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Abstract 

This seminar paper provides a critical examination of current law enforcement use-of-

force and defensive tactics training, arguing that traditional models, largely rooted in outdated 

techniques and compliance-based instruction, fail to meet the evolving demands of modern 

policing. Drawing from cognitive and behavioral learning theories such as the Yerkes-Dodson 

Law, Cognitive Load Theory, and Situated Learning Theory, the analysis emphasizes the 

shortcomings of static, lecture-based training and explores the benefits of scenario-based, stress-

exposure models. Military, medical, and tactical training parallels are drawn to highlight the 

necessity of dynamic, real-world simulations that better prepare officers for high-stress 

encounters. Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu (BJJ) is presented as a practical and control-focused supplement 

to traditional defensive tactics training, offering officers safer alternatives to strikes, batons, and 

electronic control devices. Real-world data from agencies such as the Marietta Police 

Department and St. Paul Police Department reveal notable reductions in officer injuries, Taser 

deployments, litigation, and excessive force complaints following BJJ program implementation. 

These outcomes demonstrate the effectiveness of practical, control-based training methods in 

promoting officer confidence, reducing harm, and lowering departmental liability. Ultimately, the 

paper supports a shift toward evidence-based training reforms and recommends additional 

research on long-term departmental outcomes tied to BJJ and scenario-driven training models. 
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Introduction 

Statement of the Problem 

Through the evolution of law enforcement within the United States, intense public 

scrutiny surrounds their handling of use-of-force (UOF) incidents (Mourtgos & Adams, 2020).   

The historical development of defensive tactics (DT) training in law enforcement has introduced 

a range of tools designed to help officers manage and control subjects effectively. Over time, 

these tools have evolved from traditional wooden batons to include pepper spray, electronic 

control devices (ECDs), and other intermediate weapons used to gain compliance (Rajakaruna et 

al., 2017). Despite the availability of these tools, officers are still expected to possess the skills 

necessary to physically restrain subjects through hands-on techniques. Effective subject control 

often cannot be achieved until a subject is fully restrained, which requires a working knowledge 

of physical control tactics. 

When confronted with high-stress situations involving elevated heart rates and adrenaline 

surges, officers must rely on their training to make quick decisions about which level of force is 

both appropriate and effective (Queirós et al., 2020). However, the ability to make those 

decisions can be compromised under pressure, especially when the training provided is limited or 

outdated. Law enforcement training teaches officers to escalate the level of force if a subject 

cannot be brought under control with the current method (Gill et al., 2018). For example, under 

Wisconsin’s Defensive Tactics curriculum, an officer who is unable to control an actively 

resisting subject using pepper spray may escalate to using a baton, which is classified as a higher 

level of force (Division of Criminal Investigation, 2021). 
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High-profile cases such as those involving Eric Garner, George Floyd, and Mannuel Ellis 

have ignited national protests, exposed deep divisions between law enforcement and the 

communities they serve, and increased demand for widespread police reform. At the center of 

this debate, communities often consider these incidents racially motivated and have an overall 

belief that law enforcement is systemically racist, but there are also critical but often overlooked 

issues such as the inadequacy of UOF training currently utilized by many police departments, 

which is the root cause of these incidents.  

Most state-mandated training programs rely on outdated, inflexible models that offer 

minimal hands-on experience, limited stress exposure due to fear of officer injury, and 

insufficient scenario-based instruction (Cardona, 2024). Officers are often expected to perform 

complex physical techniques with minimal annual refreshers, despite the reality that real-world 

encounters are dynamic, unpredictable, and high stress. This disconnect between training and 

practice has resulted in preventable injuries, unnecessary escalations, and significant legal and 

financial consequences for agencies nationwide.  

Defensive tactics (DT) training remains a critical element in preparing officers to manage 

high-stress situations safely and effectively. When properly taught and applied, these techniques 

can greatly reduce the risk of injury to both officers and the individuals they encounter. However, 

when used incorrectly, or without adequate understanding, the results can be devastating 

(Rajakaruna et al., 2017). The case of Eric Garner, who died after being placed in a chokehold, 

illustrates how misuse of force, even involving techniques rooted in systems like Brazilian Jiu-

Jitsu (BJJ), can result in tragic outcomes and public outrage. Although BJJ emphasizes control 

and restraint, the improper application of its techniques, especially without sufficient training, 

can escalate a situation rather than resolve it. 
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Law enforcement agencies face increased liability exposure, officers may be held 

criminally or civilly accountable, and families of those subjected to excessive force are left 

grieving and demanding answers. It is common in law enforcement culture for incidents to be 

scrutinized after the fact, a practice often referred to as “Monday morning quarterbacking”, 

where it becomes evident that a different tactic might have prevented escalation (Loui et al., 

2007). Yet without ongoing, realistic, and scenario-based training, officers are often unprepared 

to make split-second decisions under stress. In these moments, they are left to rely on minimal, 

outdated instruction that may not align with the complexities of real-world encounters. When 

officers are unable to control a subject effectively, it often leads to the use of unnecessary or 

excessive force, resulting in injuries, lawsuits, and diminished public trust (Jent, 2024). 

 An increasing number of departments are exploring modern alternatives such as Brazilian 

Jiu-Jitsu (BJJ), which is a martial art known for its emphasis on control, positioning, and joint 

manipulation (Fraser, 2024). BJJ-based training systems for law enforcement such as Gracie 

Survival Tactics, Response to Resistance and Aggression (RRA), and Jiu Jitsu 5-0 been adopted 

by major agencies nationwide such as NYPD and LAPD, along with federal law enforcement 

agencies and even the United States military, offering a promising solution to some of the most 

pressing challenges in law enforcement UOF (Gracie Survival Tactics, n.d.; Jiu Jitsu 5-0, n.d.).  

Purpose of Study  

 This research suggests that outdated police use-of-force (UOF) training models fail to 

adequately prepare officers for real-world encounters, contributing to excessive force incidents, 

public mistrust, and legal liability (Mourtgos et al., 2020). Current training programs rely on 

rigid, infrequent instruction that lacks hands-on repetition, stress-based scenario training, and 

dynamic physical control techniques (Andersen & Gustafsberg, 2016). As a result, officers are 
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often ill-equipped to manage high-stress situations, leading to preventable injuries, escalation, 

and public controversy.  

By incorporating modern, control-based systems such as Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu (BJJ), law 

enforcement agencies can enhance officer safety, improve subject control, and better align their 

practices with both constitutional guidelines and evolving public expectations (Butler, 2024). BJJ 

offers practical, adaptable techniques focused on de-escalation, joint manipulation, and positional 

control, which can reduce the need for strikes or weapons. Further, Butler proposes that this 

approach also addresses officer wellness by promoting physical and mental health through 

continued skill development. Programs such as Gracie Survival Tactics, Jiu Jitsu 5-0, and RRA 

(Response to Resistance and Aggression) have already been adopted by major law enforcement 

and military agencies, demonstrating the growing recognition of BJJ's value in the field. 

This study will examine the deficiencies of traditional UOF and defensive tactics training 

models, assess the growing body of research supporting BJJ-based approaches, and offer 

evidence-based recommendations for integrating these techniques into police curricula. By doing 

so, it aims to support a shift toward more ethical, effective, and legally defensible training 

methods that prepare officers for the complex realities of modern policing while also restoring 

public trust. 

Significance of Study 

 This research holds significant value as use-of-force (UOF) incidents remain among the 

most highly scrutinized aspects of modern policing and are often life-altering for both officers 

and the individuals they attempt to arrest (Cardona, 2017). Public perception frequently assumes 

that officers possess all the necessary training to apply force appropriately, efficiently, and 
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without error. However, in practice, there are numerous variables that affect an officer’s ability to 

apply force effectively, especially under pressure. Many officers lack proficiency in hands-on 

control techniques due to inadequate initial instruction, limited opportunities for realistic 

training, and infrequent refreshers. Without regular, scenario-based practice, even well-taught 

tactics can deteriorate over time, leaving officers underprepared in moments that demand 

precision and restraint (Heuett, 2025). 

These challenges are further compounded by the unpredictable nature of encounters, 

where subjects may have martial arts experience, be armed, be under the influence of intoxicants, 

or have a violent history. Despite these complexities, many training programs fail to reflect the 

real-world conditions officers face. This study emphasizes the need for law enforcement agencies 

to proactively reevaluate and modernize their defensive tactics and arrest control curricula to 

better prepare officers for such encounters (Crosby, 2024). 

This study will highlight the urgent need to replace outdated training models with 

modern, field-proven systems such as Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu. Agencies that adopt updated, effective 

tactics have shown measurable improvements in subject control, officer safety, and reduced 

complaints of excessive force (Cardona, 2017). By equipping officers with reliable, evidence-

based techniques, departments can rebuild public trust, especially in sensitive situations such as 

mental health crises, where community members may hesitate to involve law enforcement for 

fear of unnecessary escalation. 

Most importantly, the implementation of improved training can help prevent avoidable 

tragedies, such as the death of Eric Garner, by ensuring officers are better equipped to use 

control-based techniques rather than escalating to deadly force. At a broader level, this research 

could influence state-level policy change by encouraging training commissions and police 
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academies to mandate more frequent and up-to-date defensive tactics training. Doing so not only 

enhances an officer’s performance but also reinforces the integrity and legitimacy of law 

enforcement in the eyes of the public. 

