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Abstract
Police misconduct continues to undermine public trust and strain community—law
enforcement relationships in the United States. The potential role of higher education in
reducing misconduct among officers remains underexamined. The purpose of this
quantitative correlational study was to examine whether higher educational attainment is
associated with reduced rates of documented misconduct in a large urban police
department. Grounded in the social learning and organizational justice theories, the
research addressed how postsecondary education influences ethical decision-making and
conduct. The overarching research question concerned whether education level predicted
misconduct frequency, controlling for gender, rank, and years of service. Archival
personnel and disciplinary data were analyzed using multiple regression. Results showed
that officers with some college, an associate’s degree, a bachelor’s degree, or higher were
significantly less likely to have formal misconduct incidents than those with only a high
school diploma or military exemption. Control variables were also significant. Although
effect sizes were modest, the findings were statistically robust across education levels.
These results suggest that higher education may be a protective factor in ethical policing.
Recommendations include expanding tuition assistance and integrating educational
benchmarks into hiring and promotion criteria. This study has implications for positive
social change by highlighting the potential role of higher education in reducing
misconduct, improving public trust, and enhancing professional accountability in law

enforcement.
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the Study

Police misconduct in the United States continues to erode public trust in law
enforcement institutions (Gill et al., 2014). High-profile instances of misconduct by
officers in recent years have increased public attention and the need for practical,
evidence-based solutions (Clark, 2025; Crehan et al., 2025). Despite growing concern,
there is limited empirical research on the role of officers’ educational attainment in
shaping ethical conduct. An essential yet unanswered subject in criminal justice studies is
whether officers' greater educational attainment could deter misconduct.

In this study, I addressed the gap in knowledge on whether officers’ educational
attainment deters misconduct by examining the connection between documented
instances of police misconduct within a large, representative U.S. law enforcement
agency and higher educational attainment. My specific aim was to ascertain whether
officers with more education committed fewer offenses than their less educated peers. In
addition to improving academic understanding of police and ethics, clarifying this
relationship may provide workable policy suggestions that stakeholders can potentially
use to improve law enforcement hiring, training, and accountability standards.

The conclusions of this research may have implications for constructive social
change. By examining the relationship between educational attainment and ethical
policing practices, the study provides evidence-based recommendations for raising
professional standards and enhancing public trust in law enforcement. Ultimately, the

results could support efforts to implement higher educational requirements for officers,



encouraging a more ethical, accountable, and community-focused policing culture
nationwide.

In this introductory chapter, I provides a thorough overview of the study. The
chapter opens with a comprehensive background, offering context by emphasizing the
broader discussion around police misconduct and the existing information gap regarding
the contribution of educational attainment to ethical policing. The Problem Statement
section includes an explanation of the continued importance of addressing misconduct
and emphasizes the necessity and timeliness of analyzing the impact of education. I then
describe the study’s purpose, which was to empirically investigate higher education’s
ability to deter misconduct.

The driving research questions (RQs) of this research are clearly defined in the
Research Questions and Hypotheses section. In the Theoretical Framework section, I
introduce the social learning and organizational justice theories. These theories formed
the foundation for the study’s methodology and provided illuminating insights. The
Nature of the Study section includes a description of the study’s methodology, including
specifics on variables, data sources, and analytical techniques. Essential definitions of
key terminology are also provided for consistency and clarity, and the study’s
assumptions, scope, and delimitations, and methodological limitations are critically
discussed. I address the potential practical, scholarly, and social ramifications of the
research in the Significance section. In the Summary section that concludes the chapter, |

summarize key points made in the chapter and provide a transition to Chapter 2.



Background

In the United States, public discourse on accountability and ethics in law
enforcement remains energized by recurring incidents of officer misconduct, including
excessive force, corruption, racial profiling, and abuse of authority (Clark, 2025; Crehan
et al., 2025). Public criticism and calls for practical, evidence-based solutions have
escalated in response to high-profile misconduct incidents across the country (Clark,
2025; Crehan et al., 2025). Although an abundance of research has been conducted on the
structural, cultural, and policy-related factors that affect police behavior, relatively little
has been done to examine how an officer's education level affects their job behavior
(Brown, 2020; Cockcroft & Hallenberg, 2022; Hallenberg & Cockcroft, 2017).

