
International Journal of Law, Crime and Justice 66 (2021) 100491

Available online 15 July 2021
1756-0616/© 2021 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

Evaluation of a police training on de-escalation with 
trauma-exposed youth 

Krista R. Mehari a,*, Caryn R.R. Rodgers b, Megan A. Blanton a, Lisa A. Turner a 

a University of South Alabama, Department of Psychology, 307 N. University Blvd, UCOM 1000, Mobile, AL, 36688, USA 
b Albert Einstein College of Medicine, 1300 Morris Park Ave, Van Etten Rm 6B18, Bronx, NY, 10461, USA   

A R T I C L E  I N F O   

Keywords: 
Police 
Juvenile 
Training 
Trauma 
De-escalation  

This study reports the development and evaluation of a police training workshop on de-escalating 
situations with trauma-exposed youth. The training was developed using a participatory action 
framework, with the goal of increasing knowledge of adolescent development and the impact of 
trauma, and promoting skills for de-escalating situations with adolescents. A mixed methods 
study was conducted to explore the effectiveness of the workshop. Participants were 98 current 
police officers and recruits. Following the training, knowledge about adolescents and self-efficacy 
for dealing with adolescents increased, and anxiety about working with adolescents decreased. 
Open-ended responses indicated that the training was well received. A brief intervention can 
promote police officers’ knowledge of adolescents, self-efficacy, and ease in interacting with 
adolescents. Future research should build on these findings to determine if these changes lead to a 
decrease in the use of force in interactions with adolescents.   

1. Introduction 

About 31 million adolescents in the United States are under juvenile court jurisdiction, and over 80% of those referrals are initiated 
by law enforcement officers (Hockenberry and Puzzanchera, 2019). Many developmental factors unique to adolescence increase the 
likelihood that youth ages 10–24 will engage in delinquent behavior (Somerville et al., 2010). These delinquent behaviors, in turn, 
increase the likelihood that youth will come into contact with law enforcement, and through law enforcement, the justice system. 
However, U.S. police officers often do not receive specific training on adolescents and their development, despite the high frequencies 
of interactions with youth (C. Graves, personal communication, October 15, 2018). Training law enforcement officers on adolescent 
development and on specific tactics to de-escalate encounters with adolescents, especially trauma-exposed adolescents, may decrease 
the amount of referrals made to the justice system as well as increase community trust and satisfaction with law enforcement. 
Equipping law enforcement officers to engage effectively with youth could provide both law enforcement officers and youth with 
meaningful, potentially pivotal interactions. There is currently little research on brief trainings that could increase officers’ knowledge 
about adolescent development and their capacity to de-escalate situations with trauma-exposed adolescents through collaborative 
interactions. The purpose of this study was to provide a pilot test of an adolescent behavior and conflict de-escalation training. This 
training was developed in a collaboration between law enforcement officers in a medium-sized, urban police department in the 
southeastern U.S. and developmental and clinical psychologists. 
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1.1. Youth contact with law enforcement 

Adolescence is a critical developmental stage marked by rapid physical, cognitive, and social-emotional changes (Crosby et al., 
2009; Lawrence et al., 2009). There is no universally agreed upon age range for “youth; ” for the purposes of this work, we define youth 
as the ages from prepubescence (approximately 10 years old) to emerging adulthood, around 24 years old. The social and cognitive 
changes that take place during these ages increase the likelihood that youth may engage in delinquent behaviors. Socially, the onset of 
adolescence is a time of developing autonomy and exploring boundaries around independence, including limit-testing. Additionally, 
compared to younger children, youth spend less time with parents and more time in groups of peers engaging in peer-led (instead of 
adult-sanctioned) behaviors. Within this context, youth also increasingly prioritize peer relationships and approval and hold normative 
expectations around experimentation with sexual behavior and substance use (e.g., Arnett, 2014; Sumter et al., 2009). 

Cognitively, youth comprises a sensitive period for brain development (Dow-Edwards et al., 2019). Limited cognitive processes in 
adolescence include working memory, processing complex tasks, planning and judgment, and inhibitory control (Dow-Edwards et al., 
2019; Luna et al., 2010; Wahlstrom et al., 2010). In addition, during this time, different regions of the brain develop at different rates 
(Dow-Edwards et al., 2019), a non-linear process that may be inconsistent with adult expectations for youth capacities. Combined with 
an emotional orientation towards sensation-seeking and immediate gratification and a social structure that provides limited adult 
supervision, youths’ poor judgment, planning, and inhibitory control may result in behaviors that are illegal, disruptive, or dangerous 
(e.g., Moffitt, 2003). 

Given the higher frequency of delinquent behaviors among adolescents and emerging adults, it is not surprising they have higher 
odds of coming into contact with the police. Based on national data collected by the Department of Justice, which included only 
persons above the age of 16, people between the ages of 18 and 24 experienced the highest prevalence of interacting with the police 
(27%) and the highest prevalence of police-initiated contact (19%; Davis et al., 2018). Of note, officers may be proportionately more 
likely to sustain injuries when interacting with youth in this age group. Between 2011 and 2015, 24% of officer injuries with a known 
perpetrator were committed by 18- to 24-year-old suspects (Federal Bureau of Investigation, 2016). This compares to less than 5% 
committed by youth under 18 years old and 22% committed by 25–30 year olds, with a drop to 14% committed by 31–35 year olds, and 
a continual subsequent decrease as age group increases. It is unclear whether this is a result of higher police contacts with youth 
between 18 and 24 years old, or for other reasons. 

