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Police sexual assault investigations training, impulsivity, and officer intentions to arrest

and use procedural justice: A randomized experiment

Abstract

Objectives. Examine the effect of a 40-hr police sexual assault training and individual-level
impulsivity on officers’ intention to make an arrest and importance placed on using procedural

justice when interacting with victims.

Methods. Training courses were randomly assigned to treatment and control groups. Vignettes
depicting sexual assault reports were randomly assigned to participants (N=318) in each group.
Vignette manipulations were randomized by victim-offender relationship (stranger/non-stranger)

and rape myth acceptance (present/not present/ambiguous).

Results. Training increased officers’ intentions to arrest. Training and lower impulsivity
increased the importance officers placed on using procedural justice. Vignette manipulations
were not significantly correlated with either outcome. Impulsivity did not moderate—or

change—training effects.

Conclusions. Sexual assault training can increase officers’ self-reported intentions to arrest and
perceived importance place on using procedural justice in interactions with victims. This finding
is important as prior research demonstrated that using procedural justice principles can improve

victim cooperation with investigators.
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Existing research has noted significant attrition rates for sexual assault cases finding that
as few as 20% of reported sexual assaults were closed by arrest (Morabito et al. 2019). One
explanation for case attrition has focused on rape myths, or widely held misconceptions
surrounding sexual assault that have blamed the victim, excused the perpetrator, and
delegitimized the harm caused by an assault (Hine and Murphy 2017; Lonsway et al. 2001;
Venema 2019). Indeed, research has shown that some police decisions in sexual assault cases
appeared to be based on rape myths and stereotypes surrounding “real rape” (Estrich 1987).
These misconceptions can lead to expectations held by officers regarding how a victim should
behave (Franklin et al. 2020). For example, research has demonstrated that some police believed
victims should be able to provide consistent detailed accounts of their victimization, including a
chronological recollection of events immediately before and during an assault (B. Campbell et al.
2015). When cases do not match these stereotypes, police have sometimes questioned the
sincerity of survivors’ reports (Ahrens 2006; Shaw et al. 2017), and recent research found that
when rape myths are present in a case and victim credibility is questioned, suspects are less
likely to be identified (B. Campbell et al. 2021) and investigated (Jurek et al. 2021).

The tendency of some police officers to question victim allegations can discourage
victims from reporting and reduce victim participation with investigators (Bostaph et al. 2021;
Kaiser et al. 2017; Lorenz and Jacobsen 2021; O’Neal 2019), which subsequently has reduced
the likelihood of arrest in sexual assault cases. Police endorsement of rape myths has also
contributed to secondary trauma or revictimization (R. Campbell et al. 1999; Maier 2008), which
refers to cases where police have sometimes responded to victims with skepticism. When victims
experience secondary trauma, they have reported increased feelings of self-blame (Murphy-

Oikonen et al. 2020; Ullman and Filipas, 2001), and reduced engagement with police (Bostaph et



al. 2021; Lorenz et al. 2021), again, increasing case attrition. A recent meta-analysis by Lapsey
et al. (2021) found that victim cooperation was the strongest predictor of arrest in sexual assault
cases, reiterating the need for positive police-victim interactions.

These findings have highlighted the need for police training to reduce rape myth
endorsement and increase victim engagement. To meet this goal, reformers and researchers have
advocated for victim-centered and trauma-informed sexual assault investigations training (R.
Campbell 2012; Lonsway and Archambault 2022; Franklin et al. 2020; Mourtgos et al. 2021;
Murphy-Oikonen et al. 2020) that has educated police officers about the neurobiology of trauma,
discouraged reliance on rape myths, and highlighted the importance of respect and compassion
when engaging with victims (B. Campbell et al. 2020; Lonsway and Archambault 2022; Hohl
and Stanko 2022; Rich and Seffrin 2012). Recently, researchers have likened victim-centered
training to the fundamentals of procedurally-just policing (e.g., Henry et al. 2021; Hohl and
Stanko 2022; Lorenz 2017; Lorenz and Maskaly 2018; Lorenz et al. 2021). Trauma-informed
response to sexual assault has paralleled the principals of procedural justice—and both
approaches have increased victim cooperation with criminal justice actors (Koster et al. 2018;
Lorenz and Jacobsen 2021; Mourtgos et al. 2021).

Procedurally-just policing has enhanced victim engagement, though experimental studies
that examined police officers’ views regarding the importance of procedural justice when
interacting with victims have been limited. An understanding of the causal relations between
victim-centered training and procedural justice related to sexual assault is, therefore, warranted.
Additionally, most existing social science research on police sexual assault training has focused
on the relationship between demographic variables and training outcomes including officer

knowledge of victim response to trauma, perceptions of victims, and decision-making in sexual



assault cases (Sleath and Bull 2017). Yet, few studies have assessed the impact of impulsivity—a
neurocognitive component of self-control—on attitudinal and cognitive outcomes reported by
police (but see Garza and Franklin 2021; Franklin et al. 2020; B. Campbell and Lapsey 2021),
despite its relevance in understanding the way individuals may use new information to reshape
perceptions and improve knowledge. To the best of the authors’ knowledge, no study has
assessed the relation between impulsivity and police decisions in sexual assault cases.

To build on prior research, this study used a randomized experimental design to examine
the relation between a 40-hr sexual assault investigations training course and individual
impulsivity on police officers’ decision-making in randomly assigned vignettes depicting a
sexual assault case. Vignettes varied the victim-offender relationship and the presence (or
absence) of rape myths. After reading the vignettes, each police-participant responded to survey
questions that captured: (a) their intentions of making an arrest, and (b) their perceptions about
the importance of using procedural justice when interacting with a sexual assault victim.

Rape Myths and the Need for Police Sexual Assault Training

Scholars have identified widespread social acceptance rape myths, which refer to the
misperceptions about sexual assault that have attributed culpability to the victim and absolved
the perpetrator (Burt 1980). Misinformation surrounding rape has affected the criminal justice
system, where some practitioners across jurisdictions have endorsed these myths (Garza and
Franklin 2021; Hine and Murphy 2017; O’Neal 2019; Page 2010). Termed a “real rape” (Estrich
1997; Du Mont et al. 2003), the rigid narrative of how a sexual assault should transpire has
included a stranger perpetrator who violently attacks an unsuspecting, victim with a weapon (Du
Mont et al. 2003). Additionally, the victim is often expected to actively resist the perpetrator, and

in doing so, sustain visible injuries (Estrich 1987). The victim would have reported the assault to



police in a timely manner, and relayed a linear sequence of events, while behaving in an
emotionally upset manner (B. Campbell et al. 2015; Jordan 2004). Incidents that have matched
these stereotypes were more likely to be considered legitimate by police (Parratt and Pina 2017),
and research has shown that police officers who reported higher levels of rape myth adherence
were more likely to place blame on victims in sexual assault cases and less likely to view
offenders as responsible for their actions (Hine and Murphy 2019).