Several scholars have argued that officers who attend college are better able to
reason ethically and use de-escalation techniques, which might lessen their likelihood of
engaging in misconduct (Cordner, 2020; T. L. Johnson, Johnson, Sabol, et al., 2022).
Officers with college degrees, for instance, often demonstrate stronger problem-solving,
critical thinking, and community engagement skills (Hippert, 2024). Gardiner (2017)
suggested that such educational experiences are thought to strengthen moral judgment
and cognitive flexibility, which are essential for handling difficult or complex
circumstances that arise in law enforcement. Given the demands of police work, these
attributes may significantly influence officers' decisions, behaviors, and interactions with

the public.



Despite these reported benefits of higher education, the empirical evidence
remains inconclusive, particularly regarding its impact on actual misconduct outcomes,
and law enforcement agencies nationwide have relatively low educational requirements.
Gardiner conducted a national survey of 958 law enforcement agencies in 2017 and
found that only 1.3% required a 4-year degree, whereas 81.5% required a high school
diploma. Furthermore, around 30% of police officers held a bachelor's degree or higher,
even though over half had completed at least a 2-year associate's degree (Gardiner, 2017).
Interestingly, law enforcement organizations led by administrators with postgraduate
degrees typically established and maintained higher educational requirements for officer
employment and advancement, indicating that departmental policies and priorities were
significantly influenced by leadership philosophies.

Existing studies offer mixed findings, with some research suggesting that
organizational culture and leadership may outweigh education in shaping officer behavior
(McDowall & Brown, 2020). Regardless of their educational background, officers
working in departments with strong ethical leadership, strict accountability procedures,
and a conveyed ethical culture frequently behave in a professional manner, research
shows (Busby et al., 2022). Furthermore, some critics have argued that increasing
educational requirements might have negatively impacted hiring practices by reducing
the pool of eligible candidates. Specifically, there was concern that increasing
educational requirements could have exacerbated many law enforcement agencies'

preexisting recruiting and retention issues (Gardiner, 2017).



In this study, I examined the empirical relationship between officers' educational
attainment and documented instances of misconduct to shed light on these contrasting
views and ongoing discussions. The research provides specific, data-driven insights to
determine whether greater educational attainment was a mitigating factor against
unethical behavior. This study addressed an important gap in knowledge by providing an
empirical assessment of whether officers’ educational attainment is associated with
documented misconduct. In doing so, it contributes to ongoing debates on police reform,
professionalization, and the development of ethical standards in law enforcement. The
findings may inform departmental policy, enhance public trust, and improve community-
police relations.

Problem Statement

Despite ongoing reform efforts, officer misconduct remains a persistent and
critical issue within U.S. law enforcement, contributing to strained community
relationships, reduced public trust, and costly legal consequences. Misconduct incidents
such as excessive use of force, corruption, and abuse of authority consistently highlight
the urgent need for effective solutions and a comprehensive understanding. Several
researchers have concluded that internal accountability systems, departmental culture,
and moral leadership significantly impacted officer behavior (Carroll & Yu, 2022;
O’Guinn, 2024). Although these organizational factors are well documented, the potential
influence of individual-level characteristics, particularly officers' educational attainment,

remains underexplored in the empirical literature.



Recent studies suggest that higher education may foster key competencies,
including ethical reasoning, decision-making, effective communication, and de-escalation
skills (Hippert, 2024). However, the evidence remains inconclusive, especially in terms
of direct correlations between education and actual misconduct outcomes. Conflicting
findings in the past decade highlight a continuing debate over the practical benefits of
formal education in policing (Brown, 2020). As a result, law enforcement leaders and
policymakers lack clear, evidence-based guidance on whether enhancing educational
standards for recruitment and promotion can meaningfully reduce officer misconduct.
Addressing this gap is crucial for informing policy development and advancing ethical
practices in modern policing.