Methods of Approach 

 This research utilized a qualitative comparative analysis approach to evaluate traditional 

UOF training models against modern BJJ-based control systems. A secondary data analysis 

method was employed, focusing on scholarly research, agency training data, curriculum 

guidelines, legal case outcomes, and documented real-world applications of BJJ in law 

enforcement. Themes were identified by coding literature findings into core categories: 

effectiveness, legal compliance, public perception, officer safety, and subject outcomes. Special 

attention was given to agencies that had implemented modern training systems—such as Gracie 

Survival Tactics or Jiu Jitsu 5-0—and reported reductions in injuries or complaints. Additionally, 

testimonial evidence from officers, case study examples, and departmental outcomes were 

analyzed to assess the practical impact of these modern systems. Only credible, peer-reviewed, 

or professionally vetted sources were included in the analytical process to ensure accuracy and 

reliability in findings.  

Search Strategy  

This research is based on secondary sources gathered from a range of scholarly and 

professional law enforcement publications. Information was collected through existing literature 

on police use-of-force, defensive tactics training models, scenario-based instruction, and the 

growing use of Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu (BJJ) in policing. The study reviews training manuals, 

academic articles, policy handbooks, and government publications to compare traditional and 
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modern approaches to subject control. Case law and agency use-of-force policies were also 

examined to assess how legal standards influence training expectations and officer conduct. 

The research draws from both qualitative and quantitative studies found in peer-reviewed 

journals, state and federal law enforcement resources, and professional organizations such as 

Gracie Survival Tactics and Jiu Jitsu 5-0. These sources help provide a deeper understanding of 

how outdated training models contribute to excessive force incidents and how control-based 

alternatives may offer more effective and ethical outcomes. The goal is to analyze existing 

practices and support evidence-based recommendations for improving officer preparedness, 

safety, and community trust through updated training approaches. 

Limitations 

 While this research draws on a broad and diverse body of literature, several limitations 

must be acknowledged. First, there is a lack of long-term empirical studies tracking the outcomes 

of BJJ-based training in law enforcement, making it difficult to measure sustained effectiveness 

or behavioral change over time. Many departments that implement modern training programs 

provide anecdotal or self-reported data, which may introduce bias or lack standardized metrics. 

Additionally, variation in state laws, departmental policies, and cultural attitudes toward training 

complicates the ability to generalize findings across agencies. There is also limited scholarly 

literature focused specifically on how frequently officers must train in BJJ to retain practical 

effectiveness, which may impact recommendations. Finally, due to resource constraints, this 

study did not include direct interviews or field observations, which may have added depth to the 

analysis. 

Literature Review 



EXPANDING POLICE USE OF FORCE TRAINING  8 
 

 The current literature surrounding police use-of-force (UOF) training highlights a 

growing concern among researchers, practitioners, and the public. Those concerns consist of the 

training being outdated, insufficient, and poorly aligned with the realities of modern policing. 

This literature review explores several key themes that illustrate this disconnect and examines 

viable alternatives. First, it begins by critiquing existing defense tactics and UOF training 

programs, particularly their lack of practical applicability, minimal stress-based instruction, and 

overemphasis on firearms over hands-on control techniques. It then explores the growing use of 

scenario-based and stress-exposure training as a more effective method for preparing officers to 

make decisions under pressure. These models are supported by psychological theories such as 

Yerkes-Dodson Law and Cognitive Load Theory which explain how high-stress environments 

affect performance and decision-making. The review then transitions into the core of the paper, 

which is an in-depth analysis of Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu (BJJ) as a modern, control-based alternative 

for law enforcement training. This includes a discussion on BJJ’s principles, which consist of 

control, leverage, and minimizing harm. Additionally, BJJ provides physical and mental wellness 

benefits and real-world outcomes such as reduced injuries and fewer formal complaints. Finally, 

the review concludes by addressing critiques and challenges associated with integrating BJJ into 

police training programs, including cultural resistance, liability concerns, and funding 

limitations. Together, these sections provide a comprehensive overview of the current state of 

UOF training and the growing body of evidence supporting BJJ and scenario-based instruction as 

effective solutions to long-standing issues in law enforcement practices.  

Critiques of Traditional Defensive Tactics and UOF Training 

 Traditional defensive tactics (DT) and use-of-force (UOF) training models in law 

enforcement have been widely criticized for being outdated and misaligned with the realities of 
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modern policing (Stevens et al., 2024). Following the death of George Floyd, an investigation by 

Stevens et al. with AP News examined fatalities caused by police use-of-force methods other 

than firearms. From 2012 to 2021, approximately 1,036 deaths were recorded, though the actual 

number is likely higher due to inconsistent or incomplete reporting by law enforcement agencies 

nationwide. A common factor in many of these deaths was the continued use of outdated physical 

restraint tactics, such as prone positioning, which have been linked to asphyxiation and other 

complications. AP News identified prone restraint as a widely taught tactic that correlates with 

numerous non-firearm-related deaths during police encounters. 

Sutton and Dahir (2025) emphasized that controversial cases like those of George Floyd 

and Eric Garner have spurred some departments to revise their policies, leading to bans on neck 

restraints and reclassifying chokeholds as deadly force, equivalent to the use of a firearm. They 

also noted a policy shift in which approximately 48% of departments have adopted a stricter 

“necessary” standard for use-of-force, surpassing the U.S. Supreme Court’s “objective 

reasonableness” standard established in Graham v. Connor (1989). Despite these policy changes, 

Sutton and Dahir claim that many agencies have failed to update their actual tactics or training 

models to equip officers with safer and more effective alternatives. 

Many of the techniques still taught today are based on rigid, decades-old systems 

developed primarily for compliance rather than control under stress (Luker, 2024). These models 

tend to emphasize linear responses such as pressure points, strikes, or basic escort holds, which 

often prove ineffective during dynamic encounters with physically resistant subjects. Luker 

further argues that these physical encounters frequently escalate into full-on struggles because 

officers lack the practical tools to control subjects early, often resulting in both parties ending up 

on the ground. 
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In many departments, defensive tactics training has not evolved to incorporate current 

understanding of biomechanics, stress response, or adaptable ground control strategies (Marlatte 

et al., 2025). As a result, when officers are placed in unfamiliar or high-stress situations, such as 

being taken to the ground by a suspect, they often experience a heightened physiological 

response that can impair decision-making. If their training has only prepared them to use a baton 

or an electronic control device, they may quickly resort to panic responses, including excessive 

force or firearm use, due to a lack of alternatives. 

Krasnicki (2023) asserts that as law enforcement continues to advance technologically, 

defensive tactics must evolve accordingly. He suggests that incorporating martial arts, such as 

Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu (BJJ), into police training could help modernize UOF techniques in a way that 

is both practical and effective. Because BJJ is widely practiced as a sport, its techniques are 

already accessible to civilians. Training officers in BJJ not only levels the playing field but also 

prepares them for the most common scenario in real-life fights, ground control. Officers who 

have trained in BJJ are more likely to remain calm and act decisively when taken to the ground, 

as they have previously navigated those physically vulnerable positions in training. 

Despite these known benefits, many basic law enforcement academies continue to teach 

outdated tactics that are difficult to apply in fast-moving, real-world situations (Cardona, 2017). 

These techniques, if not executed perfectly or if they fail, leave officers with few viable options, 

forcing them to face dangerous, high-stake encounters with insufficient preparation. As such, 

there is a pressing need to replace or supplement traditional UOF training with modern, 

adaptable systems that equip officers to respond effectively and safely under pressure. 

Another significant concern in traditional law enforcement training is the 

disproportionate emphasis placed on firearms proficiency compared to hands-on defensive 
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tactics. While officers are statistically far more likely to use physical control techniques—such as 

handcuffing or restraining a subject—than to discharge a firearm, training time and departmental 

priorities often fail to reflect this reality. In practice, defensive tactics are applied more frequently 

in the field, yet they receive comparatively less focus during both academy and post-academy 

training. O’Neill et al. (2019) note that most law enforcement academies across the country 

dedicate over 60 to 70 hours to firearms instruction, while defensive tactics receive only 50 to 60 

hours, often with limited exposure to realistic, dynamic ground control scenarios. 

According to the Wisconsin Department of Justice’s Law Enforcement Basic Training 

720-Hour Curriculum, recruit officers receive 60 hours of instruction in defensive tactics 

compared to 68 hours in firearms training (Training and Standards Bureau, 2020). While the 

difference in academy hours may appear modest, O’Neill et al. (2019) emphasize that the gap 

becomes more pronounced after graduation. Their research suggests that ongoing, in-service 

training in most agencies remains heavily focused on firearms, while defensive tactics are often 

revisited only once per year, if at all. Like firearms, defensive tactics are considered perishable 

skills; however, many officers receive fewer than 10 hours of refresher training annually. In some 

departments, defensive tactics are not even mandated for annual retraining and are instead left to 

the discretion of individual agencies, such as in Wisconsin. 