The likelihood of illegal, disruptive, or risky behaviors is even higher among youth who have been exposed to adversity and trauma. 
For example, a large body of research has found that exposure to community violence predicts increases in antisocial, delinquent, and 
aggressive behavior among youth (Overstreet, 2000). In a review, Stein et al. (2003) found that exposure to violence was consistently 
linked to association with deviant peers, involvement in criminal behavior, and arrest history. Early adversity, including maltreatment, 
victimization, and exposure to violence, has been linked longitudinally to substance use, such as alcohol use, smoking, and use of other 
drugs (e.g., Cisler et al., 2011; Schwab-Stone et al., 1995; Sullivan et al., 2007). All of these behaviors among youth who have been 
traumatized will increase the likelihood that they will interact with police officers. 

Unfortunately, youths’ adult-like appearance may cause officers to overestimate their capacity to engage in adaptive decision- 
making, respond safely to officer intervention, and understand the risks of their behaviors. Furthermore, youth who have been 
traumatized have even less emotion regulation capacity in high-intensity situations, such as interactions with police officers (e.g., 
Marusak et al., 2015). Officers responding to incidents in high-crime areas may be more likely to perceive youth of color, particularly 
Black youth, as threats due to stereotypes about Black boys and men, increasing the likelihood that police officers will act with force (e. 
g., Amodio et al., 2014; Todd et al., 2016). Thus, youths’ emotion dysregulation, poor judgment, and challenges in adaptive 
decision-making may be misinterpreted as angry aggression and lead to unanticipated consequences (e.g., Correll et al., 2002). These 
risks are exacerbated by exposure to chronic trauma, creating a trajectory in which youth grow up in overburdened, underresourced 
communities, come into contact with law enforcement, and have increasing involvement in the justice system (Sampson, 2012). 
Without skilled and knowledgeable police officers, youths’ interaction with police can quickly escalate, resulting in officer use of force 
and referral to the justice system, and creating a cycle of loss and mistrust between law enforcement and the communities they serve. 

1.2. Police responses to youth behaviors 

The police are placed in a pivotal position, such that they have the opportunity to create safety and order for vulnerable youth, 
through engaging in meaningful interactions and by identifying and referring youth in need of services (Marans and Hahn, 2017). 
Organizations such as the International Association of Chiefs of Police (IACP) and the American Bar Association have issued specific 
standards related to police handling of juvenile problems (e.g., Bittner and Krantz, 1996; International Association of Chiefs of Police). 
These standards acknowledge that there is a great deal of officer discretion involved in police handling of situations, and encourage 
officers to provide the least restrictive response and to avoid the formal justice process unless alternatives are not appropriate or not 
available (Bittner and Krantz, 1996). “Least restrictive response” refers to the use of force continuum, which ranges from no force 
(officer presence and nonthreatening demeanor) to lethal force (National Institute of Justice, 2009). For the purpose of this study, we 
define use of force as the use of physical force, restraints, arrests and formal processing, lethal or nonlethal weapons, and threats to use 
physical force or weapons. The IACP has encouraged police departments to train officers on adolescent development and on interacting 
with adolescents using methods designed to build rapport and de-escalate situations in order to reduce the introduction of youth to the 
formal adjudication process (IACP, n.d.). 

In general, the heightened focus on reducing formal charges and use of force against youth has had an impact; juvenile court cases 
(82% of which are referred by law enforcement officers) were reduced by 42% from 2005 to 2014 (Hockenberry and Puzzanchera, 
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2019). When officers are not adequately prepared for interacting with youth, it is possible that some biases may emerge. For example, 
officers may have specific attitudes about adolescents that increase the likelihood of use of force. In one study, 76% of officers endorsed 
a belief that adolescents who disrespected officers should be taken into custody (Allen, 2005). Unfortunately, youth are more likely to 
be disrespectful during interactions with police than are adults (Brown et al., 2009). Younger age predicts a higher likelihood of 
punitive action, such as arrest and use of force, on the part of the police, and being disrespectful predicts higher rates of arrest among 
youth (Brown et al., 2009; Terrill and Mastrofski, 2002). 

1.3. Justice system disparities for youth of color 

Pre-existing attitudes about youth may particularly disadvantage youth of color. According to some reports, Black youth were twice 
as likely as White youth to have interactions with police officers (Crutchfield et al., 2009). Although younger age predicts higher 
likelihood of arrest for both White and Black youth, younger age (juvenile vs. adult) increases the risk of arrest during police en-
counters 1.7 times for White youth, compared to 3.8 times for Black youth (Brown, 2005). When youth are arrested, youth of color may 
experience disproportionately more severe outcomes. The previously mentioned reduction in juvenile court cases was weaker for Black 
youth (37%) than for White youth (48%). In addition, when referred to juvenile court, Black youth were more likely to be detained 
than were White youth, and that was true across different types of offenses (Hockenberry and Puzzanchera, 2019). In general, this 
pattern results in Black youth having the highest rates of involvement in the juvenile justice system. Despite the fact that they comprise 
only 16% of U.S. youth, Black youth comprise 30% of juvenile court referrals and 58% of youth who enter into adult state prisons 
(youth.gov, n.d.). 

1.4. Police trainings to improve police-youth interactions 

Currently, there is a consensus about the need for de-escalation training for police officers (Engel et al., 2020; Morin et al., 2017), 
although de-escalation is generally poorly defined (Todak and James, 2018). For the purposes of this study, de-escalation has two 
meanings: (1) officers’ behavioral choice to not use force or their downward progression along the use-of-force continuum; and (2) 
officers’ use of non-coercive strategies to assist people in reducing their agitation, unsafe behaviors, or interpersonal conflict. Given 
that use of force precipitates formal entry into the justice system, use of force and adjudication are interdependent. Therefore, 
de-escalation can play a key role in reducing disproportionate minority contact. The Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency 
Prevention endorses in-service training as a strategy to reduce disproportionate minority contact among youth (LaMotte et al., 2010), 
yet there is no gold standard, evidence-based approach for such training. In fact, the sheer breadth of training topics and techniques 
offered in police officer in-service training have rendered some systematic review efforts futile (Huey, 2018). 