I addressed a critical gap in the literature by examining whether higher
educational attainment is associated with lower rates of police misconduct within a large,
representative U.S. police agency. By analyzing data on officers’ educational
backgrounds and documented misconduct cases, I sought to provide empirical evidence
regarding higher education as a potential deterrent to misconduct. In doing so, the study
contributes to ongoing scholarly discussions on the professionalization of law
enforcement through education, strengthened arguments for evidence-based policy
reforms, and supported efforts to enhance public trust in policing practices.

Purpose of the Study

In this quantitative correlational study, I examined the relationship between police

officers’ educational attainment (independent variable) and the frequency of documented

misconduct (dependent variable) in a large U.S. law enforcement agency. I investigated



whether higher education levels were associated with a reduction in instances of formal
disciplinary action. The covariates were gender, rank, and years of service to control for
additional factors that may influence misconduct. By using archival data on officer
education levels and disciplinary records, I strove to provide a data-driven analysis of the
impact of education on ethical policing.
Research Questions and Hypotheses
The RQs and hypotheses addressed in this study were
RQ1: What is the relationship between higher education levels and the frequency
of police misconduct in a large U.S. police department?
Ho1: There is no statistically significant relationship between higher
education levels and the frequency of police misconduct.
H,1: There is a statistically significant relationship between higher
education levels and the frequency of police misconduct.
RQ2: How do organizational factors, like departmental culture, mediate the
relationship between education levels and police misconduct?
Ho2: Organizational factors, like departmental culture, do not mediate the
relationship between education levels and police misconduct.
H.2: Organizational factors, like departmental culture, mediate the
relationship between education levels and police misconduct.
Theoretical Framework for the Study
The theoretical foundation of this study was primarily rooted in the social learning

theory (SLT), initially proposed by Bandura (1977) and further elaborated by scholars



such as Archer and Flexon (2022), Connolly et al. (2021), and de Carvalho and Ossorio
(2021). According to SLT, individuals develop behaviors, values, and attitudes through
observation, imitation, social interaction, and reinforcement (Bandura, 1977). The theory
emphasizes that people learned ethical and unethical behaviors from influential role
models, peers, or authority figures (Bandura, 1977). In this section, I summarize the
major theoretical propositions of SLT and their application to this study, with a more
detailed explanation provided in Chapter 2.

Within policing, officers exposed to ethical role models such as educators,
supervisors, or experienced mentors may internalize professional standards and ethical
decision-making processes (Chappell & Piquero, 2004). Higher education settings often
provide exposure to diverse ethical perspectives, critical thinking scenarios, and effective
communication strategies, which are essential for professional policing and ethical
conduct (Gardiner, 2017). Thus, officers who have completed higher education may have
a heightened capacity for ethical reasoning and decision-making, potentially reducing
their likelihood of misconduct.

I also incorporated the organizational justice theory (OJT). According to
researchers like Busby et al. (2022), OJT provides a valuable lens through which to view
how individual behaviors, including ethical and unethical ones, are influenced by views
of responsibility and fairness inside an organization. The theory asserts that officers are
less likely to engage in unethical behaviors if they believe their departments prioritize

equitable treatment, procedural fairness, and open decision-making processes. Higher



education may improve officers' comprehension and appreciation of organizational
justice concepts, enabling them to negotiate complex ethical dilemmas successfully.

These theories provided a strong basis for investigating how organizational
factors and educational attainment influenced policing practices. Higher education is
intended to promote moral behavior and professional judgment, but departmental
leadership, organizational justice procedures, and institutional support systems also
significantly affect how education translates into practice (Cockcroft & Hallenberg, 2022;
Hallenberg & Cockcroft, 2017). SLT relates explicitly to the study approach and RQs by
offering a framework for understanding how ethical or unethical behaviors are acquired
through observation and imitation within organizational contexts. This theoretical
perspective supported the examination of whether higher education, combined with
supportive organizational structures, effectively reduced police misconduct. Therefore,
the study may contribute valuable insights to inform evidence-based reform and
policymaking efforts within law enforcement organizations.