This decentralized approach means that while states have the authority to mandate 

recurring training in defensive tactics, much like they do for firearms, many choose not to. This 

lack of oversight and consistency places officers at risk, as they are expected to safely apprehend 

and control resistive subjects with minimal hands-on refresher training. As Sutton and Dahir 

(2025) argue, the failure to update and enforce regular defensive tactics training undermines 

officer preparedness and contributes to unsafe encounters in the field. 
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Traditional UOF and defensive tactics training in law enforcement has not kept pace with 

the demands of modern policing (O’Neill et al., 2019). Despite evolving social expectations, 

legal standards, and the complex environments officers operate in, many departments continue to 

rely on outdated and rigid training models (Luker, 2024). The overemphasis on firearms 

proficiency, the lack of consistency across jurisdictions, and the minimal post-academy 

reinforcement of hands-on control skills all contribute to a training infrastructure that leaves 

officers ill-equipped to safely and effectively manage physical confrontations. This deficiency 

not only increases the risk of harm to officers and the public but also exposes agencies to legal 

and reputational consequences (Mourtgos & Adams, 2020). Reforming law enforcement UOF 

training begins with acknowledging these structural weaknesses and identifying more effective, 

research-based solutions that better align with the realities officers face in the field.  

Scenario- Based and Stress Exposure Training 

 One of the most effective strategies for modernizing use-of-force instruction is the 

integration of scenario-based and stress-exposure training (Jenkins et al., 2021). Similar to how 

the military prepares its service members for combat through repeated drills and simulated 

engagements, law enforcement must adopt a comparable mindset toward readiness and 

performance under stress. As Summers (2012) highlights, the military’s emphasis on stress-

inducing, realistic training allows personnel to develop mental preparedness and procedural 

recall during unpredictable, high-stakes encounters. Law enforcement officers face similarly 

volatile conditions when dealing with resistive or violent subjects, yet their training often takes 

place in calm, controlled environments that do not reflect the chaos of real-world confrontations. 

Without opportunities to rehearse physical control tactics under pressure, officers are more likely 

to experience cognitive overload, delayed decision-making, or improper technique when faced 
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with resistance in the field (Marlatte et al., 2025). Unlike traditional instruction models that rely 

on static partner drills or classroom lectures, scenario-based training immerses officers in 

dynamic, high-pressure situations that replicate the psychological and physical demands of street 

encounters. This approach strengthens decision-making, builds muscle memory, and fosters 

adaptability, all critical skills for safe and effective performance (Bankert, 2024). By embracing a 

scenario-style training philosophy that prioritizes stress exposure and realistic simulations, law 

enforcement can ultimately improve officer readiness, safety, and subject outcomes.  

 In the military and other high-stress fields such as Emergency Medical Services (EMS), 

scenario-based training is considered foundational, not supplemental, for preparing personnel to 

respond effectively under stress (Bankert, 2024). In the military, for instance, combat 

simulations, often called battle drills, room clearing exercises, and battlefield medical drills are 

carefully designed and rehearsed to create a physiological response like those encountered in 

real-world encounters (Summers, 2012). These exercises force individuals to manage adrenaline 

spikes, make quick decisions, and work within teams while fatigued, disoriented, or under 

pressure (Walker et al., 2024). Furthermore, the training is designed in a manner to make those 

conducting it uncomfortable and difficult. The goal isn’t perfection or even success from these 

trainings but rather putting the personnel in difficult situations that require them to physically 

and mentally struggle to complete the training. That way, if they are in a real-life situation, they 

are not faced with being uncomfortable for the first time when their success matters.  

 Law enforcement officers, whether serving as patrol officers, investigators, or members 

of tactical units like SWAT, can encounter unpredictable, high-stakes situations that require rapid, 

split-second decision-making (Murray & Haberfeld, 2021). While tools like de-escalation 

techniques and less-lethal options are designed to reduce the need for physical engagement, 
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officers are still regularly required to secure individuals through close-quarters contact, 

particularly when applying handcuffs (Heuett, 2025). This reality reinforces the need for officers 

to be physically prepared for hands-on encounters, not just in theory, but under stress. 

The Wisconsin Training and Standards Bureau (2020) requires recruits to demonstrate 

proficiency in various defensive tactics through a pass/fail skills checklist. However, this 

assessment largely focuses on technique execution in a calm, static setting rather than under 

high-pressure conditions that reflect real-life field encounters. Without incorporating stress into 

the training environment, officers may struggle to apply these tactics effectively when confronted 

with resistance in the field. Scenario-based training helps bridge this gap by immersing officers 

in fast-paced, unpredictable simulations, such as domestic disturbances, armed subjects, and 

aggressive resistors—that mirror the stress and urgency of real calls for service (Heuett, 2025). 

These controlled scenarios allow officers to practice handling physical and psychological stress, 

building confidence and competence while offering a safe space to fail, learn, and improve 

(Jenkins et al., 2021). 

Unlike traditional drills where movement is choreographed and resistance is minimal, 

dynamic and realistic training introduces variables, decision-making under duress, and authentic 

resistance from role players (Fraser, 2024). This kind of immersive practice not only improves 

technical performance but also fosters resilience and builds the confidence needed to respond 

effectively during volatile encounters (Jenkins et al., 2021). 

A growing body of research supports the benefits of scenario-based and stress-exposure 

training for law enforcement. Officers trained with realistic simulations consistently perform 

better under stress than those relying solely on lecture-based or static instruction (Bankert, 2024). 

In a study by Bankert, 30 participants, from newly trained recruits to retired officers, were 
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evaluated to compare perspectives between those with limited scenario exposure and those 

receiving modern, immersive training. The study found a clear preference for scenario-based 

learning, which participants described as practical, realistic, and improvement-focused. 

Similarly, Crosby (2024) surveyed officers on the adequacy of their defensive tactics training and 

found that traditional classroom-based models failed to instill confidence or real-world readiness, 

largely due to outdated content and insufficient training hours. 

In another study, Conley (2024) surveyed 67 officers working in a suburban department 

and found overwhelming support for scenario-based instruction. Officers indicated that in-

service training, which mirrors the types of incidents they respond to, such as violent 

confrontations, emotionally disturbed individuals, or uncooperative arrests, better prepares them 

for real-world performance. Notably, none of the participants rated scenario-based instruction as 

ineffective. In fact, 79.1% rated it as “extremely effective,” while 73.1% expressed a desire for 

more frequent scenario-based training opportunities. 

Collectively, these studies reinforce a key message: officers recognize the value of 

scenario-based training and are actively calling for its expansion (Conley 2024; Crosby, 2024). 

These training models offer law enforcement professionals the opportunity to rehearse real-world 

decision-making, practice defensive tactics under stress, and refine communication and 

coordination skills. Despite its proven benefits, scenario-based training remains underutilized 

across many departments. 

 To fully understand why scenario-based and stress-exposure training improves officer 

performance, it’s necessary to understand the psychological principles that govern human 

behavior under pressure. One of the most widely cited theories in this area is the Yerkes-Dodson 

Law, which explains the relationship between arousal (stress) and performance (Zhao et al., 
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2017). According to this law, Zhao et al. explains that performance improves with increased 

physiological or mental arousal, but only up to a certain point. When stress levels become too 

high, performance begins to deteriorate, resulting in poor decision-making, delayed reactions, 

and cognitive overload. For law enforcement training, this means that training in low-stress, 

highly predictable, and static training may not adequately prepare officers for the intense stress 

of real-world encounters. Without proper exposure to elevated stress during training, officers are 

more likely to freeze, panic, or misapply a technique when suddenly engaging in a high-

adrenaline situation (Marlatee et al., 2025). Scenario-based training addresses this by gradually 

exposing officers to increasing levels of stress in controlled environments, helping them build 

resilience and learn how to operate effectively within the optimal arousal zone. This approach 

mirrors the principles used in high-performance professions such as military training and 

emergency medicine, where decision-making under pressure is critical (Summers, 2012). 

 Another psychological model that supports the integration of stress-based, scenario-

driven training in law enforcement is Cognitive Load Theory (CLT). This theory explains how 

the brain processes and stores new information, particularly during complex tasks (Bennell et al., 

2007). According to Bennell et al., for training to be effective, instructional methods must 

support the acquisition and automation of task-relevant schemas without overloading the brain’s 

limited processing capacity. Kirschner et al. (2018) further break CLT into three types of 

cognitive load: intrinsic (task complexity), extraneous (irrelevant or distracting factors), and 

germane (the effort to build and refine mental models). In a high-stress use-of-force situation, 

officers are expected to assess threats, select an appropriate level of force, control their emotional 

and physiological responses, and physically manage a subject, which places a burden on working 
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memory. If an officer hasn’t been exposed to similar demands in training, the likelihood of 

performance failure increases significantly (Mugford et al., 2013). 

CLT also emphasizes the importance of gradually introducing complexity and stress into 

training environments to help learners form effective, task-relevant schemas. This aligns directly 

with the goals of scenario-based training. For example, Wisconsin’s Training and Standards 

Bureau (2020) outlines a step-by-step method for teaching physical techniques: instructors 

should break down each move numerically, progress to slow repetitions for form, and finally 

allow full-speed practice. However, this model lacks one crucial component: performance under 

stress. Although physical scenarios are included in academy training, they are often highly 

scripted and limited in scope. Role players may be instructed to comply or resist in predictable 

ways, allowing officers to apply techniques in a controlled environment that doesn’t replicate the 

uncertainty of real-world encounters. 