Research has supported the idea that de-escalation training has the capacity to reduce aggressive incidents, but most of this 
research has been conducted in the fields of nursing and psychiatry (c.f. Engel et al., 2020). More general research on effectiveness of 
police trainings, especially related to decreasing use of force, have highlighted process, such as the need for active learning strategies 
(e.g., reflection, discussion, practice) and relevant content and scenarios (e.g., Bennell et al., 2020; Jenkins et al., 2020). In terms of 
content, qualitative research on previous trainings identified the need for promoting communication skills of officers (Rajakaruna 
et al., 2017). Other strategies that may be effective in de-escalation for police officers include taking a humanizing (reducing power 
differentials) approach, compromising, and gaining a citizen’s cooperation through collaboratively approaching the problem (Todak 
and James, 2018; Todak and White, 2019). One officer training program, Verbal Judo, is designed to reduce use of force through 
teaching 15 skills. In a simulation, participants were more likely to engage in four of the fifteen skills taught (identify yourself, identify 
your agency, reduce commands, and avoid excessive repetition). However, they were not more likely to use more complex skills, such 
as empathizing with the subject (Giacomantonio et al., 2019). Taken as a whole, this study suggest that trainings can produce changes 
in skills in de-escalating conflict. However, these skills were focused on general de-escalation and not on de-escalation with youth. 

The small amount of empirically tested police trainings for de-escalation with youth is a critical issue given the expectation that 
police officers resolve complex, and at times dangerous, social interactions in a just, efficient, and lawful manner. A few youth-focused 
in-service trainings have shown promise in changing officers’ attitudes about adolescents and knowledge of conflict de-escalation with 
adolescents. These trainings include Policing the Teen Brain, which aims to shift attitudes and promote skills through education and 
role-plays (Aalsma et al., 2018). In one study, this training resulted in improved attitudes toward youth and increases in knowledge 
about de-escalation skills (Aalsma et al., 2018). However, this training included two full days and presentations from a range of ex-
perts, which may not be sustainable for many police departments. Effective Police Interactions with Youth is a training curriculum (5.5 
h) offered in Connecticut, with the goal of reducing disproportionate minority contact by changing officers’ knowledge of and attitudes 
about youth. Improvements have been identified in knowledge and attitudes toward youth (LaMotte et al., 2010). This provides 
emerging evidence that training can significantly improve officers’ attitudes toward youth. However, emerging research suggests that 
changes in attitudes through de-escalation trainings may not necessarily result in reduced use-of-force incidents (e.g., McLean et al., 
2020). Continued research is needed to provide empirically-based de-escalation trainings that are salient, acceptable, feasible, and 
effective. 

Outside of specific research on police trainings, a large body of research has identified effective interventions for de-escalation to 
reduce aggressive incidents without the use of force, much of which has been conducted in nursing, psychiatry, and psychology (c.f. 
Engel et al., 2020; Greene and Winkler, 2019). It is important to extend the evidence-based practices in psychology to the work of law 
enforcement officers, so that officers learn strategies that have been shown to reduce the use of force. Specifically, Collaborative and 
Proactive Solutions (CPS; formerly called Collaborative Problem-Solving) is an approach based on cognitive-behavioral therapy, 
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developmental psychology, and neuropsychology (Greene, 2014). The premise of CPS is that youth may have difficulties meeting adult 
expectations due to lagging skills or unsolved problems, so CPS provides adults with the training to scaffold youths’ skill development 
and to collaboratively solve problems (Greene, 2014). CPS shifts the paradigm from a “bad kid” perspective to a perspective that some 
youth having lagging skills that make it difficult for them to meet adult expectations in the moment (Greene and Winkler, 2019). 

A recent systematic review of CPS found that it was effective in a range of settings, including among families and in schools, 
inpatient psychiatric units, and juvenile detention centers (Greene and Winkler, 2019). Most relevant to this study, the introduction of 
CPS into a child and adolescent inpatient psychiatric unit has been associated with a large decrease in physical restraints in two 
separate trials, with over a 37-fold reduction in restraints (Greene et al., 2006; Martin et al., 2008). Similarly, in an unpublished trial of 
CPS in two juvenile detention facilities, implementation of CPS was associated with a reduction in youth injury, confinement, restraint, 
and isolation; a reduction in staff injury; an increase in staff sense of safety; and a reduction in recidivism (reported in Greene and 
Winkler, 2019). However, no identified research has attempted to generalize the skills taught in CPS to the work of law enforcement 
officers responding to calls. 

1.5. The present study 

The purpose of the present study was to provide an initial pilot test of a police training workshop designed to promote officers’ 
knowledge of typical adolescent development, awareness of the potential impact of trauma on adolescents’ cognition and behavior, 
and ability to collaboratively resolve calls involving juveniles using Collaborative and Proactive Solutions. This workshop was 
developed in conjunction with a police department in which the captain of one precinct noted concerns that officers were responding 
to a high volume of calls involving juveniles, but that officers had not been specifically trained on juvenile behavior. In response to that 
concern, the first author of this manuscript developed the workshop in conjunction with a police commander with experience in the 
schools, the lieutenant in charge of the juvenile unit, and a member of the department’s Family Intervention Team. Members of the 
police department provided information and feedback about how to package the workshop and present information in a way that 
would be perceived as relevant, nonthreatening, and useful to officers, while the research team provided the expertise on adolescent 
development, the impact of trauma, and the evidence-based practices for reducing use of force. The workshop was revised following 
the first implementation based on key leaders’ feedback (e.g., police commander, precinct captain, hostage negotiator); anonymous 
feedback on a survey; and feedback delivered verbally by officers to their supervisors. 