Nature of the Study

I used a quantitative correlational research approach to investigate the connection
between higher educational attainment and incidents of police misconduct. To ensure
greater relevance and applicability to real-world police contexts, I chose a correlational
methodology, as it allowed the analysis of naturally existing interactions between
variables without altering or intentionally influencing the research setting. The study's
main objective was to ascertain whether there was a substantial correlation between

officers' educational backgrounds and their documented instances of misconduct.
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The independent variable was educational attainment, operationalized as
completion of postsecondary education programs (associate’s, bachelor’s, or graduate
degrees). The dependent variable was police misconduct, measured through documented
disciplinary incidents involving the use of excessive force, ethical violations, abuse of
authority, corruption, racial profiling, or violations of departmental policy. Covariates
were officer gender, rank, and years of service to account for potential confounding
influences on misconduct frequency.

I collected archival data from a large, urban U.S. police department. The
personnel and disciplinary records that I obtained provided verified information on
officers’ educational levels and misconduct histories. The data were analyzed using
multiple regression analysis to assess the strength and statistical significance of the
relationships among variables. This approach balanced methodological rigor with applied
value, contributing to the broader discourse on ethical policing and education-based
reform. Although initial plans included an examination of organizational factors such as
departmental culture and leadership practices, the necessary data were not available. This
limitation is discussed in Chapter 5.

Definitions

Blue box conundrum: A term coined in this study to describe the perceived
disconnect between police officers’ academic achievements and the practical utility or
relevance of that education in daily policing tasks. This concept draws on the work of

Hallenberg and Cockceroft (2017) and Cockcroft and Hallenberg (2022), which highlights
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tensions within police culture regarding the value of higher education in organizational
contexts.

Higher education: The study’s independent variable. Higher education refers
specifically to formal postsecondary academic training, including associate's degrees,
bachelor's degrees, and graduate-level degrees (Cordner, 2020). Within policing, this
higher education is believed to enhance critical thinking abilities, ethical decision-making
skills, and overall professionalism, equipping officers to respond effectively and ethically
in diverse and challenging scenarios.

Police misconduct: The study’s dependent variable. Officially recorded violations
of departmental policies, moral principles, or legal obligations by law enforcement
officers. Common misconduct instances include excessive use of force, corruption, racial
profiling, misuse of power, and ethical transgressions (T. L. Johnson, Johnson, Sabol, et
al., 2022). Misconduct usually results in disciplinary action, legal action, and declining
public confidence in law enforcement.

Organizational culture: The collective beliefs, values, attitudes, and norms that
shape behaviors and practices within a law enforcement agency (Busby et al., 2022). This
shared culture significantly influences officer behavior, decision-making processes, and
perceptions of accountability.

Rotten apple hypothesis: The assertion that police misconduct is the result of
individual factors, including age, experience, and gender (Kondrat, 2024).

Rotten barrel hypothesis: The assertion that police misconduct is the result of

organizational factors or failures (Kondrat, 2024).
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Social learning theory (SLT): A theory, initially introduced by Bandura (1977)

and further developed by de Carvalho and Ossorio (2021), that posits that human
behavior is primarily learned through observing, imitating, and interacting with others.
According to this theory, law enforcement personnel exposed to ethical role models and
educational settings are more likely to absorb ethical actions, professional standards, and
effective communication techniques.

Organizational justice: A concept that relates to how people feel about the
policies, decision-making procedures, and resource allocations of their employer (Busby
et al., 2022). Officers' attitudes, actions, and adherence to ethical standards are influenced
by their views of organizational justice. An atmosphere that is favorable to reducing
misconduct is created by departments that actively advance justice, accountability, and
transparency through organized instruction and moral leadership.

Professionalization (in policing): Continuing advocacy for police officers to have
more formal education, receive systematic training, and adhere to well-defined ethical
standards (Boateng et al., 2023). Higher educational standards, a focus on ethical
behavior, and critical decision-making abilities are characteristics of agencies dedicated
to professionalization.

In Chapter 3, I provide a more detailed analysis of how I measured,
operationalized, and coded the independent and dependent variables.

Assumptions
I based this study on several foundational assumptions that influenced both the

research methodology and the interpretation of results. First, I assumed that the secondary
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data obtained from the participating law enforcement agency were accurate and complete.
The quality of these records was critical, as the analysis relied on historical
documentation of officers’ disciplinary actions and educational backgrounds. Although
minor errors or inconsistencies in the documentation may have existed, the study
operated under the assumption that the data set accurately reflected real-world
occurrences, thereby supporting valid statistical analysis and interpretation.