Incorporating CLT into law enforcement instruction ensures that officers aren’t just 

memorizing techniques but learning to apply them under cognitively and emotionally demanding 

conditions (Mugford et al., 2013). For instance, an officer who has only practiced a control hold 

in a calm, static environment may freeze or misapply the technique during a chaotic arrest. 

Without reinforcement through continued training, they may even forget the technique entirely. 

On the other hand, if that same officer has practiced in a scenario involving an aggressive 

subject, flashing lights, and loud noise, the brain becomes familiar with the sensory and 

psychological environment. This familiarity helps create automaticity, allowing the officer to 

respond with less cognitive effort (Kirschner et al., 2018). Effective training also works to reduce 

extraneous load by minimizing irrelevant distractions, increase germane load by reinforcing 

decision-making pathways, and help manage intrinsic load by grouping related techniques into 
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meaningful action sets. Applying CLT principles ensures officers are not just learning the how, 

but also the when and why, a critical component of successful performance in unpredictable, 

high-risk encounters (Bennell et al., 2007). 

Through the integration of scenario-based and stress-exposure training into law 

enforcement use-of-force instruction is not just a tactical improvement, it is a psychological 

necessity. Both the Yerkes-Dodson Law and Cognitive Load Theory offer strong theoretical 

foundations explaining why officers must be trained under stress to build resilient, confident, and 

effective responses. Realistic, immersive training environments that simulate the emotional, 

cognitive, and physical pressures of actual field encounters help reduce hesitation, improve recall 

of techniques, and build stronger decision-making pathways.  

Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu History 

 Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu (BJJ) traces its origins to the early 20th century, when Japanese judoka 

and jiu-jitsu expert Mitsuyo Maeda immigrated to Brazil. Maeda, a student of Judo founder 

Jigoro Kano, brought with him the principles of Kodokan Judo, emphasizing throws, joint locks, 

and ground grappling (Cairus, 2020). In Brazil, Maeda taught his system to Carlos Gracie, who, 

along with his brother, most notably Helio Gracie, adapted the techniques to better suit their 

physical attributes and combat needs. The Gracie family began refining these techniques by 

placing a strong emphasis on ground fighting, positional control, and submission, particularly for 

smaller individuals facing larger opponents (Wells, 2012).  

 Over time, this adapted style evolved into what became known as Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu. It 

gained international recognition in the 1990s when Royce Gracie famously demonstrated the 

effectiveness of BJJ against larger, more powerful opponents in the Ultimate Fighting 
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Championship (UFC), which is a competitive mixed martial arts fighting sport (Cairus, 2020). 

Unlike striking-based martial arts, BJJ prioritizes technique over strength and focuses on 

neutralizing threats without inflicting unnecessary harm, making it particularly suitable for one-

on-one control scenarios.  

 Today, BJJ is widely practiced around the world not only as a competitive sport and self-

defense system, but also as a training tool for military, private security, and law enforcement 

professionals (Krasnicki, 2023). Its emphasis on control and leverage makes it especially 

compatible with modern policing objectives that seek to reduce excessive force and promote 

safer subject apprehension.  

 

Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu (BJJ) in Law Enforcement Training 

As law enforcement agencies across the United States grapple with public scrutiny, legal 

liability, and the physical realities of modern policing, a growing number have begun to explore 

Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu (BJJ) as a viable and effective component of their use-of-force and defensive 

tactics programs (Fraser, 2024; Mourtgos & Adams, 2020). BJJ, rooted in principles of control, 

leverage, and restraint, offers officers practical tools to manage physically resistant subjects 

while minimizing the likelihood of injuries to both parties (Krasnicki, 2023).  

BJJ’s emphasis on controlling a subject through a technique rather than force through 

strikes or batons aligns with contemporary calls for policing strategies that are safer, more 

accountable, and less likely to result in excessive force complaints (Sutton & Dahir, 2025). In 

response, several law enforcement-focused BJJ systems have emerged, some of which include 

Gracie Survival Tactics (GST), Response to Resistance and Aggression (RRA), and Jiu Jitsu 5-0. 
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Each of these programs is tailored to meet the legal and tactical demands of law enforcement 

operations. These systems adopt traditional BJJ techniques for law enforcement, focusing on 

arrest control, subject compliance, and ground-based tactics, all while maintaining alignment 

with case law and use-of-force standards (Gracie Survival Tactics, n.d.; Jiu Jitsu 5-0, n.d.).  

The adoption of BJJ-based programs by high-profile agencies such as NYPD, LAPD, and 

branches of the military reflects a growing recognition of its benefits (Gracie Survival Tactics, 

n.d.). Data collected from departments implementing BJJ training have shown promising results, 

including reductions in officer and subject injuries, improved officer confidence and 

performance, and fewer citizen complaints related to use-of-force (Krasnicki, 2023). These 

outcomes not only improve safety and reduce legal exposure but also help restore public trust in 

law enforcement’s ability to apply force proportionately and professionally. Contrarily, using 

joint manipulation and an emphasis on control has a better appearance to the average citizen or 

viewer than officers repeatedly striking someone with a baton under a justified use-of-force 

situation.  

 In addition to its operational effectiveness, Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu (BJJ) significantly 

contributes to the mental and physical wellness of law enforcement officers, an increasingly 

important factor in a profession marked by high levels of stress, burnout, and injury (Fraser, 

2024; Power, 2025). Power further explains that regular BJJ training supports cardiovascular 

health, builds mental resilience, and fosters emotional regulation, all of which are essential to 

sustaining long-term performance in law enforcement. These benefits have led to grassroots 

efforts and institutional incentives aimed at making BJJ more accessible for officers. For 

example, Parham (2022) describes the creation of Adopt A Cop BJJ, a nonprofit organization that 

funds officer memberships at more than 1,000 affiliated gyms nationwide until participants reach 
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the rank of blue belt. Founded by a former Navy SEAL, the initiative was designed to improve 

police-community relations by empowering officers through better training and personal 

development. 

Beyond nonprofits, many departments are actively incentivizing BJJ training through 

hiring perks, department-sponsored gym memberships, or by offering in-house instruction. In 

some cases, departments partner with certified BJJ instructors or implement formal programs 

like Gracie Survival Tactics (GST). Jones (2021) highlights a successful case study from the 

Marietta Police Department, which implemented a voluntary BJJ training program following 

public backlash over a use-of-force incident. The department observed a 23% reduction in Taser 

deployments, a 48% reduction in officer injuries, and, notably, none of the injured officers were 

among those participating in the BJJ program. Additionally, officers trained in BJJ were 53% less 

likely to cause or sustain serious injuries during use-of-force encounters. Financially, the 

program’s 2,600 department-sponsored classes, each costing $10, totaled just $26,000. By 

comparison, the department estimated savings of $66,752 based on avoided workers' 

compensation claims, creating a net savings of $40,752. This example demonstrates that BJJ not 

only enhances officer and subject safety but also provides tangible financial returns, reinforcing 

its value as a sustainable and proactive investment in law enforcement training. 

Officer Safety and Control using BJJ 

 The success of Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu (BJJ) in law enforcement is largely due to its core 

principles: control, leverage, and non-lethal restraint (Butler & Wang, 2024). These concepts 

form the foundation of BJJ’s effectiveness, especially in close-quarter encounters where officers 

must subdue subjects safely and effectively. Unlike many traditional defensive tactics that rely 

on strength, impact weapons, or unpredictable pain-based responses, BJJ focuses on gaining 
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positional control and using body mechanics to manage resistance safely and efficiently (Heuett, 

2025). 

The first and most fundamental principle of Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu (BJJ) is control, which is 

essential to both the art and its application in law enforcement (Heuett, 2025). Rather than 

relying on brute strength or pain compliance, officers trained in BJJ learn how to methodically 

slow down and manage a subject’s movement using leverage and positioning (Williams et al., 

2019). This often involves gaining dominant positions, such as mount or side control, that allow 

the officer to pin the subject to the ground while severely limiting their ability to strike, flee, or 

escalate the situation. For example, a mounted position involves the officer straddling the 

subject, who is either on their back or stomach, while maintaining control with body weight 

distribution, knee pressure against the hips, and grips around the shoulders or upper body. These 

positions not only establish physical control but also create tactical space for the officer to 

communicate, de-escalate, or safely wait for backup while minimizing the risk of injury. 

Beyond dominating a subject, BJJ also trains officers to manage moments of 

disadvantage and vulnerability. Hanley (2023) emphasizes that BJJ practitioners frequently train 

from uncomfortable positions, such as being pinned on their back or underneath an opponent, 

where they must learn to stay calm, use their legs to manage distance, and work through the 

problem rather than panic. While most traditional law enforcement training does not prepare 

officers to operate from compromised ground positions, real-world encounters are unpredictable 

and often end up on the ground. As Heuett (2025) explains, officers who regularly train in BJJ 

not only understand the importance of achieving dominant positions but also develop the ability 

to maintain composure and regain control in vulnerable situations. This exposure fosters 
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confidence, adaptability, and a greater sense of tactical awareness during high-stress physical 

encounters. 