It was hypothesized that officers and recruits who received the workshop would report (1) increased knowledge of adolescent 
cognition and behavior; (2) increased self-efficacy to de-escalate adolescents; and (3) decreased anxiety about working with adoles-
cents. Gender moderation and moderation by officer status (officer vs. recruit) for each outcome variable was examined on an 
exploratory basis with no pre-existing hypotheses. Type A personality was included as a possible moderating factor due to some ev-
idence that personality type may impact engagement in adult learning (Laible et al., 2020). 

2. Method 

2.1. Intervention development and description 

This workshop was developed using a participatory action approach, with the intention of creating a program that was highly 
acceptable, sustainable, and effective. Participatory action research (PAR) includes members of the population of interest as collab-
orators in, rather than targets of, the research process, increasing the ecological validity, impact, and usefulness of the resulting 
findings. It also helps to address potential difficulties with participant engagement and openness (Baum et al., 2006; Ferré et al., 2010). 
In this case, police officers may be resistant to trainings that were clearly developed by a group outside the law enforcement system, 
perhaps due to the lack of a nuanced understanding of policing, incompatibility with departmental culture, or perceived criticism of 
current practices (e.g., Wolfe et al., 2020). 

Engaging police officers as experts in their experience is necessary in promoting change, and this approach has been used in other 
countries, such as Australia (e.g. the Nexus Project; Wood et al., 2008). Because of the need to facilitate receptivity to the trainings to 
make change possible, the content, including scenarios and role-plays, were developed in collaboration with police officers with 
experience working with juveniles as well as a civilian employed by the department as part of the family intervention team. In addition, 
the survey measures were identified or created with input from those officers as well. This workshop did not explicitly address police 
bias, because this was beyond the scope of the shared goals of the group. More empirical research is needed to determine the best way 
to reduce disproportionate minority contact stemming from implicit or explicit bias across the judicial system. In addition, youth 
community members did not participate in creating the intervention materials, because the goal of the trainings was to facilitate officer 
attitudinal change and behavioral adoption of existing, empirically supported de-escalation strategies. Although the distal goal of the 
training is to promote the safety and well-being of youth, this research focused on engaging law enforcement stakeholders in 
receptivity to and awareness of adolescent development and evidence-based practices for de-escalation with youth. More empirical 
research is needed to incorporate youth in participatory action research related to police trainings to determine the best strategies to 
promote collaboration and mutual respect from the perspective of youth. 

The resulting workshop, DEWTY (de-escalation with trauma-exposed youth), consisted of three main components, lasting a total of 
3 h: (1) understanding adolescent development; (2) understanding the potential impact of trauma on adolescents’ cognitions, emotion 
regulation, and behavior; and (3) identifying and applying strategies for de-escalating situations with adolescents and promoting 
shared problem-solving. Major goals of the first two components of the workshop were to change officers’ cognitions about adolescents 
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by increasing their understanding that adolescents’ comparatively underdeveloped executive functioning skills increase the likelihood 
that they will engage in risky behaviors, inadequately weigh the costs or undesirable outcomes associated with behavior decisions, and 
misinterpret others’ intent or affect. Delinquent behavior in adolescence was framed as a normative process, with the understanding 
that certain adolescents are at increased risk for more frequent or severe delinquent behaviors. The impact of trauma exposure on 
adolescent development was explored, specifically to explain why trauma might be associated with increased involvement in the 
juvenile justice system, and how the impact of trauma among adolescents could make it more difficult for them to respond peacefully 
and respectfully to police intervention. 

In the third component of the workshop, officers worked in small groups to brainstorm common calls they received involving 
juveniles, and the group collaboratively separated those situations into those with clear policies and procedures (e.g., grand theft auto, 
breaking and entering) and “discretionary” situations that involved a great deal of officer judgment (e.g., conflicts between parents and 
adolescents; adolescents fighting at school; truancy, running away). Officers then brainstormed strategies they experienced as suc-
cessful for dealing with the discretionary situations. The facilitator then triangulated officers’ existing strategies with strategies based 
on Collaborative and Proactive Solutions (Greene, 2014), and emotion-focused coping (e.g., reducing stimulation, taking a breath, 
distraction). The four steps included (1) reduce stimulation; (2) listen and reassure; (3) identify the problem; and (4) invite the child to 
problem-solve. Officers discussed barriers to using the skills. Each workshop ended with role-plays to use the skills in discretionary 
situations. 

For the police academy recruits, one 2-h workshop was offered to three successive cohorts as part of the regular training schedule. 
The training for recruits was shorter as they had no previous experience responding to juvenile calls, so certain components related to 
discussing difficult situations and sharing strategies among themselves were omitted. However, all recruits did participate in role-plays 
for using the four steps of de-escalation. 

2.2. Participants and setting 

Participants were 98 current officers (n = 52) and recruits in the police academy (n = 46) who participated in the workshop. The 
sample was 84.5% male. Of the current officers, 21.6% had served in the police force for less than one year; 41.2% between 1 and 5 
years, and 37.3% for more than 5 years. The sample ranged in educational attainment: 2% received a General Education Development 
(GED) equivalency degree (GED); 20.4% graduated from high school; 23.5% attended some tertiary education but did not graduate; 
19.4% graduated from a two-year college, vocation, or trade school; 26.5% graduated from a four-year college; and 8.2% received 
postgraduate education or a graduate degree. Racial and ethnic identity data were not collected for this study; however, within the 
department as a whole, 31% of sworn officers were African American; 65% were Caucasian American; and 1% were Latino(a) 
American. The city itself was about 50% African American, 45% Caucasian American, and 3% Latino(a) American, making Caucasian 
American police officers disproportionately represented on the force. 