The second assumption was that officers had truthfully and accurately reported
their educational backgrounds. Personnel records served as the basis for examining the
relationship between educational attainment and instances of police misconduct. If
officers misrepresented or underreported their qualifications, the validity of the findings
could have been compromised. Nevertheless, I reasonably presumed that official
departmental records reliably reflected officers' actual educational experiences, given that
such information was subject to internal verification.

A third assumption was that the quantitative correlational design selected for this
study was appropriate for addressing the RQs. I assumed that the statistical methods used,
particularly regression analyses, were sufficiently robust to detect and explain patterns
and associations between education levels and misconduct incidents. This assumption
was essential to ensure the study's contribution to understanding the role of education in
promoting ethical policing.

I also assumed that the influence of education on police misconduct was relatively
consistent across various ranks, assignments, and responsibilities within the department.

Although officers’ day-to-day duties varied by position, the study was grounded in the
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premise that the core benefits of higher education, like better ethical reasoning and
increased professionalism, were broadly applicable. This assumption supported a uniform
analytical framework focused on education’s general effect, rather than on role-specific
differences.

These assumptions were necessary to conduct the study in a logical and
methodologically sound manner. They provided a framework for interpreting the data and
drawing valid conclusions. Without them, my ability to produce meaningful and reliable
findings regarding the relationship between higher education and ethical police behavior
would have been severely limited.

Scope and Delimitations

I examined the connection between documented instances of misconduct within a
large U.S. police agency and the educational background of police personnel. I
investigated whether police with more formal education, such as associate's, bachelor's,
or graduate degrees, had fewer substantiated misconduct events than officers with less
education. Because there were gaps in the scholarly literature about the direct relationship
between educational attainment and ethical policing behavior, this specific research area
was purposefully chosen. I aimed to offer insightful empirical data to guide policy
debates and real-world choices regarding officer hiring procedures, training methods, and
continuous professional growth in law enforcement organizations.

This study's focus was restricted to one large U.S. police agency. Internal validity
was strengthened by this deliberate limit, which enabled a more controlled and thorough

examination of whether education affected officer conduct within a particular
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organizational context. However, concentrating on a single agency naturally reduced the
findings' generalizability. The findings should not be applied entirely to other law
enforcement organizations in the United States or abroad because departmental policies,
leadership styles, organizational culture, and community interactions differ significantly
among agencies (Cockcroft & Hallenberg, 2022; Hallenberg & Cockcroft, 2017).
Because of their contextual specificity, the results should be evaluated with caution.

Furthermore, to keep the key variables of interest in focus, I excluded certain
potentially pertinent elements from analysis. For instance, although they may also have
influenced behavior, the impact of psychological characteristics, community policing
tactics, socioeconomic backgrounds, and personal life experiences on officer misconduct
were not explicitly investigated. This study's theoretical framework mainly combined the
social learning and organizational justice theories. Because they were outside this study's
purview and urgent research goals, other pertinent theoretical stances (e.g., strain theory
or procedural justice theory) were purposefully not examined.

Regarding generalizability, although the results were specific to the department
that was chosen, other police departments with similar organizational structures,
leadership priorities, or educational standards might nevertheless benefit from the
knowledge this study offers. These findings provide evidence that may inform
discussions on police professionalism, moral conduct, and law enforcement training
requirements, notwithstanding external validity limitations. Generalizability could be

improved by extending investigations to multiple police agencies, using longitudinal
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designs to look at changes over time, and including qualitative methods to explore
complexities that quantitative analysis alone could have overlooked.
Limitations

Numerous limitations regarding design, methodological decisions, and practical
constraints applied to this study. The difficulty in obtaining thorough police misconduct
records was one major drawback. Given the sensitivity surrounding police-community
relations and officer privacy issues, many law enforcement organizations, like the one
this study analyzed, may be reluctant to share specific disciplinary information. To
restrict the availability of misconduct data, agencies usually point to current
investigations or privacy protections. Consequently, the data set collected for this study
may have been selectively reported, incomplete, or the result of systematic
underreporting. These data completeness issues made it more difficult for the study to
fully depict the scope of police misconduct or establish a direct link between it and the
officers' higher levels of education.