The second core principle of Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu is leverage, which allows a smaller or 

less physically dominant person to control someone larger and stronger through proper technique 

(Jeon, 2020). This concept is especially beneficial in law enforcement, where individuals being 

arrested come in all sizes, and brute strength alone cannot be relied upon to ensure safety or 

compliance. BJJ techniques such as joint manipulation, positional transitions, and strategic 

weight distribution give officers the ability to gain control using mechanics rather than muscle 

(Skoczylas, 2021). As Skoczylas notes, in competitive settings where both opponents are equally 

trained, size still matters, which is why BJJ competitions use weight classes. However, in both 

sport and law enforcement contexts, proper training against various body types emphasizes the 

importance of technique over strength. 

Training with partners of different sizes and skill levels teaches officers to adapt and use 

leverage-based control effectively (Skoczylas, 2021). If officers consistently train only with 

smaller or less experienced partners, they may not develop the ability to manage resistance from 

stronger or more aggressive individuals. In high-stress encounters, this lack of exposure can lead 

to panic and ineffective responses, with officers defaulting to strength instead of technique, often 

resulting in unnecessary force or injury (Rajakaruna et al., 2017). Conversely, consistent training 

that focuses on leveraging technique over power across a range of body types prepares officers to 

respond more safely and effectively. This not only enhances officer performance but also 

minimizes injury risk for both the officer and the subject, aligning with modern use-of-force 

expectations and liability concerns. 
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Lastly, one of the most valuable aspects of Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu (BJJ) for law enforcement 

is its emphasis on minimizing harm while gaining control (Brower, 2018). Unlike many 

traditional use-of-force methods, such as punches, baton strikes, kicks, Tasers, sprays, or less 

lethal shotguns, BJJ focuses on securing compliance through control-based tactics rather than 

pain or damage. Striking tools and electronic weapons may incapacitate a subject temporarily, 

but their misuse or overuse can result in serious injuries, public backlash, or even legal 

consequences (Maclntosh & Desmoulin, 2019). These tools also carry the additional risk of 

being taken from the officer during close-quarter struggles, turning them into a liability. In 

contrast, BJJ equips officers with close-contact techniques that rely on positional control, joint 

manipulation, and holds, reducing the need to introduce weapons into already chaotic situations 

(Heuett, 2025). 

BJJ allows officers to subdue physically resistant subjects without escalating force 

unnecessarily. When properly trained, an officer can transition from standing to the ground, 

control a resisting individual using pressure and leverage, and apply handcuffs without resorting 

to strikes or aggressive tactics (Krasnicki, 2023). This not only minimizes the likelihood of 

injury to both parties but also aligns with evolving public expectations and department policies 

that emphasize proportionality and accountability. Additionally, using fewer strikes or weapons 

in physical engagements lowers the chance of excessive force complaints, reduces medical 

claims, and fosters better community trust. 

In rare but highly dangerous situations where a subject introduces a blunt or edged 

weapon, such as a bat, crowbar, or knife, or is being overpowered, and the officer is unable to 

access their firearm if they are on the ground fighting, BJJ can still provide critical tactical 

options. If an officer is on the ground with the subject, positional control or submission holds to 
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neutralize the subject can be applied (Krasnicki, 2023). In some cases, this may include the 

application of a carotid restraint or chokehold, which under many department policies and state 

laws is now considered deadly force (Khanizadeh et al., 2025). While these techniques have been 

controversial, such as the death of Eric Garner, particularly following high-profile misuse, they 

remain lawful under very specific circumstances, such as when the officer reasonably believes 

their life or the life of another is in imminent danger (Sutton & Dahir, 2025). When properly 

taught and applied, BJJ-based restraint techniques can give officers one final tool to defend 

themselves and others, even when their primary weapons are out of reach. 

This balance between non-lethal control and the ability to respond with justified force in 

extreme cases makes BJJ a unique and flexible tool in the law enforcement use-of-force 

continuum (Butler & Wang, 2024). It allows officers to respond to threats with precision, 

confidence, and a broader set of options, reducing their reliance on tools that may be either 

excessive or impractical during physical confrontations. 

Outcomes and Supporting Research 

 As more law enforcement agencies adopt Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu (BJJ) and scenario-based 

training programs, a growing body of evidence suggests measurable improvements in both 

officer performance and public safety outcomes. Departments that have integrated BJJ report a 

significant reduction in officers and subject injuries, fewer use-of-force complaints, and 

improved officer confidence when managing physically resistant individuals (Jent, 2024). These 

outcomes reflect the practical value of control-based techniques and support the argument that 

BJJ offers a more sustainable and accountable approach to modern policing. 
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 One of the most compelling real-world examples of BJJ integration comes from the 

Marietta Police Department in Georgia (Jones, 2021). After implementing a voluntary BJJ 

training program for officers, the department reported a 48% reduction in officer injuries, a 53% 

decrease in injuries to subjects, and a 23% drop in Taser deployments among BJJ-trained 

personnel (Marietta Police Department, 2021). Over 2,600 department-sponsored training 

sessions resulted in only one training-related injury, demonstrating operational effectiveness and 

safety in implementation (Bowers, 2024).  

 Similar results were found in the St. Paul Police Department in Minnesota, which 

adopted a control-based system called Response to Resistance and Aggression (RRA) in 2015 

(Ridderbusch, 2022). This control-based system is based on BJJ practice and, over a multi-year 

period, provided several key results. Gottfried (2021) notes that the department experienced a 

37% reduction in use-of-force incidents, a 68% drop in strikes, a 51% decrease in the use of 

chemical sprays, and a 39% reduction in Taser usage. Importantly, these shifts were accompanied 

by a 44% reduction in subject injuries and a 25% drop in officer injuries, while the number of 

excessive force settlements reached a ten-year low (Bowers, 2024; Lartey, 2023).  

 These findings indicate that BJJ is not merely a passing trend but a proven strategy for 

enhancing public safety and office readiness. Bowers (2024) further highlights that officers 

trained in BJJ were able to use grappling-based techniques to prevent injuries, with no harm 

reported in 75% of those encounters. The reduction in injury rates, fewer force deployments, 

improved officer confidence, and cost savings strongly support its wider implementation. 

Departments that have committed to BJJ training not only improve officer and subject safety but 

also reduce litigation risks and financial liability, offering a high return on investment for 

proactive training (Bowers, 2024; Ridderbusch, 2022) 
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Challenges and Critiques of BJJ Integration 

 While Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu (BJJ) has demonstrated clear benefits for law enforcement, 

ranging from reduced injuries and improved confidence to lower litigation risk, it is not without 

its challenges. Integrating BJJ into law enforcement training programs requires more than 

recognizing its effectiveness; it also demands organizational buy-in, cultural acceptance, budget 

considerations, and consistent oversight (Power, 2025). Agencies must carefully navigate these 

factors to ensure that BJJ is implemented safely, equitably, and sustainably. 

One of the most persistent challenges is cultural resistance within law enforcement itself 

(Tyrell, n.d.). Specifically, defensive tactics training has traditionally emphasized rigid, linear 

responses that are rooted in compliance rather than control. Shifting to a grappling-based model, 

which requires regular physical practice and vulnerability during training, can be uncomfortable 

for officers unaccustomed to this style (Fraser, 2024). In some departments, command staff or 

veteran officers may view BJJ as unnecessary, overly aggressive, or even a liability if not 

properly understood. This hesitation can be amplified in agencies where training has historically 

been limited to classroom instruction or infrequent refreshers. Without strong leadership and 

evidence-based advocacy, these misconceptions can slow or block the adoption of more effective 

training methods (Crosby, 2024). 

Another major concern is the risk of misuse or improper instruction. BJJ, while designed 

to subdue opponents with minimal harm, still includes potentially dangerous techniques, such as 

chokes and joint locks, that, if used incorrectly or in inappropriate circumstances, can lead to 

serious injury or death (Conway, 2015). This concern has been heightened by the controversial 

misuse of force in high-profile cases such as Eric Garner and George Floyd. Though these 

incidents involved poor application of restraint, not BJJ specifically, they have contributed to the 
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public’s scrutiny of any physical control techniques, especially those that involve the neck or 

restrict breathing. Without standardized instruction, certified trainers, and clear policy guidance, 

departments risk exposing themselves to legal liability if officers use advanced grappling tactics 

without proper justification or training (Andersen & Gustafsberg, 2016). 

Budget constraints and resource allocation also present a significant hurdle. While some 

departments, like Marietta, Georgia, have demonstrated cost savings from reduced injuries, not 

all agencies have the upfront funds to contract with certified BJJ instructors, sponsor 

memberships at local gyms, or dedicate training time during work hours (Jones, 2021). For many 

small or underfunded departments, defensive tactics training is already minimal, and reallocating 

resources to a new program may be perceived as impractical or unaffordable, especially when 

compared to more established training models (Conley, 2024; Khanizadeh et al., 2025). 

Additionally, union concerns and liability protections may complicate program rollout. If officers 

are injured during training or apply techniques outside of policy, questions about departmental 

responsibility can lead to hesitation in fully endorsing BJJ across the board (Jent, 2024). 