2.3. Procedures 

A random selection of officers from each precinct received orders to participate in one of four 3-h workshops offered over the course 
of one month. In addition, the workshop was provided as part of the police academy training sequence for three classes of recruits. 
Given low response rates (0%) when electronic survey links were emailed to workshop participants prior to the first workshop, 
participants completed the pretest survey immediately prior to workshop implementation and the posttest survey immediately 
following the workshop, leading to a 100% response rate. Participants were asked to create a unique ID for themselves and use this ID 
on the pretest and posttest so that survey responses were completely anonymous. This led to some missing data when pre- and posttest 
IDs did not match. 

2.4. Measures 

2.4.1. Quantitative measures 
Given limited research in this area, several measures were developed for the purpose of this study. A full list of items by scale for the 

newly developed scales are available in the Appendix. One scale, Efficacy for Dealing with Adolescents, was created for this study to 
assess adults’ sense of effectiveness and an internal locus of control in understanding adolescents, de-escalating problem situations and 
intense negative affect, and being able to make a positive impact on adolescents. Participants responded to a 9-item scale on a five- 
point rating scale, from 1 = Strongly Disagree to 5 = Strongly Agree. Example items include “I can understand a teenager’s point-of- 
view; ” “If a teen yells or curses at me, I can calm the situation down; ” and “If I try hard, I can get through to even the most diffi-
cult teenagers.” Cronbach’s alpha for the scale was 0.54. 

Beliefs about Adolescents is a five-item scale created for this study that was intended to assess knowledge of adolescent development. 
It was presented as an attitudinal measure but treated as an index, with higher scores indicating greater knowledge of adolescent 
development. Example items include “Most teenagers don’t engage in any delinquent activity” (reverse-scored), and “It is harder for 
teenagers to control their emotions than it is for adults.” Because it was treated as a knowledge test designed to assess a range of 
knowledge about adolescent development, reliability was weak, as expected (Cronbach’s α = 0.42). 

An adapted version of the Intergroup Anxiety Scale (Stephan and Stephan, 1985) was used to assess police officers’ anxiety about 
dealing with adolescents. The original scale was designed to assess cross-racial anxiety for a general adult population. The prompt was 
adapted for this study to read, “Pretend you were the only adult in a group, and you were spending time with a group of teenagers (for 
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example, talking with them, working on a project with them). How do you think you would feel?” Participants responded on a scale of 
1 = Not At All to 7 = Very for ten emotion words, including awkward, accepted (reverse-scored), irritated or annoyed, careful, and 
confident (reverse-scored). Reliability was adequate as estimated by Cronbach’s alpha (0.64). 

Type A Personality was assessed by an adapted version of the Jenkins Activity Survey (Helmreich et al., 1988; Spence et al., 1987). 
The Jenkins Activity Survey is a 12-item measure comprising two scales: Impatience/Irritability (e.g., “Typically, how easily do you get 
irritated?“) and Achievement Striving (e.g., “How seriously do you take your work?“). Response options varied by question. In this 
study, reliability was low as measured by Cronbach’s alpha (irritability: α = 0.61; achievement: α = 0.54). Type A Personality was only 
administered at pretest. 

2.4.2. Qualitative Measures 
Two types of qualitative data were collected: information about common calls involving juveniles, and feedback about the 

workshop. Lists of common calls involving juveniles was generated by each break-out group in workshops with current police officers 
(not recruits). A group-level analysis was used in which each break-out group brought their lists back to the larger group, explained the 
situations, and collaboratively identified which calls were more likely to involve discretion (c.f. Vaughn and Lohmueller, 2014). For 
the qualitative feedback, participants responded to open-ended questions at the end of the posttest survey about what they liked and 
what they disliked. Two authors of the current study reviewed the responses and created potential categories to use in coding the 
responses. Responses were then coded by two coders using consensus coding. The coders included an author of the current study and a 
mixed methods researcher who was not familiar with the study. The coders reviewed each comment and reached consensus. In this 
process, two categories (Schedule and Other participants) were added to the initially identified categories. 

2.5. Data analysis 

Intervention effectiveness was assessed using a mixed methods approach. The qualitative results were analyzed as described in 
2.4.2. Qualitative Measures. For the quantitative data analysis, repeated measures analyses of variance were conducted to determine 
change in scores over time. Gender, Type A personality, and officer status were explored as possible moderators of intervention 
effectiveness. 

3. Results 

3.1. Correlations and gender differences at baseline 

Correlations among constructs of interest at pretest are presented in Table 1. Interestingly, knowledge about adolescence was not 
correlated with any other variable. Intergroup anxiety was negatively correlated with self-efficacy for dealing with adolescents and 
positively correlated with impatience/irritability. There were no baseline differences based on gender for achievement striving (F[1, 
96] = 0.87; p = .35); irritability/impatience (F[1, 96] = 0.35; p = .55); self-efficacy for dealing with adolescents (F[1, 96] = 0.98; p =
.33); or knowledge about adolescence (F[1, 96] = 1.69; p = .20). However, there was a significant difference in intergroup anxiety, 
with female police officers reporting lower anxiety for interacting with adolescents than male police officers (Mmale = 1.78; Mfemale =

1.57, Cohen’s d = 0.59; F[1, 96] = 4.60; p = .04). 