These misperceptions are problematic as research has demonstrated that most sexual
assault incidents reported to the police do not reflect these “real rape” characteristics (Morabito
et al. 2019). For example, Morabito et al.’s (2019) multi-jurisdictional study of sexual assault
cases found that 72.8% of victims knew the offender and 9.5% of cases involved a weapon.
Inconsistencies in a victim’s statement when reporting to police have also been common in
sexual assault cases (Lonsway 2010), though this has often been the consequence of trauma
rather than deception (R. Campbell 2012; Franklin et al. 2020). Moreover, 37% to 70% of sexual
assault victims have experienced tonic immobility—a biological “freeze” response to fear or
threats of bodily harm (Moller et al. 2017). Tonic immobility safeguards the body by shutting
down major systems to preserve well-being, but the resulting cascade of hormones and chemicals
that protect the body can also prevent sexual assault survivors from verbally and/or physically
resisting an attack because they are unable to move (Galliano et al. 1993; Marx et al. 2008).
Accordingly, training is needed to educate officers about rape myths and the neurobiological
responses of victims before, during, and after sexual assault (R. Campbell et al. 2012).

The Effectiveness of Police Sexual Assault Training
Trauma-informed sexual assault investigations training has the potential to improve

police-victim interactions, increase investigative efforts, and improve the likelihood offenders



are held accountable. Despite important practical implications, few studies have used
randomized experiments to evaluate the effectiveness of sexual assault training on police
response to victims. For example, most existing studies have employed cross-sectional, self-
report surveys (Garza and Franklin 2021; Lathan et al., 2019), pre- and post-training
comparisons (Darwinkel et al. 2013; Franklin et al. 2020; Lathan et al., 2022; Mourtgos et al.
2021; Smith et al. 2016; Tidmarsh et al. 2020; Tidmarsh et al. 2021), simulated victim interviews
(Tidmarsh et al. 2021), or vignette scenarios (Hine and Murphy 2017), while few studies have
used randomized experimental designs (B. Campbell et al. 2020; B. Campbell and Lapsey 2021;
Lonsway et al., 2001; McKee et al. 2020).

Additionally, existing empirical research has predominately assessed police officer
attitudes and knowledge (B. Campbell et al. 2020; B. Campbell and Lapsey 2021; Franklin et al.
2020; Garza and Franklin 2021; Sleath and Bull 2012; Smith et al. 2016), with less attention to
police behavior in actual (Mourtgos et al. 2021) or hypothetical cases (Lonsway et al., 2001;
Tidmarsh et al., 2021). Findings from this research have been mixed (Sleath and Bull 2017).
Several studies have found sexual assault training reduces rape myth adherence (B. Campbell et
al. 2020; Hine and Murphy 2019; Smith et al. 2016) and victim blame attributions (Darwinkel et
al. 2013; Tidmarsh et al. 2020) among police participants. Specialized training has also improved
both short- and long-term knowledge of relevant criminal statutes (B. Campbell et al. 2020) and
increased knowledge surrounding trauma-informed practices such as interviewing techniques,
normative trauma response, and victim behavior (B. Campbell et al. 2020; B. Campbell and
Lapsey 2021; Franklin et al. 2020; Rich and Seffrin 2012). Other studies have reported no
significant training effect on police attitudes (Garza and Franklin 2021; Lonsway et al. 2001;

Sleath and Bull 2012).



Evaluation of specific training modalities on police decision-making and behavior in
sexual assault incidents has been rare. Among limited program evaluation research, findings
have supported training efficacy in police samples (Lonsway et al., 2001; Mourtgos et al. 2021;
Tidmarsh et al. 2020, 2021). Using data collected from official police reports, Mourtgos et al.
(2021) employed a pre-post-test design to evaluate victim engagement and police-victim
interactions. Approximately 600 commissioned police officers from a single department
completed an in-person, 4-hour, trauma-informed, sexual assault training. Official reports for
incidents involving a rape offense were collected 6 months prior to (n = 77) and 6 months after
(n=55) training. In the post-training sample of case reports, documentation demonstrated an
increase in police concern for victim well-being, more appropriate language as recorded by law
enforcement, and increased victim engagement with investigators, when compared to pre-
training rape case reports.

Related, Tidmarsh and colleagues (2020) evaluated a 4-week police training involving
the Whole Story Framework (WSF; Tidmarsh et al. 2012) on police perceptions of victims,
knowledge of sexual assault investigations, and confidence in decision-making. In total, 48
Australian police officers completed pre-, post- and long-term follow up questionnaires
containing hypothetical sexual assault cases. Following training, police demonstrated
improvements including a significant reduction in the level of blame attributed toward victims,
and significant improvements in officers’ confidence in decision-making, and knowledge of
sexual assault investigation techniques. Improvements in perceptions of victims and knowledge
of sexual assault investigations were maintained in a 12-month follow up survey, however
confidence in decision-making decreased (Tidmarsh et al. 2020). In an additional study,

Tidmarsh et al. (2021) examined the effect of the WSF specialist training on officer performance



in mock investigative interviews. Officer performance was assessed immediately after training
and again 9 to 12 months post-training. Findings revealed a significant training effect in the
immediate post-training period, where participant interviews were increasingly characterized by
a narrative approach that emphasized open-ended questions. Training efficacy decayed slightly
over time, however (Tidmarsh et al. 2021). Even so, it appears research that has assessed the
effect of sexual assault training on police officer decisions has produced promising findings.
Procedural Justice and Police Response to Victims

While improvements in trauma-informed training have produced positive outcomes for
police perceptions of victims and knowledge of sexual assault investigative techniques, the use
of procedural justice principles when interacting with victims has also improved outcomes for
sexual assault victims (Lorenz et al. 2021). In general, scholars have identified the ways that
police use of procedural justice can improve an individual’s perceptions of law enforcement
(Magzerolle et al. 2012, 2013). Procedurally-just behavior has required that police: (a) treat
individuals with respect and dignity, (b) remain neutral and gather all information before making
decisions, (¢) give individuals a voice by allowing them to raise concerns and describe their
account of an event, and (d) explain, and provide reasons to support, officer decisions (Murphy
and Tyler 2017). When police officers interact with individuals in procedurally-just ways, they
have been more likely to obey the law (Tyler 1990) and have reported more positive perceptions
of police fairness and legitimacy (Mazerolle et al. 2012; Murphy and Mazerolle 2018).