Despite these obstacles, many of the critiques facing BJJ integration are not criticisms of 

the training itself, but rather of how it is introduced, taught, and regulated (Butler & Wang, 

2024). Agencies that treat BJJ as an optional, supplemental program without oversight are more 

likely to experience inconsistency and uneven results. However, departments that implement BJJ 

with structured curriculum, policy integration, and certified instruction often find the transition 

not only feasible, but sustainable (Cardona, 2017). With proper safeguards in place, such as 

waivers, supervision, injury tracking, and ongoing assessment, these programs can be scaled 

appropriately to meet the needs of diverse departments while still preserving safety and 

accountability. 
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Ultimately, the integration of BJJ into law enforcement requires more than technique. It 

requires a strategic commitment to modernization, a shift in organizational mindset, and 

proactive measures to avoid liability through proper instruction and oversight (Crosby, 2024; 

Fraser, 2024). As more departments adopt BJJ-based programs, continued evaluation and 

transparent reporting will be essential to overcome institutional skepticism and demonstrate that 

grappling-based defensive tactics can be both effective and responsible when applied correctly.  

Theoretical Framework 

Modern law enforcement training, particularly in the areas of use-of-force (UOF) and 

defensive tactics (DT), is frequently based on institutional tradition and outdated assumptions 

rather than empirical theory (Reaves, 2009). While these programs are well-intentioned, they 

often lack grounding in psychological or educational science that explains how officers actually 

learn, retain, and perform physical and cognitive tasks under stress. As a result, officers are 

expected to operate with technical precision and emotional control in unpredictable, high-risk 

encounters, despite receiving minimal realistic or scenario-based instruction (Bennell et al., 

2007). To address this gap, this section explores several theoretical frameworks that offer insight 

into how effective training should be structured and why certain models, such as Brazilian Jiu-

Jitsu (BJJ) and scenario-based learning, better prepare officers for real-world performance. 

Specifically, it will examine the Yerkes-Dodson Law, Cognitive Load Theory, and Situated 

Learning Theory, each of which sheds light on why traditional police training often fails and how 

modern alternatives can improve safety, decision-making, and tactical proficiency. 

Yerkes-Dodson Law 
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The Yerkes-Dodson Law, first introduced by psychologists Robert M. Yerkes and John D. 

Dodson, describes the relationship between arousal (or stress) and performance (Teigen, 1994). 

According to the theory, an individual's performance improves with increased physiological or 

mental arousal, but only up to a point. Beyond that optimal level of stress, performance begins to 

decline, often sharply. In law enforcement, where officers frequently operate under elevated 

levels of stress, this theory is especially relevant for understanding why trained techniques may 

fail under pressure, and why realistic, stress-based training is crucial for proper skill application 

in the field (Zhao et al., 2017). 

Most traditional police academy training is designed around calm, controlled 

environments where officers learn tactics in isolation (Reaves, 2009). Further, these training 

settings do not replicate the stress or chaos of a real-world use-of-force situation, where 

adrenaline, confusion, and risk all peak at once. According to the Yerkes-Dodson Law, skills 

practiced exclusively in low-stress environments are less likely to be recalled or performed 

accurately when an officer experiences high levels of arousal (Zhao et al., 2017). This disconnect 

explains why officers may hesitate, freeze, or default to force options they are more comfortable 

with, such as Tasers or firearms, rather than control-based techniques like joint manipulation or 

physical restraints, which they may have only practiced briefly during academy (Mugford et al., 

2013). 

Furthermore, the law implies that the key to peak performance is training at or near the 

same stress levels officers will face in the field (Teigen, 1994). Scenario-based training and 

programs such as BJJ prepare officers to function at those heightened levels of arousal by placing 

them in dynamic, unpredictable situations that mimic real-life resistance, confusion, and risk 

(Jenkins et al., 2021). Over time, Conley (2024) explains through repeated exposure to these 
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stressors allows officers to regulate their physiological responses, make clearer decisions, and 

execute techniques more effectively. In contrast, traditional models leave officers underprepared 

for the realities of patrol, especially during fast-evolving encounters where seconds matter and 

fine motor skills are diminished by stress. 

The Yerkes-Dodson Law supports the argument that training must not only teach the 

“what” and “how” of defensive tactics but also condition officers to manage when under 

pressure, in chaos, and without time to think step-by-step (Andersen & Gustafsberg, 2016; Zhao 

et al., 2017). BJJ's methodical, control-based systems naturally introduce stress through 

resistance, positional disadvantage, and fatigue, precisely the conditions under which officers 

must learn to remain composed (Krasnicki, 2023). As such, this theoretical lens highlights one of 

the foundational reasons modernizing UOF training is not just practical, but necessary for field 

readiness and officer safety. 

Cognitive Load Theory 

 Cognitive Load Theory (CLT), developed by John Sweller in the late 1980s, emphasizes 

the limitations of working memory during the learning process (Bennell et al., 2007). According 

to CLT, learning is most effective when instructional design minimizes extraneous cognitive load 

and facilitates the processing of essential information into long-term memory. In law 

enforcement training, particularly in high-stakes areas like defensive tactics and use of force, this 

theory reveals why traditional lecture-based or fragmented physical instruction may fail to 

translate into competent field performance. When officers are bombarded with excessive verbal 

cues, disconnected drills, or theoretical explanations without practical context, their cognitive 

resources become overwhelmed, reducing their ability to absorb, retain, and apply crucial 
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information (Kirschner et al., 2018). Furthermore, these skills being learned are physical in 

nature, making them all the more necessary to learn by hands-on application (Crosby, 2024). 

This becomes even more problematic in stressful encounters in law enforcement, where 

working memory is already taxed by rapidly evolving threats, decision-making pressure, and 

heightened emotional states. Officers must not only recall what technique to use but must also 

assess legality, threat level, and environmental variables, often in a matter of seconds (Jenkins et 

al., 2021; Mugford et al., 2013). Training that lacks progressive overload, contextual realism, or 

adequate repetition does not prepare officers for this mental load. Instead, it produces learners 

who may understand concepts in the classroom but falter during real-world applications because 

they cannot process all the necessary elements under pressure (Kirschner et al., 2018). 

To reduce this cognitive overload and increase retention, training must be intentionally 

structured to balance intrinsic, extraneous, and germane load, the three types of cognitive 

demand in CLT. Bennell et al. (2007) explain that intrinsic load refers to the complexity of the 

task itself, which cannot be removed but must be managed by breaking skills into digestible 

components. Extraneous load includes unnecessary or poorly designed instructional elements 

that distract or confuse the learner, such as overly complex lectures or unrealistic drills. Germane 

load, on the other hand, is the productive mental effort that fosters learning and schema 

development, what officers rely on when rapidly selecting and executing an appropriate use-of-

force tactic in the field. Therefore, Bennell et al. believe that effective training programs reduce 

extraneous load and optimize germane load, helping officers internalize responses through 

purposeful, layered instruction. 

Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu (BJJ) and scenario-based training inherently reflect this cognitive load 

balance. BJJ instruction typically follows progression from isolated techniques to live resistance, 
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allowing officers to build foundational motor patterns before testing them under pressure (Butler 

& Wang, 2024). This staged approach minimizes demands by focusing only on relevant 

mechanics and decision-making, reinforcing schema development through repetition and 

resistance. Similarly, scenario-based training increases germane load by requiring officers to 

synthesize tactical knowledge, communication, and legal reasoning in dynamic environments, 

just as they would in real-world encounters. By simulating decision-making under stress while 

still providing structured feedback, these methods encourage deep learning and long-term 

retention (Conley, 2024). 

In contrast, law enforcement academy-based defensive tactics instruction often presents 

large amounts of information in short timeframes, with minimal repetition or contextual 

application (Conley, 2024; Crosby, 2024). This approach ignores the limitations of working 

memory and fails to reinforce the schemas needed to respond quickly under duress. Officers may 

technically "learn" a tactic in class, but without repetitive practice and cognitive reinforcement, 

they are unlikely to perform it effectively during a hands-on encounter months or years later. 

CLT thus offers a powerful lens to criticize traditional training and advocate for methods that not 

only teach the "how" of tactics but also condition the mental architecture necessary to use them 

reliably in high-stakes situations. 

Situated Learning Theory 

 Situated Learning Theory, introduced by Jean Lave and Etienne Wenger, asserts that 

learning is most effective when it takes place in the same context in which it is applied (Cobb & 

Bowers, 1999). Unlike traditional instructional models that isolate knowledge from its practical 

use, Situated Learning emphasizes the value of authentic environments, social interaction, and 

legitimate peripheral participation, a process by which learners gradually become full 
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participants in a community of practice. In the context of law enforcement, this theory challenges 

the effectiveness of classroom-based or static training models that do not reflect the complexity, 

unpredictability, and interpersonal demands of real-world policing. 

The Wisconsin Police Academy for example still relies heavily on rote instruction, 

checklist-style tactics, and isolated physical drills, often removed from the environments where 

officers will actually apply them (Training and Standards Bureau, 2020). For instance, officers 

may learn how to perform a takedown maneuver or practice verbal commands in a sanitized, 

scripted setting, yet rarely experience the nuanced stress of a suspect resisting, a bystander 

recording, or a chaotic environment unfolding around them. Situated Learning Theory suggests 

that without embedding knowledge in realistic, immersive settings, these skills remain shallow 

and fragile, prone to break down when transferred to field scenarios (Goel et al., 2010). 