3.2. Common calls involving juveniles 

In the workshops that were conducted as in-services for existing officers, officers were asked to identify the most frequent situations 
in which they were called to assist involving juveniles. Officers brainstormed lists of situations in a total of 12 break-out groups and 
then presented their lists in the workshop. This information provided the context in which conflict de-escalations skills were discussed 
and practiced. In total, 78 frequent situations were identified across the twelve groups and were categorized into 15 distinct type of 
situations (see Table 2). In the workshop, officers categorized the lists broadly into “clear-cut” situations, in which there was an 
obvious crime and there were clearly identified procedural next steps (e.g., theft, assault, gang involvement). The more common 
category was “murky” situations that required a great deal of officer discretion and necessitated officers acting often as a mediator or 
problem-solver (e.g., parent-child conflict; truancy; running away). 

The most common types of situations reported by participants were Caregiver-Child Conflicts (including defiant, disobedient, and 

Table 1 
Pretest means and correlations of variables.  

Variable Mean (SD) 1 2 3 4 

1. Self-efficacy with adolescents 3.83 (.42) –    
2. Knowledge 3.61 (57) 0.04 –   
3. Intergroup anxiety 1.75 (.36) − 0.38** 0.09 –  
4. Impatience/irritability 1.91 (.42) − 0.20* 0.03 0.33** – 
5. Achievement striving 2.74 (.42) 0.10 0.01 − 0.14 − 0.004 

Note. N ranged from 78 to 103. * p < .05. ** p < .01. 
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disrespectful behavior towards a parent or caregiver) and Running Away/Eloping (both situations identified by 75% of groups). Half of 
the groups identified situations involving Risky or Illegal Sexual Behaviors (e.g., sexting, sex crimes) and Theft (including breaking and 
entering; officers specifically mentioned that adults often identified targets and “sent” children or adolescents to steal). Participants 
also reported frequently responding to situations involving adolescents related to Violent/Disruptive School Behavior, Drugs, Automobile 
Theft or Joyriding (including grand theft auto, breaking into vehicles, reckless driving), and Truancy (each identified by 5 of the 12 
groups; 42%). One quarter of the groups identified Domestic Violence calls (3 out of 12 groups); in those cases, youth were not the 
perpetrator, but were often on the scene and had witnessed violence between caregivers or between a caregiver and the caregiver’s 
partner. The situations of Gang Involvement, Cyber Aggression, Curfew Violations, and Assault were each identified by 2 groups (16.67%). 
Other responses seemed to include explanations for the situation rather than a description of the situation itself (e.g., “Dislike of law 
officer-authority; ” “Violence that is supported by their parent; ” and “Kids raising kids”). 

3.3. Intervention effectiveness 

A series of repeated measures analyses of variance were conducted to test for differences from pretest to posttest in knowledge, 
intergroup anxiety, and self-efficacy for dealing with adolescents. Gender, officer status (officer vs. recruit) and Type A personality 
were explored as possible moderators. As hypothesized, knowledge about adolescent development increased from pretest to posttest 
(Mpretest = 3.64; Mposttest = 3.93, Cohen’s d = 0.58; F[1, 76] = 23.93; p < .001). Gender, officer status, and Type A personality did not 
moderate the impact of the program. However, there was a main effect of officer status; recruits scored higher on knowledge of 
adolescence than officers (Mrecruits = 3.89; Mofficers = 3.64, Cohen’s d = 0.48.; F[1, 76] = 4.43; p = .04). Intergroup anxiety about 
working with adolescents significantly decreased from pretest to posttest (Mpretest = 1.75; Mposttest = 1.67, Cohen’s d = 0.29; F[1, 77] =
4.70; p = .03). Gender, officer status, and Type A personality did not moderate any effects. Self-efficacy for dealing with adolescents 
increased from pretest to posttest (Mpretest = 3.79; Mposttest = 4.10, Cohen’s d = 0.55; F[1, 75] = 22.11; p < .001). An interesting 
moderation by officer status occurred (F[1, 75] = 15.10; p < .001). For recruits, the training resulted in significantly increased self- 
efficacy for working with adolescents (Cohen’s d = 1.03), but for officers, self-efficacy changed very little after the training (Cohen’s d 
= 0.09). This interaction is depicted in Fig. 1. 

Table 2 
Situations to which participants were most frequently called to assist involving juveniles.  

Situation Category Groups (#) Groups (%) 

Caregiver-Child conflict 9 75.00% 
Runaway/eloping 9 75.00% 
Risky or illegal sexual behavior 6 50% 
Theft 6 50% 
Violent/Disruptive School Behavior 5 41.67% 
Drugs 5 41.67% 
Automobile theft or joyriding 5 41.67% 
Truancy 5 41.67% 
Domestic violence 3 25.00% 
Gang involvement 2 16.67% 
Cyber aggression 2 16.67% 
Curfew violations 2 16.67% 
Assault 2 16.67% 
Other 5 41.67% 

N = 12 groups. A total of 78 responses were consolidated into these 15 categories. 

Fig. 1. Officer status moderation of intervention effects on self-efficacy for dealing with adolescents.  
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3.4. Qualitative feedback 

Participants were also able to respond to open-ended questions about what they liked most about the training and what they liked 
least. The full information is available in Table 3. Ninety-seven officers and recruits replied to the question about what they liked most, 
resulting in 116 coded comments. The largest category of comments referred to appreciating the interactive format of the workshop 
(35 comments, 30.17%). After that, the largest category related to appreciating the information provided in the workshop, primarily 
the science behind adolescent development (27 comments; 23.28%). Participants indicated that the general format of the presentation 
(e.g., PowerPoint) was well done (14 comments, 12.07%). Participants believed the training was relevant, focused on needed tactics, 
and addressed an area that was not normally discussed (13 comments, 11.21%). Participants also appreciated the opportunity to 
exchange ideas with their peers and hearing others’ point of view (5 comments; 4.31%). About 14% of the comments referred to liking 
the instructor’s positive attitude or presentation style (16 comments). Of note, current officers appeared to mention relevance and the 
opportunity to exchange ideas with their peers more than did the recruits who received the training during their time in the academy. 