As this has pertained to crime victims, procedural justice approaches have improved
victim satisfaction (Koster et al. 2016) and perceptions of police legitimacy (Elliot et al. 2011).
Specifically, victim satisfaction has increased when police have considered the victim’s

perspective in making investigative decisions (Bradford 2011; Laxminarayon and Pemberton



2014). A victim’s willingness to report future crimes and cooperate with police has also been
shaped by past interactions with law enforcement (Kééridinen and Sirén 2011; Lorenz and
Jacobsen 2021; Xie et al. 2006), reiterating the advantages of procedural justice. Additionally,
training police investigators about the utility of trauma-informed practices may facilitate the use
of procedural justice principles, increase victim engagement with investigators, and reduce case
attrition (see Lorenz 2017; Lorenz and Maskaly 2018; Lorenz et al. 2021). To this end, Lorenz
and Jacobsen (2021) found that sexual assault survivors who reported procedurally just treatment
during interactions with police detectives were more likely to report future crimes to police.
According to outcome evaluations, training officers to use procedural-justice techniques
during interactions with individuals has produced positive outcomes. Skogan et al. (2015) found
that procedural-justice training increased endorsement of procedural-justice principles among a
sample of police officers. Similarly, Antrobus et al. (2019) found that police recruits who were
educated about procedural justice held improved perceptions about procedurally-just behaviors,
and these perceptions translated to the use of procedural justice in the field. To date, one study
has examined the influence of sexual assault training on procedural justice outcomes with police
officers. Lorenz and Maskaly (2018) found that officers who (a) participated in sexual assault
investigations training, and (b) believed the training was important, were significantly more
likely to report using procedural justice when interacting with victims. Thus, training may
increase officers’ use of procedural justice and reduce reliance on rape myths when interacting
with sexual assault victims. Though these findings are promising, experimental research is
necessary to build on prior work by examining the causal relationship between sexual assault
training and the importance officers place on using procedural justice in interactions with sexual

assault victims.
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Impulsivity and Police Response to Victims

In addition to training and procedural justice, recent research has demonstrated a link
between impulsivity and police misperceptions of sexual assault survivors (B. Campbell and
Lapsey 2021; Franklin et al. 2020). Specifically, studies have found that officers with higher
levels of impulsivity reported increased misperceptions of victims and higher levels of adherence
to rape myths. As such, research is needed to understand the link between impulsivity and
training to determine if impulsivity moderates—or changes—the effects of training on outcome
variables. Limited research has identified the relevance of individual-level impulsivity on police
outcomes (Donner et al. 2017). In criminal justice research, impulsivity, or “low self-control”
(Gottfredson and Hirschi, 1990) has been correlated with crime and deviance (Vazsonyi et al.
2017) and with victimization (Schreck, 1999) among community samples and justice-involved
individuals. According to Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990), individuals with low self-control have
tended to exhibit impatience, limited empathy, low frustration tolerance, and diminished
inhibition. Low self-control has correlated with increased risk-taking behavior, decreased
emotional regulation, and increased self-centeredness (Franklin et al. 2012; Schreck 1999).
Considerable evidence has supported the relation between low self-control and negative
behavioral outcomes (Vazsonyi et al. 2017), and between low self-control and problematic
attributions like rape myths (Franklin et al., 2012; Garza & Franklin, 2021), prostitution myths
(Menaker et al., 2018) and trauma misperceptions (Franklin et al., 2020).

Related to police, increased impulsivity has been correlated with increased police
misconduct (Donner et al. 2014, 2016), police shootings (Donner et al. 2017), and a reduced
willingness to use organizational justice among police managers (Wolfe et al. 2018). Important

to this study, Donner (2021) reported a significant bivariate relation between impulsivity and
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police use of procedurally unjust behavior in a sample of 113 officers. Regarding sexual assault
training, Franklin et al.’s (2020) trend analysis using a sample of police officers from a large US
city found that increased impulsivity was correlated with higher levels of misinformation related
to trauma presentation among victims of personal crime. Finally, using data from the same
municipal police department, Garza and Franklin (2021) reported a significant correlation
between increased impulsivity and police rape myth endorsement. Thus, it may be that
impulsivity mitigates the effect of police attributions where participants high in impulsivity also

report decreased training efficacy as it targets rape myths and procedural justice.

Purpose of the Present Study

This study contributes to the police sexual assault training and procedural justice
literature by evaluating a 40-hr sexual assault investigations training course, while considering
police participant impulsivity and rape myths described in a hypothetical case. Specifically, the
present study expands existing literature by: (a) randomly assigning training participants to
treatment and control groups, and (b) including randomized manipulated vignettes that depicted
sexual assault reports to assess the effect of training, impulsivity, case characteristics, and rape
myths on police participant intentions to arrest and ratings of importance placed on using
procedural justice techniques when interacting with sexual assault victims.
Study design

This study was part of a larger action research project that evaluated efforts to reform
criminal justice response to sexual assault in Kentucky. Specifically, the passage of a 2017 law
required all police agencies to send at least one officer to a 40-hour training focused on victim-
centered investigation of sexual assault cases (see Kentucky SAFE Act of 2016).! The training
was developed by the Kentucky Department of Criminal Justice Training (KYDOCIJT),
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Kentucky’s primary provider of in-service training for law enforcement officers. The 40-hr
program was a comprehensive course that educated officers about rape myth acceptance, sexual
assault laws, the neurobiology of trauma, variation in emotional presentation and linear recall
among victims who have formally reported sexual assault, and victim-centered investigative
techniques to minimize revictimization and enhance victim cooperation. Course content was
developed and delivered by a KYDOCIJT instructor with over 13 years of experience
investigating sexual assault cases. Course delivery was primarily lecture-based, but also included
discussion and assessments to enhance knowledge retention. Table 1 in the Appendix presents
course topics and the time allocated for each subject in the curriculum.