The political and ethical tensions surrounding departmental engagement
represented yet another noteworthy constraint. Law enforcement organizations often take
a cautious approach to research collaborations, seeing outside studies as a chance to
escape more scrutiny or confirm current departmental policy. This viewpoint might have
unintentionally introduced selection bias into the research. Organizations may
inadvertently label certain instances to reduce unfavorable attention or offer data that
presents them positively. As a result, biases in reporting may arise, causing the data set to

be shaped in ways that do not accurately reflect the actual situation. I made explicit the
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study's goal, emphasized the objectivity and confidentiality of the research, and made
efforts to ensure transparency in the data collection process to mitigate this limitation.

Furthermore, a constraint regarding generalizability was introduced by the study’s
focus on a single police agency. Law enforcement agencies' organizational culture,
training requirements, leadership philosophies, and internal accountability procedures
vary widely. These differences suggest that the results of this study might not be
universally applicable across departments or jurisdictions across the country. Because of
this, the correlation between officer misconduct and higher education shown in this
single-agency situation may not be applicable in other organizational contexts. Further
research involving several departments in various geographical areas may improve
generalizability and offer a more comprehensive understanding of how educational
characteristics affect police behavior.

Unmeasured confounding variables also posed a serious methodological problem.
Several factors may have significantly influenced misconduct behaviors, including
occupational stress, peer pressure, community expectations, internal departmental culture,
and officer psychological traits. These possible confounders were not explicitly
accounted for or quantified in depth because of data limitations and the secondary data
analysis methodology used in this investigation. As a result, their existence and extent of
influence remained unknown, raising the prospect that more factors besides educational
achievement could have accounted for misconduct patterns. These intricate associations
would become more evident if this limitation were addressed in subsequent studies

utilizing qualitative investigation or thorough assessment of additional factors.
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Finally, a problem concerning internal validity and causal interpretation was the
lack of longitudinal data. Evaluating long-term impacts or changes in officer behavior
throughout their careers was challenging because the current study only offered a
snapshot of the relationship between misconduct and higher education at a particular
point in time. I could not conclusively determine whether the protective effects of higher
education persisted or changed over time, or whether other experiential characteristics
became more significant as officers progressed in their careers, because i did not track
officers over extended periods. Future longitudinal research may provide important
information about the long-term effects of educational attainment on moral judgment and
misconduct.

Notwithstanding these methodological and practical drawbacks, the current study
is helpful, I believe, as a first step in comprehending the intricate relationship between
ethical policing and higher education. It provides a foundation for exploring how
education may influence officer behavior and misconduct. Future studies that expand
upon these insights through larger samples, longitudinal analysis, qualitative
investigation, and more thorough data may substantially improve the dependability,
depth, and practical relevance of findings in the field of criminal justice research.

Significance

By offering specific empirical data on how higher education may have affected
law enforcement officers' ethical behavior, this study contributes to the criminal justice
field and the continuing national discussion regarding police reform. In conducting this

study, I sought to address a significant knowledge gap about how education influences
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policing practices by investigating whether educational attainment was associated with
decreased police misconduct. Policymakers, training coordinators, and law enforcement
executives could potentially benefit from the study's conclusions, which might help them
make decisions about hiring practices, professional development initiatives, and
educational incentives aimed at increasing police accountability and moral behavior.

A reevaluation of the present minimal educational standards within police
departments may be supported by a comparative study of officers’ educational
backgrounds and recorded misconduct cases. This study provides a fact-based argument
for improving educational standards throughout the profession. According to earlier
studies, a college degree improves professional behavior, ethical judgment, and
constitutional responsibility awareness, critical qualities for enhancing police-community
relations and boosting public confidence (Marciniak & Elattrache, 2020).

