indicates that having a bachelor’s degree or higher (OR = 2.61, p < 0.05) increase the odds
that participants will indicate that the simulator training is more effective than other training, while
increased age (OR = 0.19, p < 0.001) and increased agency size (OR = 0.60, p < 0.05) decrease the odds
of perceiving the simulator training as an ‘above average’ method of improving police-citizen
relations. Relative to Model 1, the model fit statistics for Model 2 indicate that the independent
variables are better able to explain the perception that the simulator training is an above average
method of preparing for police-citizen encounters than they can predict whether a training partici-
pant will perceive the simulator as more effective than other training.
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Discussion

This study is among the first to examine the perceptions of police officers who complete virtual
firearms and tactics simulator training for purpose of improving relations between citizens and law
enforcement officials. The results of our analysis identified two main findings. First, it showed that
the vast majority of participants perceive the simulator training that they completed to be of value,
as evidenced by the high mean values of positive perceptions of the simulator shown in Table 1.
Although prior research on the effectiveness of simulator training is inconsistent and certainly still
lacking (Bennell, Jones, & Corey, 2007; Holbrock & Cennamo, 2014; Justice and Safety Centre,
2003; Kase et al, 2017; Rostker et al, 2008; Saus et al, 2006; Timm, 1991) our analysis demonstrates
that participants perceive its value at a high level. This finding is promising, as trainees who perceive
training as useful are far more likely to apply that training to the workplace (Grossman & Salas,
2011; Jordan, 2014; Velada & Caetano, 2007). This result is consistent with numerous studies that
found that perceptions of the learning experience is the most important predictor of successful
training transfer (Colquitt et al., 2000; Velada & Caetano, 2007; Warr & Bunce, 1995).

Second, we identified participant characteristics that are related to both increased and decreased
odds that participants perceive the simulator training as effective. Specifically, we found that
possession of a bachelor’s degree and employment with a municipal police department are related
to an increased likelihood of perceiving the training as more effective than other training methods.
Similarly, having a bachelor’s degree is linked with increased odds of perceiving the simulator
training as an “above average” method of preparing individuals for improving police-citizen
relations, but being older and working at a larger agency decrease those odds. The finding that
more educated participants are more likely to perceive the training as valuable is supported by
analogous findings in other studies. For example, varying levels of a college education are related to
lower rates in the use of force (Binder & Pridell, 1984; Carter & Sapp, 1990; Chapman, 2012;
Gardiner, 2017; Paoline & Terrill, 2007; Vespucci, 2020) and college-educated police officers are
generally more effective communicators (Vespucci, 2020) and are generally more cognizant of
social problems and civil rights issues than their less-educated peers (Paynich, 2009). Prior
academic experiences may make educated officers more amenable to different types of training in
general. In addition, the finding that employment with a municipal police department was related to
an increased likelihood of perceiving the training as more effective than other methods of training
aligns with Edwards’ (2019) study that found that municipal officers had a more positive general
perceived value of higher education compared to officers employed by county sheriff’s offices.

We have also found that older officers are less likely than their younger counterparts to perceive
the simulator training as an ‘above average’ method of improving police-citizen relations. This is
akin to the adage that it is difficult to teach an old dog new tricks and is supported by the limited
research on law enforcement training that highlights how the age of participants can affect the
effectiveness and perceptions of the effectiveness of such training (Etter & Griffin, 2011; White,
2016). Etter and Griffin (2011) focused on in-service training for current officers to show that
changing technology necessitates continued training, but that that agencies often focus on the
training needs of the agency, rather than the individual participants, and often to the detriment of
older officers. Similarly, White (2016) examined the effects of demographic characteristics of law
enforcement officers on learning preferences during training and concluded that younger officers
(specifically those between the ages of 20 and 30) prefer a kinesthetic, or hands-on approach, of
which the simulator is certainly an example.

Our findings suggest that police officers who perceive firearms and tactical simulator training as
beneficial are more likely to apply their training to the field and that the following personal
characteristics increase the likelihood that police officers will have a favorable attitude towards
the training: having a bachelor’s degree, being 30 years old and younger, and being employed by
a municipal police department. Moving forward, police departments and researchers should
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consider the possible implications of these subtle predictors and develop strategies and policies that
will enhance the experiences of all trainees and, ultimately, more favorable training outcomes.

Some limitations should be discussed before delving into the potential practical implications that
might stem from this research. First, it is important to note that our study represents an analysis of
only one simulator training program with a sample of 417 training participants. Similarly, our
sample was relatively homogenous regarding several characteristics, as most participants were
young recruits who were training for officer positions with local police departments. A more robust
sample that includes additional participants from additional types of agencies, and at different
points in their careers, might further illuminate the differences that we detected between younger
and older participants. We were also only able to examine the impact of participants’ characteristics
on perceptions of the value of the training. Future researchers should consider the longitudinal
impact of the simulator and similar training (virtual reality and scenario-based) by evaluating its
effectiveness by examining outcomes such as citizen complaints or incidents involving the use-of-
force, to detect potential differences between law enforcement professionals who have completed
simulator training and those who have not.

The present study is exploratory in nature and it would be premature to use the findings to
inform policy at this juncture. However, our study adds to the growing body of literature identifying
the benefits of hiring college-educated officers. Additionally, participants overwhelmingly indicated
that they benefitted from simulator training and that it prepared them to better interact with
civilians. These findings are especially important given the public’s recent demand for police
reform. As such, these preliminary conclusions support the continued exploration of such training
tools and, certainly, support additional research efforts to evaluate their use.

Note

1. 19 participants did not respond to this question.
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