Prior evaluations of the KYDOCIT sexual assault investigations training program have
demonstrated the course was effective at reducing rape myth endorsement and increasing
knowledge about Kentucky sexual assault laws, trauma-informed investigative practices,
survivors’ emotional response to trauma, and their ability to recall details of an assault during
interactions with police officers (see B. Campbell et al. 2020, 2021). The KYDOCJT was also
interested in evaluating the effect of training on officer behavior using hypothetical sexual

assault cases. To reach this goal, the current study examined following research questions:

Research question 1: Did the KYDOCJT training increase officers’ intentions to arrest and
ratings of importance placed on using procedural justice techniques when interacting with
victims?

Research question 2: Did officer impulsivity decrease officers’ intentions to arrest, and
ratings of importance placed on using procedural justice techniques when interacting with

victims?
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Research question 3: Did the KYDOCJT training reduce officers’ reliance on rape myths
when reporting their intentions to arrest and ratings of importance placed on using
procedural justice techniques when interacting with victims?

Research question 4: Did impulsivity moderate—or change—the impact of training on
officers’ intention to arrest and ratings of importance placed on using procedural justice

when interacting with victims?

To answer these research questions, this study employed a randomized, three-group
experiment to evaluate the effect of the 40-hr sexual assault investigations training program on
participant responses to a hypothetical sexual assault case. This three-group design enabled
random assignment of training courses to experimental and control groups, and the assessment of
potential pre-testing effects that the survey may have had on study outcomes (Solomon 1949).
Additionally, manipulated sexual assault case vignettes depicting a formally reported sexual
assault were randomly assigned to officers in each training course. The experimental design

tested the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1: Training will increase officers’ self-reported intentions of making an arrest.
Hypothesis 2: Training will increase officers’ ratings of importance placed on using
procedural justice techniques when interacting with victims.

Hypothesis 3: Officers with lower levels of impulsivity will be more likely to report intentions
to arrest.

Hypothesis 4: Officers with lower levels of impulsivity will rate procedural justice techniques
as more important when interacting with victims.

Hypothesis 5: Rape myths will have no effect on officers’ self-reported intentions to make an

arrest.
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Hypothesis 6. Rape myths will have no effect on officers’ ratings of importance placed on
using procedural justice techniques when interacting with victims.

Hypothesis 7: Higher levels of impulsivity will moderate—or reduce—the impact of training
on officers’ intentions to arrest.

Hypothesis 8: Higher levels of impulsivity will moderate—or reduce—the impact of training

on ratings of importance officers place on using procedural justice.

Randomization of training courses

Table 1 displays the experimental groups and the schedule of survey administration.
Study participants included officers who were selected by their law enforcement agency to attend
1 of 11 KYDOCIT sexual assault investigations training courses offered between May 2017 and
April 2018. These 11 KYDOCIJT courses were randomly assigned to three groups: Group A
included a pre/post-training survey (n = 121), Group B included a post-training survey only (n =
101), and Group C included a pre-training survey only (n = 96). Based on this design, sample
attrition between pre- and post-test surveys was anticipated. As a result, Group A was
oversampled. In total, five courses were randomly assigned to Group A, while three courses were
randomly assigned to both Group B and Group C.

This experimental design enabled the assessment of training effectiveness and pre-testing
effects by creating two treatment groups and one control group (Glenn et al. 2013; Shadish et al.
2003; Solomon 1949). Groups A and B comprised the treatment groups, and Group C served as
the control group. Officers in each group completed the KYDOCIT sexual assault investigations
training course, however, because Group C only completed a pre-test assessment, they served as
an equivalent control group. As such, to evaluate the effects of training, post-test scores collected

from Groups A and B were compared with pre-test scores collected from Group C. Additionally,
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the inclusion of Group A as a pre- and post-test group, and Group B as a post-test only group,
allowed the assessment of pre-testing effects by comparing post-test scores from Group A with
post-test scores from Group B to determine if the survey items primed officers to respond in a
certain way. This experimental design allowed for the determination of causal effects of training
by (a) including an equivalent control group, and (b) allowing an assessment of pre-testing
effects. During the study period (May 2017 to April 2018) 396 officers attended the KYDOCIJT
sexual assault courses. Of these participants, 80.3% (n = 318) completed the vignette portion of
the survey. Pre-test, in-person surveys were administered to Groups A and C on the first day of
training sessions after a brief introduction to the course. Post-test in-person surveys were

administered to Groups A and B at the end of the training courses.

~ Insert Table 1 here ~

Randomization of vignettes

Recommendations for vignette studies that examine practitioner decision-making suggest
that vignettes should: (a) be realistic representations of actual cases (Aguinis and Bradley 2014),
and (b) include “null” categories to compare decisions made when information is omitted from a
scenario, with scenarios that include more complete information (Bryce et al. 2012; Evans et al.
2015; Taylor 2006). This method of vignette research fits well with the study of police
investigative decision-making because incidents that come to the formal attention of police
contain varying levels of information (see Darwinkel et al. 2013; Hansen et al. 2018; Tidmarsh et
al. 2020). Accordingly, in each KYDOCIJT sexual assault investigations course, officers were
randomly assigned one of four vignettes that depicted two sexual assault scenarios. The vignettes
were adapted from Schuller and Stewart’s (2000) and Wentz and Archbold’s (2012) studies and

included depictions of a sexual assault scenario that occurred after a party. The overall details of
16



each scenario were similar. However, one scenario varied the victim-offender relationship (e.g.,
stranger perpetrator/non-stranger perpetrator) but was ambiguous about the circumstances that
have been defined as rape myth adherence. The second scenario varied information that aligned
with common rape myths (e.g., stranger perpetrator case; victim presentation of emotionality,
consistent account, ability to recall details of the incident, could provide a description of the
assault) and information that did not fit with established rape myths (e.g., non-stranger
perpetrator case; victim was unemotional, inconsistent account, unable to recall details, could not

provide a description of the assault) (see Appendix, Table 2).