Furthermore, the findings of this study may inform practical reform efforts aimed
at reducing incidents of police misconduct. Professions that require higher education
often uphold stricter ethical standards and professional codes of conduct (Wardoyo et al.,
2020). The results directly support recommendations to integrate college-level
coursework into basic training academies, require continuing professional certifications,
and establish educational benchmarks for promotion within police departments. By
demonstrating that higher education serves as a strong deterrent to misconduct, the study
provides a clear basis for advancing these reform initiatives.

Recent research also supports the link between police professionalism and higher

education. For instance, increasing educational requirements in law enforcement helps
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create a workforce with more sophisticated critical-thinking skills, improved
communication and de-escalation abilities, and superior ethical reasoning abilities,
according to Cockcroft and Hallenberg (2022). A police force with this level of education
is more likely to absorb key professional ideals, which has a favorable impact on officers'
behavior in complex, high-pressure situations and their daily contact with civilians. The
results of this study have the potential to inform policy actions amid growing public
demands for substantive police reform, reinforcing the conclusion that education is a
critical tool for reducing misconduct and restoring public trust.

Beyond advancing academic knowledge and influencing policing practices, this
research holds substantial potential for driving positive social change. Establishing a
direct connection between higher education and ethical behavior may persuade police
agencies nationwide to reevaluate their hiring procedures and give more weight to formal
coursework or college degrees as employment requirements. Higher education is strongly
linked to professional accountability, integrity, and ethical sensitivity in other fields,
which are just as crucial in law enforcement (Okougbo et al., 2021; Shadi et al., 2024).

Furthermore, legislators, law enforcement managers, academic institutions,
community members, and the direct police agency are among the stakeholders potentially
impacted by this study. Per my findings, higher education succeeds in lowering
misconduct. As such, departments should consider establishing tuition aid programs,
strategic alliances with colleges and universities, and/or offering extensive continuing

education opportunities to current officers. Such initiatives may help develop a policing
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culture that prioritizes professional development, ethical standards, critical thinking, and
fair justice enforcement.

Overall, this research contributes to the ongoing conversations and initiatives to
improve policing methods nationwide by directly addressing a significant gap in existing
literature and offering practical, actionable findings. Its conclusions contribute to
developing a more knowledgeable, responsible, and community-oriented police force,
increasing social justice and public safety in U.S. communities. These insights provide a
meaningful foundation for future research and reform aimed at elevating professional
standards within law enforcement.

Summary

This chapter highlighted the study's primary goal: investigating the connection
between police misconduct in a sizeable U.S. police department and higher education
levels. Research indicates that police misconduct in the United States, such as the use of
excessive force, racial profiling, corruption, and abuse of power, continues to undermine
public confidence (Gill et al., 2014). In the Background section, I pointed out that the
influence of officers' educational backgrounds on moral policing practices has received
very little attention. The educational requirements for law enforcement remain minimal,
despite academic claims that more education could help police develop their critical
thinking skills, ethical reasoning, and de-escalation strategies.

The problem statement emphasized the necessity of finding practical ways to
lessen unethical officer behavior and highlighted the persistence of police misconduct

despite significant efforts at reform. The statement also pointed out a significant gap in
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the body of literature by identifying the absence of concrete empirical data linking
increases in educational attainment to decreases in police misbehavior. The study's
purpose was to experimentally examine higher education's possible protective function in
lowering misconduct instances. This quantitative analysis offers evidence-based insights
that could inform law enforcement agencies' future practices and policies.

In the Theoretical Framework section, I presented the two main theoretical
stances that supported the study: social learning and organizational justice theories. These
perspectives were used to explain how officer behavior might be shaped by internal
organizational dynamics. Their inclusion provided a conceptual foundation for linking
education to ethical conduct in the law enforcement setting.

In the Nature of the Study section, I described the quantitative correlational
design, focusing on its applicability in evaluating the natural correlations between
officers' educational attainment and misconduct episodes in a real-world policing setting.
Definitions were provided for key concepts such as higher education, police misconduct,
organizational culture, and organizational justice to create a shared understanding of the
terms used throughout the study. The accuracy and completeness of personnel and
misconduct records, the truthfulness of officers' educational backgrounds, the
appropriateness of the chosen research methodology, and the uniformity of educational
effects across ranks and assignments were just a few of the fundamental assumptions that
this chapter acknowledged as being essential to the validity of the study.