Situated Learning Theory has long been recognized as a cornerstone of effective training 

in Emergency Medical Services (EMS), where professionals must make critical, time-sensitive 

decisions in unpredictable environments (Luo et al., 2021). Just like law enforcement officers, 

EMS personnel operate in dynamic, high-stress conditions, whether treating patients at accident 

scenes, navigating hostile or chaotic environments, or managing emotional bystanders. EMS 

training programs increasingly emphasize simulation-based learning and immersive field 

experiences, allowing trainees to engage in realistic patient care scenarios under the guidance of 

experienced mentors (O’Brien & Battista, 2020). These settings replicate the unpredictability, 

emotional strain, and decision-making pressure of actual emergencies, creating a community of 

practice that helps paramedics and EMTs develop intuitive, experience-based responses. 

This direct application of Situated Learning in EMS highlights how complex skills are 

best learned in the environment where they will be performed, not in isolation. Simulated 
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medical emergencies promote more than just technical proficiency as they create emotional 

regulation, critical thinking, and adaptability in context, all of which are essential for high-

quality care. As Lou et al. (2021) point out, learning in the field through dynamic experiences 

creates lasting behavioral change, precisely because trainees are not merely memorizing 

procedures, they are embodying them within their intended use-case. 

Law enforcement could mirror this approach. Scenario-based training and Brazilian Jiu-

Jitsu (BJJ) provide the same immersive, contextual learning opportunities that EMS simulation 

offers (O’Neill et al., 2019). For example, scenario-based law enforcement training forces 

officers to integrate tactical communication, use-of-force options, legal justification, and 

emotional control, all within realistic simulations involving actors, variable outcomes, and high 

stakes. Like EMS trainees, officers develop competence not through lecture, but through doing, 

failing, reflecting, and adjusting in a structured environment that mimics their operational 

context (Cardona, 2017; O’Brien & Battista, 2020). 

Scenario-based training is inherently situated. Officers engage in unfolding situations that 

require rapid decision-making, emotional regulation, and the integration of legal, ethical, and 

tactical knowledge, mirroring what they will face on duty (Jenkins et al., 2021). These scenarios 

are technically instructive, involving role-players, evolving threats, and real-time consequences. 

As officers repeat these situations under instruction and feedback, they begin to internalize the 

norms, responses, and patterns they may face in similar circumstances, ultimately building 

confidence in their abilities (Fraser, 2024). 

Programs like Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu (BJJ) align closely with Situated Learning Theory, 

which emphasizes learning through context, social interaction, and repeated practice within a real 

or simulated environment (Lou et al., 2021). Unlike traditional police training that often relies on 
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static drills or classroom lectures, BJJ places officers in live, adaptive resistance drills that 

replicate the unpredictability of real-world suspect encounters. Officers consistently train with 

partners who apply varying levels of resistance, which forces them to respond fluidly to pressure, 

uncertainty, and situational variability (Power, 2025; Ridderbusch, 2022). This type of 

instruction does not rely on memorization or repetition; rather, learning occurs through 

experience, and officers must apply techniques in dynamic and realistic settings, building both 

tactical skill and situational confidence. 

These hands-on sessions create embodied knowledge, similar to the kind developed by 

emergency medical personnel who gain proficiency not through textbook instruction, but through 

repeated exposure to unpredictable environments and real-time procedures (Bowers, 2024; Goel 

et al., 2010). The learning in both professions is contextual, social, and iterative, core 

components of Situated Learning Theory. As Wells (2012) notes, BJJ reinforces these principles 

by fostering a community of practices where officers are not only taught techniques but 

immersed in a culture that emphasizes real-time adaptation, body control, composure under 

pressure, and decision-making under stress. This environment helps develop muscle memory 

both physically and cognitively, enhancing an officer’s ability to respond effectively in actual 

use-of-force scenarios (Krasnicki, 2023). 

Connecting Theory to Training Reform 

The Yerkes-Dodson Law, Cognitive Load Theory, and Situated Learning Theory form a 

cohesive framework that explains why many traditional police training models fail to prepare 

officers for real-world use-of-force situations. Each theory highlights a critical gap between how 

officers are trained and the actual demands of their job, and collectively, they validate the need 

for a training shift grounded in realism, adaptability, and physiological awareness. 
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The Yerkes-Dodson Law emphasizes that performance depends on stress levels, 

reinforcing the argument that officers must be exposed to high-pressure environments during 

training in order to perform effectively under similar conditions in the field (Teigen, 1994). It 

challenges the assumption that skills learned in calm, sterile environments will translate to 

volatile street encounters. Cognitive Load Theory complements this by explaining how stress 

affects memory, decision-making, and task performance (Bennell et al., 2007). Without frequent, 

structured exposure to complexity and pressure, officers are more likely to experience cognitive 

overload, leading to hesitation or poor judgment in moments that require quick, confident action. 

Meanwhile, Situated Learning Theory highlights the importance of learning in the same 

environment where the skill will be applied. It supports the idea that practical use-of-force skills 

cannot be mastered through lecture or controlled drills alone (Luo et al., 2021). Officers must 

engage in dynamic, social, and iterative practice, critical components of Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu and 

scenario-based programs, to build the type of embodied knowledge that enables rapid, effective 

response under pressure. 

All three theories share a common critique: that traditional models of instruction are too 

passive, too infrequent, and too detached from the realities of frontline police work. They 

emphasize the importance of experiential, immersive training that reflects how humans actually 

learn and perform under stress. Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu and scenario-based training meet these criteria 

by replicating high-stakes encounters in a controlled setting where officers can build confidence, 

competence, and muscle memory over time (Bankert, 2024; Fraser, 2024). 

Assessment of Sources and Current Knowledge 

Credibility of Sources 
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The foundation of this research consists of a wide range of high-quality sources that 

blend academic rigor with practical insight from professionals in law enforcement. To ensure 

credibility and relevance of the material researched, sources were carefully selected from peer-

review journals, official government publications, law enforcement training manuals, and 

recognized practitioner-led initiatives. Academic databases such as JSTOR, EBSCOhost, Google 

Scholar, and the University of Wisconsin-Platteville’s Karmen Library database were used to 

locate peer-reviewed studies and theoretical literature related to cognitive psychology theories, 

stress performance, scenario-based training, and police defensive tactics and Brazilian Jiu Jitsu 

applications within law enforcement. These sources offer empirical evidence and scholarly 

analysis that supports the theoretical framework of this research, particularly in understanding 

how officers learn, retain, and apply physical control skills. 

Government publications, including curriculum documents from the Wisconsin 

Department of Justice’s Law Enforcement Training and Standards Bureau (2020), provided an 

essential look into how defensive tactics (DT) are structured, timed, and assessed at the academy 

level. These state-level guidelines offered insight into the scope and limitations of existing 

training standards, revealing how often skills like handcuffing, ground control, or de-escalation 

are practiced and tested.  

In addition to academic and governmental sources, this research also incorporated a 

select number of professional and practitioner-based materials, such as publications from the 

Gracie Survival Tactics (GST) program, Jiu Jitsu 5-0, and the FLEOA 111 Project. While these 

sources are not peer-reviewed, they were deemed credible for their direct relevance to the topic 

and the fact that they present real-world applications and data from agencies that have adopted 

Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu (BJJ) into their training models. For example, the FLEOA 111 Project 
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provides access to measurable outcomes, such as injury reductions and improved officer safety, 

from departments that have implemented BJJ-based systems (Bowers, 2024). These findings, 

while not published in academic journals, offer practical validation of the paper’s thesis and were 

treated as credible practitioner evidence. 

This research intentionally excluded non-peer-reviewed media, such as blogs, opinion 

pieces, and unsourced news commentary. While media articles were used sparingly to introduce 

major incidents (e.g., the deaths of Eric Garner or Manuel Ellis), they were not relied upon to 

support claims or guide theoretical conclusions. Additionally, any training material lacking 

citation, measurable results, or verifiable authorship was excluded to maintain academic 

integrity. 

The sources selected for this research represent a well-balanced and credible mix of 

academic, governmental, and practical insight. The use of both peer-reviewed literature and real-

world implementation data creates a robust foundation from which to evaluate existing training 

models and advocate for evidence-based reform. 

Current State of Knowledge 

The current body of literature on police use-of-force (UOF) training reveals growing 

concern about the outdated nature of many defensive tactics (DT) programs used across the 

United States. A wide range of studies, practitioner reports, and agency evaluations consistently 

suggest that the traditional, compliance-based models taught in many academies are poorly 

aligned with the dynamic, high-stress environments officers face in the field. Most notably, 

literature supports the claim that officers are often undertrained in hands-on control techniques 
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and overtrained in firearms, despite physical restraint and subject control being far more 

common than firearm use during daily patrol work (Crosby, 2024; Luker, 2024). 

Research shows that most state-mandated training programs dedicate fewer hours to 

defensive tactics than to firearms and classroom-based instruction (O’Neill et al., 2019). Post-

academy, the disparity grows even more pronounced, with many officers receiving little to no 

refresher training in physical control skills. Several sources highlight that techniques are often 

taught in scripted, low-stress environments that do not reflect the adrenaline-fueled reality of 

real-world encounters (Conley, 2024; Fraser, 2024; O’Neill, 2019). As a result, officers may 

freeze or default to higher levels of force when faced with physical resistance, not due to malice 

or intent, but because of physiological stress responses and training gaps. This view is reinforced 

by the application of psychological theory, such as the Yerkes-Dodson Law and Cognitive Load 

Theory, which is beginning to gain traction in law enforcement training literature, though still not 

widely applied in curriculum development. 