Dependent variables

Officers were prompted to read their assigned vignette carefully and then answer a series
of Likert-type items indicating (a) how likely they were to make an arrest if the victim
cooperated with their investigation, and (b) how important to them it would be to use procedural
justice principles when interacting with the victim. The arrest variable was measured using one
Likert-type item that asked officers to indicate their likelihood of making an arrest. This variable
was captured ordinally with responses from 1 (very unlikely) to 6 (very likely). Officers were also
asked to respond to eight items that measured the importance each officer placed on using
procedural justice when interacting with victims. A comprehensive search of the literature did
not identify existing survey measures of officers’ self-reported use of procedural justice when
interacting with crime victims. As a result, this study adapted Nix and colleagues (2017)
measures of the importance officers placed on using procedural justice when interacting with a
suspect. Specifically, these items were modified to assess how important officers believed it
would be to (a) be courteous to the victim, (b) explain their actions to the victim, (¢) avoid

interrupting the victim, (d) listen to the victim and consider their account of the crime, (e) be
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respectful toward the victim, (f) avoid making a decision until all information is gathered, (g)
explain why the decision to arrest/not arrest was made, and (h) provide information on resources
available to crime victims. These eight Likert-scale items were ordinal with responses from 1
(extremely unimportant) to 6 (extremely important). Factor analysis of the eight items produced a
single-factor (eigenvalue = 7.00) with high internal consistency (a =.98) (Ursachi et al., 2015).
Officers’ responses to the eight items were averaged to create mean procedural justice scores.
Higher average scores represented increased importance placed on using procedural justice.

Table 3 in the Appendix displays the eight procedural justice items and factor loadings.

Independent variables

This study examined the impact of training, participant impulsivity, and vignette
conditions on the outcome variables using four independent variables. First, a dichotomous
measure of training (0 = did not complete training, 1 = completed training) was used to compare
differences between officers who completed the KYDOCIJT sexual assault investigations training
and those who had not completed the course. Second, Grasmick and colleagues’ (1993) four-
item impulsivity scale (see Appendix, Table 3 for a list of items and factor loadings) was used to
measure officers’ self-reported levels of impulsivity. Factor analysis of officers’ responses to the
four impulsivity items revealed a single factor (eigenvalue = 1.63) with acceptable internal
consistency (a = .63) (Ursachi et al. 2015). Finally, to assess the effect of vignette manipulations
on the outcome variables, the study included measures of victim-offender relationship — stranger
case (0 = non-stranger case, | = stranger case) — and rape myth acceptance — rape myths case (0
= case does not fit with commonly accepted rape myths, 1 = case fits with commonly accepted

rape myths).

Analytic strategy
18



The analyses proceeded in four steps. First, descriptive statistics for the treatment groups,
control group, and the full sample are presented. Second, one-way ANOV As were used to
conduct balance tests to determine if the randomization procedure produced comparable training
groups that did not differ based on impulsivity and demographic variables (see Maguire et al.,
2017). Third, t-tests were used to assess pre-testing effects by comparing post-test scores from
Group A (pre/post-training surveys) with post-test scores from Group B (post-training only
survey) for both dependent variables. If no differences were detected between Groups A and B,
changes in outcomes variables can be attributed to training, impulsivity, and/or experimental

vignette conditions, and not pre-testing effects.

Finally, multivariable, ordinary least squares (OLS) regression models were estimated to
assess the effects of training, impulsivity, and experimental vignette conditions on the outcome
measures. The arrest variable was ordinal, and the procedural justice scale was a mean index.
Prior studies have demonstrated that linear models produce unbiased and valid results when
assessing the effects of experimental treatments on categorical outcome variables (Hellevik
2009; Huang 2019; Ludwick et al. 2004; O’Toole et al. 1999). Accordingly, a series of OLS
regression models were estimated to test the direct effects and interaction effects of key
independent variables on officers’ self-reported likelihood of making an arrest, and the
importance they placed on using procedural justice when interacting with victims. Direct effects
models were estimated to assess the effects of all independent variables on the outcomes, while
interaction models were estimated to test whether impulsivity moderated—or changed—the

relation between training and officers’ likelihood of arrest and procedural justice scores.

Results

Descriptive statistics
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Table 2 displays descriptive statistics from the full sample and each experimental training
group. The majority of the sample was male (91.8%) and held at least a two-year college degree
(60.1%). Most officers reported having responded to at least one sexual assault report in the last
year (67.9%). Officers reported an average score of 2.23 on the impulsivity scale and averaged
13.97 years of experience in law enforcement. Finally, treatment group officers were
significantly more likely to make an arrest than members of the control group (#316) =-4.14, p
=.00). Similarly, treatment group officers placed a significantly higher importance on using
procedural justice when interacting with victims compared to officers in the control group

(t(316) = -2.26, p = .04).

~ Insert Table 2 here ~

Balance tests

Next, because prior research has found that some officer demographics (e.g., sex,
education, time in law enforcement, investigative experience) and impulsivity may impact
perceptions of victims and decision-making, ANOVA tests were conducted to assess any
differences across experimental groups based on officers’ sex (0 = female, 1 = male), education
(0 = high school diploma, 1 = two-year degree or higher), number of years in law enforcement,
sexual assault reports responded to in the last 12 months (0 =none, 1 =1t05,2=6t0 10,3 =
11-20, 4 =21 or more), and average impulsivity scores. The analyses did not detect significant
differences across training groups for sex (/= 1.66, p =.19), education (F = 1.91, p = .15), years
in law enforcement (F = .36, p = .70), sexual assault reports responded to in the last year (/' =
.65, p =.52), or impulsivity (F = 1.21, p = .30). Taken together, these analyses indicate that the
experimental and control group participants were comparable and that the inclusion of

demographic variables in the multivariable analyses was not necessary.
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Assessment of pre-testing effects

Pre-testing effects were assessed using t-tests to compare post-test scores for the outcome
variables between Groups A and B. This step is important to statistically assess whether the
survey questions primed officers in Group A to respond differently than officers in Group B on
the outcome variables. T-tests were used to compare officers’ responses after reading their
assigned vignette regarding (a) officers’ reported likelihood of making an arrest and (b) officers’
perceived importance of using procedural justice. Results indicated that there were no
statistically significant differences between Groups A and B for arrest (#(220) =-.30, p =.77) or
ratings of procedural justice (1(220) = .76 p = .44). These findings suggest that the survey
questions did not have a priming effect and any differences in the outcome variables can be

attributed to the vignette manipulations, training, and/or officers’ impulsivity.
OLS models