Ninety-one participants responded to the question about what they liked least, resulting in 94 coded comments. The responses to 
this question were more vague, and often respondents did not explain what specifically they did not like. Of those respondents, 39 
(41.49%) said the question was not applicable (there was nothing they did not like). The next largest group (11 comments, 11.71%) did 
not like something related to the group activities and role playing. Nine participants (9.57%) did not like the format (e.g., use of a 
PowerPoint). Interestingly, 9 participants (9.57%) thought the workshop was too short and three participants (3.19%) thought it was 
too long. Seven comments (7.45%) indicated a dislike of something related to content (e.g., repetition, dry, wanting additional in-
formation)). Six respondents (6.38%) noted that parts of the workshop were not relevant for their work. Four respondents (4.26%) 
indicated that the schedule was liked least (e.g., day off, morning after working a night shift), and 3 respondents reported that the 
behavior of other participants was liked least (e.g., oversharing, not taking it seriously). 

4. Discussion 

The purpose of the present study was to provide an initial pilot test of a police training workshop designed to promote officers’ 
knowledge of typical adolescent development, awareness of the potential impact of trauma on adolescents’ cognition and behavior, 
and ability to collaboratively resolve calls involving juveniles. Focused officer training on de-escalating situations with adolescents, 
especially trauma-exposed adolescents, is very limited in the United States. The deficit in this knowledge base puts many police officers 
at a disadvantage and can lead to unwanted outcomes for both officers and the communities they serve. Providing knowledge on 
adolescent development and setting expectations around encounters with adolescents and young adults among law enforcement could 
increase the opportunity for adaptive exchanges and potentially increase trust, decrease negative interactions between law enforce-
ment and the young people they are engaging with, and potentially decrease unnecessary fatal outcomes. This pilot was the product of 
a collaboration between a police department and psychologists at a university. A participatory action approach creates opportunities 
for developing effective strategies and techniques that are both empirically based and relevant and acceptable to end-users. 

Consistent with hypotheses, the findings of this study suggest that the intervention was effective in increasing knowledge of 
adolescent development and decreasing anxiety about working with adolescents. These findings provide emerging evidence that this 
workshop can be helpful in increasing officers’ understanding of adolescent development, so that they can have age-appropriate 
expectations about adolescent behavior. In addition, these findings suggest that the workshop may help officers to be more 

Table 3 
Categorization of open-ended responses to what participants liked most and liked least about the workshop.   

Comments (#) Comments (%) 

Liked most (Total) 116 – 
Format-interactive 35 30.17% 
Information 27 23.28% 
Instructor 16 13.79% 
Format-presentation 14 12.07% 
Relevance/skills 13 11.21% 
Exchange with peers 5 4.31% 
Everything 5 4.31% 
Nothing 1 0.01% 
Liked least (Total) 94 – 
Not applicable 39 41.49% 
Group activities/role play 11 11.71% 
Format 9 9.57% 
Too short 9 9.57% 
Content 7 7.45% 
Relevance 6 6.38% 
Schedule 4 4.26% 
Too long 3 3.19% 
Other Participants 3 3.19% 
Time (unclear) 2 2.13% 
Too little role-play 1 1.06%  
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comfortable about engaging with adolescents. Similarly, there was an overall increase in self-efficacy for dealing with adolescents. This 
finding was driven by the increase in self-efficacy among recruits, with no significant increase among existing officers. This suggests 
that early training may have a pivotal role in building self-efficacy for working with youth in the community. 

The qualitative findings suggested that overall, participants appreciated the format and structure of the workshop, and that they 
found the material to be relevant and useful. Of note, existing officers in particular appeared to appreciate the opportunity to exchange 
ideas and tactics with their peers. There was minimal feedback about what was disliked about the intervention, and about 10% of 
participants indicated that they wished the workshop was longer. Based on these findings, it is likely that this workshop is highly 
acceptable and perceived as relevant and useful. The acceptability of the intervention may be due to the collaborative, participatory 
approach through which it was developed combined with adult education strategies. Research and theory on adult education suggest 
that adult education is most successful when the adults have bought into the reason for further learning; bring in and share their own 
experiences and insights with other learners as well as gain insights and perspectives from their peers; perceive the content as relevant; 
and work to solve problems during the learning experiences (e.g., Brookfield, 1995; Gom, 2009; Mezirow, 1993). Continuing to 
maintain these factors in future in-services and trainings for officers will likely maximize their engagement as well as the usefulness of 
the training. 

4.1. Limitations 

There are several limitations to this study. One limitation was that the participatory action research intervention development 
phase only included law enforcement representatives as key stakeholders. That is, other key stakeholders, such as youth as well as 
people who are likely to call the police due to conflict with youth or youth behavior (e.g., parents and caregivers; school personnel) 
were not included in intervention development. As noted previously, this study was a first step with the goal of partnering with law 
enforcement to package evidence-based de-escalation strategies into a training that would be acceptable to police officers and salient 
to their work. The next step for this research is to incorporate the perspectives, values, needs, and goals of youth, parents/caregivers, 
and school personnel who manage school discipline. In particular, it will be important to elicit the perspectives of youth of color who 
live in overburdened, underresourced communities. Triangulating evidence-based practices with the voices of a range of stakeholders 
will further develop this intervention and increase the likelihood that it will be maximally effective. 