More agencies are beginning to explore scenario-based and Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu (BJJ)-

based alternatives. The empirical data available from these programs, though still limited, is 

highly promising. Case studies from departments like the Marietta Police Department and St. 

Paul Police Department demonstrate tangible reductions in officer and subject injuries, use-of-

force incidents, and workers’ compensation claims. Reports from the FLEOA 111 Project further 

reinforce these findings, offering data collected from multiple agencies that have implemented 

BJJ and seen measurable improvements in performance and liability reduction. Additionally, 

studies by researchers such as Bankert (2024), Crosby (2024), and Conley (2024) show that 

scenario-based training is favored by officers for its realism and direct applicability, and that 

officers perceive traditional training methods as outdated and ineffective. 
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While there is growing support in the literature for UOF reform, there is still a heavy 

emphasis on reactive policy changes following high-profile incidents rather than on proactive 

training reform grounded in theory and data. Most training changes occur after lawsuits or public 

scrutiny, rather than from evidence-based evaluations of what works. Nevertheless, the literature 

that does exist strongly supports this paper’s thesis: that modernizing UOF training through 

control-based systems like BJJ and realistic, scenario-driven training models can enhance officer 

readiness, reduce liability, and restore public trust in law enforcement. 

Knowledge Gaps & Lessons Learned from Research 

While the available literature and real-world examples provide compelling support for 

modernizing police use-of-force training, several notable gaps remain in both academic research 

and field-level implementation. One of the most pressing issues is the lack of longitudinal, large-

scale studies tracking the impact of Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu (BJJ) and scenario-based training over 

time and across multiple jurisdictions. Much of the current data is drawn from individual 

departments or pilot programs, such as those in Marietta, St. Paul, or through the FLEOA 111 

Project, which offer valuable insight but are limited in scope and generalizability. These studies 

often rely on internal reporting or self-selected participants, which may introduce bias or limit 

external validation. 

While psychological theories like Yerkes-Dodson Law, Cognitive Load Theory, and 

Situated Learning Theory are well-established in educational, military, and medical training 

literature, they are still underutilized in law enforcement training research. Very few state or 

federal agencies appear to design or revise use-of-force training programs with these principles 

in mind. This is known due to the lack of credible research directly relating these theories into 

law enforcement. The result is a curriculum that fails to reflect what science tells us about human 
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performance under stress. Defensive tactics programs are rarely updated to incorporate new 

cognitive research or practical data, which creates a disjointed training experience that may not 

align with actual field demands. 

There is also a noticeable absence of standardized metrics used to evaluate the 

effectiveness of training programs across departments. While agencies like Marietta have 

calculated cost savings and injury reductions tied to BJJ implementation, other departments may 

not even consider tracking such data. Without clear benchmarks, it becomes difficult to compare 

programs or build national momentum for reform. This lack of data transparency also hinders 

public trust and slows policy development at the state and federal levels. 

This research process highlighted the difficulty of locating high-quality, unbiased sources 

that accurately portray the realities of police training. Many government training manuals are 

dated, difficult to access, and lack an explanation of how techniques are evaluated under stress. 

Additionally, few peer-reviewed studies exist that explore BJJ in a law enforcement context 

specifically; most of the available literature comes from sports science or general martial arts 

studies. 

The research process proved highly informative, offering a deeper understanding of both 

the internal structure of law enforcement training and the cultural, legal, and practical barriers to 

reform. Reviewing case studies, empirical findings, and theoretical literature has reinforced the 

notion that the current training model is misaligned with the physiological and cognitive 

demands placed on officers in the field. Moreover, it became increasingly clear that officers 

themselves recognize the deficiencies in their training and are seeking more realistic, applicable, 

and effective instruction, particularly through scenario-based exercises and BJJ. Most 

importantly, it showed successful outcomes of incorporating these programs into law 
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enforcement agencies and the desire from those agencies to track the data showing its 

effectiveness. This should encourage agencies to consider the incorporation of these training 

methods as the agencies that already have are delighted to share the positives they have from 

their integration. 

This research highlights the importance of bridging theory and practice in police training 

reform. While much of the current system is based on institutional tradition and reactive policy 

changes, there is a growing body of evidence, both academic and practical, that supports a shift 

toward control-based, scenario-driven, and psychologically informed models. Future research 

should focus on expanding longitudinal studies, standardizing evaluation metrics, and integrating 

training with behavioral science to ensure that officers are not only prepared to meet the demands 

of the job but do so with professionalism, control, and minimal force. 

Conclusion & Recommendations 

This research sought out to evaluate whether current police use-of-force (UOF) training 

models adequately prepare officers for the physical, cognitive, and emotional demands of real-

world encounters. Through a critical review of academic literature, field reports, psychological 

theory, and case studies, it has become clear that traditional defensive tactics (DT) programs are 

outdated, inconsistently applied, and misaligned with the conditions under which officers are 

expected to perform. Current models often prioritize compliance-based instruction, 

overemphasize firearms proficiency, and neglect the stress-related factors that degrade 

performance in high-stakes encounters. These gaps in training contribute not only to poor 

outcomes in the field, such as excessive force, officer injury, and public mistrust, but also to legal 

liability and budgetary strain for departments. 
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Modern approaches such as Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu (BJJ) and scenario-based training offer 

practical, control-focused alternatives that better reflect how officers learn and respond under 

pressure. BJJ’s principles of control, leverage, and minimal force, combined with the stress-

exposure and realism found in scenario-based drills, allow officers to build confidence, 

composure, and muscle memory in conditions that closely simulate actual street encounters. 

Departments that have adopted these methods, such as Marietta PD and St. Paul PD, report 

measurable reductions in officer injuries, Taser deployments, and costly litigation. These results 

are supported not only by anecdotal field data but also by established psychological frameworks 

like the Yerkes-Dodson Law, Cognitive Load Theory, and Situated Learning Theory. 

 The interpretive findings from this research suggest the following recommendations are 

offered to law enforcement agencies willing to implement change in their current defensive 

tactics and scenario-based instruction. First, agencies should adopt a Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu based 

defensive tactics program. These programs can include the Gracie Survival Tactics or similar 

models that are familiar with law enforcement use-of-force related training to provide an easy 

segway into adopting this style of training. Departments should consider the financial optics of 

investing in their officers to receive high quality and proven training, rather than spending money 

on costly lawsuits that are more likely to occur using the outdated tactics still being taught. Next, 

departments should look at incorporating regular scenario-based training in both academy-level 

instruction and in-service programs to expose officers to stress, decision-making, and resistance 

when practicing techniques. Scenario instruction is a low-cost training method, but when used 

practically, it can provide officers with simulated exposure to events they may face in the field. 

In academy settings, this should be adapted to include more scenarios as it is the closest 

resemblance recruit officers will have before beginning the job.  
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 Agencies should re-evaluate their training hours to reflect the actual frequency and 

likelihood of physical encounters in the field. Arrests occur daily nationwide where officers are 

putting their hands on individuals to control them, yet research has shown their training hours 

don’t reflect a high amount of time dedicated to defensive tactics training. Furthermore, agencies 

should mandate ongoing defensive tactics refreshers. Some agencies leave these trainings to be 

optional or discretionary. By mandating these trainings, officers must attend to ensure they build 

upon their skill retention to avoid injury and legal trouble. Additionally, community martial arts 

programs and law enforcement agencies should collaborate to examine ways both practices can 

best work together. This could be through similar programs such as Adopt-A-Cop where non-

profits pay for the martial arts fees, departments have a dedicated instructor from the community 

to host classes strictly for law enforcement or provide incentives for officers to attend training at 

local martial art gyms. This exposure shows transparency with officers building confidence 

within their own community and provides a strong partnership between the department and 

martial art gym. This would provide officers with additional training that they could build upon 

in conjunction with BJJ-based law enforcement training. Lastly, agencies should begin tracking 

and analyzing officer performance outcomes. If agencies are reluctant to adopt scenario-based 

instruction and BJJ into their training, they should begin a study into injury rates, UOF 

complaints, and litigation costs to build a baseline data point. Over that same period of time, they 

should adopt the training programs and see if there is any difference in those numbers to examine 

the effectiveness of the program implementation in their agency. Therefore, each agency will 

have their own in-house data to determine whether it would be practical to adopt into their 

agency. 
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 Despite these strong initial findings, more research is needed to strengthen the evidence 

based and guide long-term policy decisions. Future studies should focus on longitudinal 

outcomes across multiple jurisdictions, particularly in departments that fully integrate BJJ and 

scenario-based programs into their UOF curriculum. There is also a pressing need for 

standardized metrics and reporting practices so agencies can compare training efficacy across 

state lines and organizational structures. Additionally, academic inquiry should explore how 

officer wellness, both physical and mental, is affected by ongoing participation in martial arts-

based training, particularly in relation to stress management, injury prevention, and burnout.  

 While there is no singular solution to reforming police UOF practices, aligning training 

with behavioral science, field-tested strategies, and officer-supported programs represent a 

crucial step forward. Modernizing UOF training through control-based, psychologically 

informed models like BJJ is not only a tactical upgrade, but also a necessary evolution toward 

safer, more professional, and more accountable policing.  
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