Finally, multivariable OLS regression models were estimated to assess the effect of the
independent variables on officers’ intention of arrest and importance placed on using procedural
Justice. In table 3, Models 1 and 2 tested Hypotheses 1, 3, 5, and 7 by estimating the effects of
training, impulsivity, and vignette conditions on officers’ likelihood of making an arrest. Model
1 displays results from the OLS model that examined the direct effects of training, impulsivity,
and vignette conditions on officers’ intention of making an arrest. Consistent with Hypothesis 1,
findings indicated that training (b = .66, p <.001, » =.23) significantly increased the likelihood
of arrest, which represents a medium effect. In Model 1, impulsivity (b =-.12, p = .20, » =-.07)
did not exert a significant effect on arrest. Thus, Hypothesis 3 was not supported. Hypothesis 5
was supported as both the stranger case (b = .22, p =.20, » = .09) and rape myths case (b =-.19,

p =.28, r=-.09) variables were not significantly correlated with officers’ intention of making an
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arrest.!l Because previous literature has demonstrated that impulsivity may impact police officer
perceptions of sexual assault survivors (Franklin et al. 2020), Model 2 added a mean-centered
interaction term Training X Impulsivity to assess whether impulsivity moderated—or changed—
the relationship between training and officers’ likelihood of making an arrest.” In Model 2, the
interaction between impulsivity and training (b = .03, p = .87, r = -.05) was not significantly
correlated with officers’ likelihood of making an arrest. However, training (b = .67, p <.001, r =
.23) remained correlated with an increased intention of making an arrest. This means Hypothesis
7 was not supported as impulsivity did not moderate—or change—the relationship between

training and the arrest variable.

Models 3 and 4 tested Hypotheses 2, 4, 6, and 8 by examining effects of the independent
variables on officers’ procedural justice scores. Model 3 in Table 3 shows the direct effects OLS
regression model that estimated the effects of training, officer impulsivity, and vignette
conditions on the importance officers placed on using procedural justice when interacting with
victims. In Model 3, results indicated that training (b = .22, p = .01, » = .13) significantly
increased the importance of using procedural justice. This means that Hypothesis 2 was
supported and training had a small effect on procedural justice. Hypothesis 4 was also supported,
as findings revealed that lower levels of impulsivity (b =-.13, p = .02, r = -.13) significantly
correlated with increased ratings of the importance placed on using procedural justice. In Model
3, Hypothesis 6 was also supported as the stranger (b = .16, p =.09, r =.09) and rape myth (b =
.02, p = .87, r=-.03) variables were not significantly related to procedural justice. Finally,
Model 4 added the Training X Impulsivity interaction to assess whether impulsivity moderated—
or changed—the effect of training on officers’ procedural justice scores. In Model 4, findings

revealed that the interaction between training and impulsivity (b =.00, p = .99, r =-.11) was not
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significant, while training (b = .22, p = .01, r = .13) remained significantly correlated with an
increased importance placed on using procedural justice. Results from model 4 indicated that
Hypothesis 8 was not supported as impulsivity did not moderate—or change—the relationship

between training and the procedural justice variable.

~ Insert Table 3 here ~

In sum, findings from the analyses indicated support for Hypotheses 1 and 2, which
predicted that training would increase officers’ self-reported intentions of making an arrest and
importance placed on using procedural justice when interacting with victims (see Table 4).
Findings also supported Hypothesis 4, which posited that lower levels of impulsivity would be
correlated with the importance of using procedural justice, however Hypothesis 3 was not
supported as impulsivity did not exert a significant effect on arrest. Hypotheses 5 and 6 were
supported as the vignette conditions did not significantly affect either outcome variable. Finally,
Hypotheses 7 and 8 were not supported as the interaction models indicated that impulsivity did
not change the relationship between training and the outcome variables. Taken together, these
findings provide evidence that sexual assault investigations training can increase police officers’

intentions of making an arrest and the importance of using procedural justice when engaging

with victims, regardless of case characteristics and officers’ levels of impulsivity.

~ Insert Table 4 here ~

Discussion

This study examined the effect of sexual assault investigator training, impulsivity, and
case characteristics—as measured in an experimentally manipulated vignette—on police
officers’ arrest decision-making and ratings of importance placed on using procedural justice in
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hypothetical sexual assault cases. The randomized experimental design used in this study
provided a unique opportunity to test the effects of training on the outcome variables, while also
allowing an assessment of pre-testing effects. Findings indicated that the training improved both
officers’ intentions of making an arrest, and importance placed on using procedural justice when
interacting with sexual assault victims. In addition, though officers’ impulsivity was correlated
with the importance placed on using procedural justice, the 40-hr training program was a
significant predictor of both arrest and procedural justice, and impulsivity did not moderate—or
change—the effects of training on either outcome variable. Finally, the results did not detect
evidence of pre-testing effects, which indicates that these positive outcomes were produced by

the training and not a priming effect caused by the survey questions and/or study design.

Findings from this study add to the growing body of literature supporting the
effectiveness of specialized training to improve police officers’ responses to sexual assault
survivors. Sexual assault advocates and researchers have called for more police sexual assault
training programs since the 1970s (Field, 1978), and recently, some of these programs have been
evaluated using quasi-experimental designs (Franklin et al., 2020; Mourtgos et al., 2021;
Tidmarsh et al., 2021). Accordingly, the current study is well-positioned to inform both research
and policy in several ways. First, some previous research used pre- and post-training surveys
(e.g., Darwinkel et al. 2013; Tidmarsh et al. 2020) to assess the effects of training on officer
behavior in hypothetical sexual assault cases. Though these previous studies provided support for
the effectiveness of police sexual assault training on behavior in mock cases, causal effects and
pre-testing effects are difficult to determine in pre- and post-training quasi-experiments (see
Shadish et al. 2002; Solomon 1949). The randomized three-group design employed in the current

study can speak to causality because it included control and treatment groups, while permitting
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an assessment of pre-testing effects. Future evaluations should continue to use similar
randomized experimental designs to assess the effects of sexual assault investigations training on

police behavior.