There were also some limitations to the research design. First, the design was a pretest-posttest design with no control group. 
Although the lack of a control group is a limitation, given that scores changed over the course of 2–3 h, from immediately prior to the 
intervention to immediately following the intervention, it is likely that any observed changes were directly due to the intervention. 
However, given that there was no follow-up, it is unclear how long the improvements in knowledge and comfort with working with 
adolescents lasted. Additionally, only self-report measures were used, which are limited in that they may be biased and subject to 
demand characteristics. Another limitation is that no behavioral indicators were assessed (e.g., actual use of force during interactions 
with adolescents, use of skills taught during the intervention in interactions with adolescents) either via self-report or observational 
tools. This is a limitation in common with other police trainings on police-juvenile interactions (e.g., Aalsma et al., 2018; Goodrich 
et al., 2014; LaMotte et al., 2010). Future research should prioritize measuring the impact of trainings on actual behavior. 

5. Conclusions and future directions 

Together, the quantitative and qualitative results indicate that this workshop has the potential to positively impact officers’ un-
derstanding of adolescents, especially adolescents who have been exposed to trauma, and their knowledge of strategies and tactics to 
de-escalate conflict situations with adolescents. It is likely that officers may need more practice and coaching before their self-efficacy 
for de-escalating conflict significantly improves. A promising factor was that this workshop was very time-limited (2–3 h) but resulted 
in significant effects. Therefore, increasing the dosage may increase the impact even more. Notably, this training is low cost and easy to 
administer. Integrating such a training into the existing system may impact law enforcement officers’ comfort with and knowledge of 
adolescents and their development. 

The long, complex, and racialized history between law enforcement and Black Americans in the United States has created a context 
to which there is no easy or simple solution related to reducing discretionary charges and promoting the minimum necessary use of 
force. Young people, particularly Black young people, may not trust that officers will prioritize their safety and the safety of their 
community. There are countless examples of young people of color, particularly Black youth, whose interactions with officers have 
ended with death, oftentimes unjustly or without due process. Specifically, about one in every 1000 Black men are killed by police 
officers, with rates peaking between the ages of 20 and 35 years old, a rate about 2.5 times higher than for White men (Edwards et al., 
2019). There is a need to build trust between police departments and members of Black communities through consistently equitable, 
respectful, and just interactions that occur over the course of time. If adults and adolescents expect that police officers will treat them 
fairly and are solely motivated to protect and promote the safety and well-being of the community, they will be much more likely to 
engage collaboratively with police officers. Further research should incorporate the perspectives of youth and young adults of color 
who live in areas of concentrated disadvantage, so that they can provide information and ideas that can be incorporated in 
police-focused interventions. 

Many existing strategies for improving such exchanges between law enforcement and young Black youth have resulted in inter-
generational sharing of norms and expectations for interacting with law enforcement (Brunson and Weitzer, 2011). This process places 
some of the responsibility of successful resolution of the situation on the youth, which may stretch the limits of their developmental 
capacity. There are examples of programs that teach youth how to interact appropriately with law enforcement officers if they 
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experience a traffic stop or other police-initiated contact, such as Bridging the Gap, a program adopted by the Federal Bureau of 
Investigation. Bridging the Gap provides opportunities for youth to interact with law enforcement officers in a collaborative and 
enjoyable way, to learn more about law enforcement, and to understand mutual respect guidelines for interactions with law 
enforcement officers (U.S. Department of Justice, 2017). These programs are helpful for youth to develop the capacity to respond 
productively to police-initiated contacts and can complement adequate training for police officers on interacting with youth. A small 
percentage of youth, particularly trauma-exposed youth, may have deficits in judgment, increased hyperarousal, and emotion dys-
regulation that make it difficult for them to respond respectfully to officers during crises or conflicts. Trainings for officers can promote 
a shift from our existing paradigm of expecting those adolescents to successfully de-escalate encounters with law enforcement to 
ensuring, on a systematic level, that there is proper training and appropriately allocated resources for law enforcement to have the 
tools required to engage with adolescents. 

In the context of a national conversation about the role of law enforcement in social welfare (Kelly, 2020), it is important to note 
that oftentimes the police are community members’ first call in a situation where they need help, whether or not the situation involves 
illegal activity. Because of this, officers are placed in situations where they are expected to help resolve a range of situations, whether 
or not it is a situation that is directly related to duties of law enforcement or a situation for which they have trainings or protocols to 
guide their behavior. As a community, effective training is one way to equip law enforcement officers to deal with the current reality of 
significant gaps in social services or community members’ lack of access to necessary social services (such as family therapy, intensive 
in-home therapy, safe schools, access to food and shelter). This argument does not imply that it is law enforcement officers’ duties to 
provide these services; rather, they are currently being asked to fulfill this role, and it is society’s responsibility to equip them to do so 
until the gaps in social services are more effectively addressed. 
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Appendix A. Newly developed measures  

Efficacy for Dealing with Adolescents 

1. I can understand a teenager’s point-of-view. 
2. If I am called to a situation that involves a teen, I know how to handle it. 
3. If a teen yells or curses at me, I can calm the situation down. 
4. Sometimes teens need help from adults to calm down. 
5. I have a few different strategies to redirect teens when they are creating a disturbance. 
6. If I try hard, I can get through to even the most difficult teenagers. 
7. Some teens are going to end up in jail no matter what I do. 
8. When it comes down to it, a police officer can’t do much to help teenagers, because their family life 

is a large influence on their behavior. 
9. Some teenagers will do okay if they know that just one adult cares about them. 

Beliefs about adolescents 

1. It is harder for teenagers to control their emotions than it is for adults. 
2. There is no excuse for teens giving into peer pressure. 
3. Most teenagers don’t engage in any delinquent activity. 
4. Because their brains still aren’t developed, teenagers don’t use good judgment in many situations. 
5. Teenagers should be treated like adults. 

Note. Participants responded on a 5-point rating scale: 1 = Strongly Disagree; 2 = Somewhat 
Disagree; 3 = Neutral; 4 = Somewhat Agree; 4 = Strongly Agree. 
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