Second, to the authors’ knowledge, this study was the first use a randomized
experimental design to assess the effect of sexual assault training on the importance officers
placed on using procedural justice. This addition to the literature is important given conclusions
presented in prior work that found the use of procedural justice principles when interacting with
victims can improve perceptions of police (Koster et al. 2016) and willingness to cooperate with
investigations (Kéaridinen and Sirén 2011). Additionally, Lorenz and Jacobsen’s (2021) analyses
of data collected from survivors demonstrated that when sexual assault survivors received
procedurally just treatment, they were significantly more likely to report future crimes to the
police. Based on findings in the current study, future research should also assess the effects of
sexual assault training on officers’ willingness to use procedural justice in real and mock sexual

assault cases.

Finally, this study was also among the first to assess the effect of officer impulsivity on
police behavior in hypothetical sexual assault cases. Findings indicated that impulsivity was
significantly correlated with the importance officers placed on using procedural justice, while the
relation between impulsivity and officers’ likelihood of arrest was not significant. However, in
the direct effects and interaction models, training still exerted a significant effect on the two
outcome variables. This means that specialized training can be effective, even when trainees
report increased levels of impulsivity. Future research should continue to explore the relationship
between impulsivity and officer behavior to determine whether these findings can be replicated

in different jurisdictions and training environments.
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While the findings from the current study provide are promising, some limitations should
be considered. First, the design of the KYDOCIJT’s 40-hr sexual assault investigations course
facilitated an assessment of the relation between specialized training and police behavior in
terms of officers’ intention to arrest and ratings of the importance of using procedural justice. It
would also be important to determine if police training has a measurable effect on behavior in
actual cases. To determine if training transfers to practice, future evaluations should examine the
effects of training on behavior in the field. Recently, Mourtgos and colleagues (2021) found a
significant increase in victim engagement, following the implementation of a 4-hr sexual assault
training program. Future research should employ similar experimental and quasi-experimental
designs and include the use of police case files to identify the efficacy of police sexual assault
training on behavior in the field. Similarly, future studies could also examine police interviews
with sexual assault survivors to evaluate the effect of training. For example, pre- and post-
training interview transcripts could be compared to determine whether officers use of
procedurally just language increased in post-training interviews. Following these
recommendations, future studies would be positioned to assess the relationship between training

and officer performance in actual sexual assault cases.

Second, a 40-hr training course is a significant investment for police agencies, though
previous research has indicated that in-depth training programs are necessary to improve police
response to victims (B. Campbell et al., 2020, 2021; Hohl and Stanko 2022; Morabito et al.
2019; Tidmarsh et al. 2021). However, recent evaluations of shorter training programs have also
demonstrated positive outcomes regarding officers’ knowledge of survivors’ trauma (Franklin et
al. 2020) and behavior (Mourtgos et al. 2021). Thus, more evaluations are needed to identify an

optimal training dosage regarding curricula length, content, and delivery (B. Campbell et al.

26



2020, 2021; Murphy and Hine 2019). To address this issue, jurisdictions should consider
implementing and evaluating 8-, 16-, or 24-hr training programs to build an evidence base

regarding the ideal training format necessary to produce positive results.

Despite these potential limitations, this study contributes new knowledge to the field by
providing methodological advances to the police sexual assault training literature and evidence to
support the positive effects of sexual assault training on officer outcomes. Future studies should
continue to experimentally evaluate such training to determine if these results hold across
differing training curricula and samples. Moreover, this study provides initial experimental
evidence that police sexual assault training can increase the importance officers’ place on using

procedural justice during interactions with survivors.
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Table 1. Randomized survey design and schedule of survey administration (N = 318).

Groups
Treatment Control
Am=121) B®m=101) C(n=96)
Pre-training survey assessment Yes No Yes
KYDOCIT sexual assault investigator training Yes Yes Yes
Post-test survey Yes Yes No
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Table 2. Descriptive statistics for experimental training groups and the full sample (N = 318)

Group A Group B Group C Full sample
n=121 n=101 n=96 N=318
Variables n (%) n (%) n (%) n (%)
Dependent variables
Arrest (X) 4.84 4.88 4.22 4.66
Procedural justice (X) 5.80 5.87 5.64 5.77
Independent variables
Training
Yes 121 101 - 222 (69.8)
No - - 96 96 (30.2)
Impulsivity (X) 2.31 2.18 2.17 2.23
Stranger case 30 (24.8) 26 (25.7) 29 (30.2) 85 (26.7)
Rape myths case 31 (25.6) 24 (23.8) 21(21.9) 76 (23.9)
Demographic variables
Male 110 (90.9) 90 (89.1) 92 (95.8) 292 (91.8)
Two-year degree 73 (60.3) 67 (66.3) 51 (53.1) 191 (60.1)
Years police (X) 13.95 13.43 14.57 13.97
Sexual assault reports in last 12
months
0 39 (32.2) 23 (22.8) 40 (41.7) 102 (32.1)
l1to5 56 (46.3) 54 (53.5) 32 (33.3) 142 (44.7)
6to 10 13 (10.7) 16 (15.8) 15 (15.6) 44 (13.8)
11to0 20 7 (5.8) 5(5.0) 6 (6.3) 18 (5.7)
21 or more 6 (5.0) 3(3.0) 3(3.1) 12 (3.8)

Note: X =mean (average)
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Table 3. OLS regression models estimating the impact of training, impulsivity, vignette
conditions, and likelihood of arrest, on importance of using procedural justice (N =318)

Model 1 Model 2
Arrest Arrest
(direct effects) (interaction)
b p r b p r

Training .66 <.001* 23 .67 <.001* 23
Impulsivity -.12 .20 -.07 -.14 .39 -.07
Training X impulsivity — — — .03 .87 -.05
Stranger case 22 .20 .09 22 .20 .09
Rape myths case -.19 28 -.09 -.19 28 -.09
Constant 4.45 <.001 4.50 <.001
F 591 <.001 7.72 <.001
R? .06 .06

Model 3 Model 4

Procedural Justice Procedural Justice
(direct effects) (interaction)
b p r b p r

Training 22 01%* 13 22 01%* 13
Impulsivity -.13 .02% -.13 -.13 18 -.13
Training X impulsivity — — — .00 .99 -.11
Stranger case 16 .09 .09 16 .09 .09
Rape myths case .02 .87 -.03 .02 .87 -.03
Constant 5.85 <.001 5.86 <.001
F 3.54 .01 2.82 .02
R? .03 .03

Note: Unstandardized coefficients (b), p-value (p), Pearson correlation (r), adjusted R?, * =
significant at p < .05, OLS = ordinary least squares.
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Table 4. Summary of hypothesis testing outcomes.

Hypotheses

Outcome

R1: Did the KYDOCJT training increase officers’ intentions to arrest and
ratings of importance placed on using procedural justice when interacting
with victims?

HI: Training will increase officers’ self-reported intentions of making an arrest.

H?2: Training will increase officers’ ratings of importance placed on using
procedural justice techniques when interacting with victims.

R2: Did officer impulsivity decrease officers’ intentions to arrest, and ratings of
importance placed on using procedural justice when interacting with
victims?

H3: Officers with lower levels of impulsivity will be more likely to report
intentions to arrest.

H4: Officers with lower levels of impulsivity will rate procedural justice
techniques as more important when interacting with victims.

R3: Did the KYDOCJT training reduce officers’ reliance on rape myths when
reporting their intentions to arrest and ratings of importance placed on
using procedural justice when interacting with victims?

H5: Rape myths will have no effect officers’ self-reported intentions to make an
arrest.

H6: Rape myths will have no effect on officers’ ratings of importance placed on
using procedural justice techniques when interacting with victims.

R4: Did impulsivity moderate—or change—the impact of training on officers’
intention to arrest and ratings of importance placed on using procedural

Jjustice when interacting with victims?

H?7: Higher levels of impulsivity will moderate—or reduce—the impact of training
on officers’ intentions to arrest.

HS8: Higher levels of impulsivity will moderate—or reduce—the impact of training
on ratings of importance officers place on using procedural justice.

Supported
Supported

Not
supported
Supported

Supported

Supported

Not
supported
Not
supported
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Appendix

Table 1. KYDOCIT 40-hour sexual assault investigations training course topics and time
allocations

Course topic Hours

1. Orientation (introduction to the course)
Kentucky sexual assault laws
Cultural myths and misconceptions about sexual assault cases/victims
Victim impact
Model police response to sexual assault
Coordinated community response to sexual assault
Law and investigative strategy
Meeting the needs of special communities

9. DNA evidence and issues

10. Offender dynamics

11. The preliminary investigation

12. Victim interviewing

13. Unfounded cases

14. Course critique

15. Outside assignments
Total hours

i A
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Appendix

Table 2. Full text of vignettes

Vignette 1, non-stranger scenario /stranger scenario and ambiguous trauma:

The morning after attending a party, Carol Wilson arrived at the police station to report a rape
perpetrated by a man she had never met/a man she knew, named John Ryans. In her statement,
she described arriving at the party with a group of friends and midway through the evening,
connected with a guy she knew from class named John. At the end of the evening, John
offered to walk her home to the house she shared with two other students. When they got back
to her place, she invited John up for a cup of coffee. After coffee, they started kissing on the
couch and John started undoing her blouse. She stated that she did not want to have sex. John
said that was OK and they continued to fool around. Then he undressed himself and, against
her continued objections, penetrated her vaginally. Carol Wilson told police that she had not
struggled and there was no evidence of bruising. The police interviewed John Ryans. He
admitted to having sexual intercourse with Carol Wilson, but maintained that she was a willing
participant and the sex was consensual.

Vignette 2, rape myth adherence scenario/trauma elements scenario:

The morning after attending a party, Carol Wilson believed she had been raped by a man she
had never met/a man she knew, named John Ryans. First thing that morning, she went to the
nearby hospital to have a SANE nurse collect forensic medical evidence. While at the hospital,
the nurse called the police. When the police arrived to at the hospital, Carol was
emotional/unemotional. Her story was consistent/disjointed and she was/she was not able to
recall all of the details of the rape. She could/could not give police a clear description of the
events that took place leading up to the rape and maintained she had been vaginally penetrated
after having said “no” to her assailant. Carol Wilson told police that she had not struggled and
there was no visible evidence of bruising on her body. The police interviewed John Ryans. He
admitted to having sexual intercourse with Carol Wilson, but maintained that she was a willing
participant and the sex was consensual. DNA evidence corroborated the sexual intercourse and
also demonstrated evidence of internal tissue damage and bruising inside the vagina.
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Appendix

Table 3. Factor analysis results for importance of using procedural justice and impulsivity
scales

Importance of using procedural justice (a. = .98, Eigenvalue = 7.00; variance = 87.4%).

Procedural justice items Factor Loading
Be courteous when interacting with the victim. .86
Explain your reasons for your actions to the victim. .84
Allow the victim to explain her side of the story without interruption. .93
Listen to the victim and consider her side of the story. .94
Be respectful toward the victim. 95
Not make a decision until you’ve gathered all necessary information. .88
Explain why you ultimately make the decision that you do. 77
Offer advice on how the victim might handle the situation or obtain resources .84

available to her.

Impulsivity (Grasmick et al., 1993) (0. = .63, Eigenvalue = 1.63; variance = 40.8%)

Impulsivity items Factor Loading
I devote time and effort to preparing for the future.* 38

I act on the spur of the moment without stopping to think. 75

I do things that bring me pleasure here and now, even at the cost of some 75
future goal.

I base my decisions on what will benefit me in the short run rather than the .79

long run.

* Indicates item that was reverse coded.
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Endnotes

i Specifically, the SAFE Act required that agencies with fewer than 5 officers send at least 1 representative to the
training, agencies with 5 to 30 officers send at least 2 officers, and agencies with more than 30 officers send at least
4 officers.

ii Pearson 7 correlations were used as effect sizes. Based on Gignac and Szodorai’s (2016) recommendations for
interpreting the magnitude of 7, .10 is interpreted as a small effect, .20 represents a medium effect, and .30 is
considered a large effect (see also Hemphill 2003).

ii Because the arrest variable was ordinal, ordinal logistic regression models were also estimated. The results
mirrored findings from the OLS regression results for each model. Specifically, training (b = .88, p =.00)
significantly increased the likelihood of arrest, while impulsivity (b =-.21, p = .12) stranger case (b = .27, p = .28),
and rape myths case (b = .33, p = .20) were not significantly related to arrest.

¥ The interaction term Training X Impulsivity was included because of the significant relationship between
impulsivity and procedural justice in the direct effects model. Because the measures of stranger case and rape myths
case were not correlated with either outcome, interactions between these variables and training were not included in
the analyses.
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