Chapter 1 also included discussion of the study’s scope and delimitations. I

clearly stated the limits of concentrating on a single law enforcement agency, restrictions
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on external generalizability, and justifications for leaving out other potentially pertinent
elements and theories. I also acknowledged several methodological and practical
constraints, including problems with data completeness, potential biases in reporting,
difficulties with generalizability, and the lack of longitudinal data, and it outlined explicit
mitigation techniques. The study's potential scholarly, practical, and policy-related
contributions were highlighted in the Significance section, along with the implications for
constructive social change.

This study may educate law enforcement organizations on hiring, training, and
professional development procedures by demonstrating the potential impact of education
on ethical conduct. Ultimately, the findings may contribute to constructive social change
by providing insights that help develop a police force that is more knowledgeable,
responsible, moral, and community-focused. The theoretical underpinnings introduced in
Chapter 1 are further expanded upon in Chapter 2, which also includes a thorough
examination of existing research on higher education, police professionalism, and

unethical behavior.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review
Introduction

Police misconduct remains a persistent concern within law enforcement,
undermining public trust and the legitimacy of policing institutions. Despite ongoing
reform efforts and policy changes to reduce misconduct, ethical violations such as
excessive use of force, corruption, and abuse of authority continue to pose challenges. A
critical yet underexplored factor in addressing this issue is the role of higher education in
shaping officers’ ethical decision-making and professional behavior. While structural and
organizational influences on police misconduct have been widely studied (Eitle et al.,
2014), the potential impact of formal education on reducing unethical behavior among
officers remains a topic of debate.

In this chapter, I comprehensively review existing literature on the intersection of
higher education and police misconduct. I synthesize criminology, organizational
psychology, and law enforcement research to examine whether officers with higher
education levels exhibit lower misconduct rates. The review also includes consideration
of broader theoretical perspectives, including the SLT and the OJT, to explore how
educational attainment may influence ethical policing practices.

The chapter begins with an overview of the literature search strategy used to
identify relevant studies, ensuring a systematic and comprehensive examination of the
topic. Theoretical foundations are then explored to contextualize how education,
organizational culture, and leadership influence officer behavior. Subsequently, empirical

research on police misconduct and educational attainment is analyzed, highlighting key
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findings, methodological approaches, and gaps in existing literature. Finally, the chapter
identifies how the present study addresses one or more gaps in existing literature to
extend knowledge in the discipline.

Literature Search Strategy

A thorough and systematic literature search was conducted to find pertinent
publications examining the connection between police misconduct and higher education.
Several scholarly databases, along with precise search terms and inclusion criteria, were
used in this procedure to guarantee a fair distribution of both seminal and contemporary
research. The selection of sources was guided by the need to incorporate diverse
perspectives from criminology, education, and law enforcement scholarship. This review
analyzed how educational attainment influenced police conduct and ethical decision-
making.

Multiple electronic databases and search engines were used to ensure a robust
collection of scholarly sources. These included ERIC, ScienceDirect, JSTOR, Google
Scholar, EBSCOhost, ProQuest, ResearchGate, SAGE Journals, and Walden University's
multidatabase search tool. These websites, which provided access to peer-reviewed
research, theoretical discussions, and empirical research, were chosen because they were
pertinent to the study's focus on law enforcement and higher education. The review
identified numerous studies investigating how education influenced law enforcement
behavior. This comprehensive approach ensured the inclusion of relevant literature across

multiple academic fields.
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Strategic keyword selections were used to direct the literature review to capture
relevant research findings. Search phrases such as college education and use of force,
educational level and rule violations, criminal justice degree and professionalism, and
higher education and police misconduct were used. To further narrow down the search
results, other key phrases like police training and ethical decision-making, officer
education and disciplinary actions, and law enforcement and bachelor's degree
requirement were also utilized. Boolean operators were used, which combined or limited
terms as needed and improved search accuracy. High-quality sources were included by
applying filters to limit searches to theoretical papers, systematic reviews, and peer-
reviewed journal articles.

The literature review's scope included both recent empirical research and seminal
publications. The inclusion timeline gave priority to publications published in the last 5
years. Nonetheless, regardless of the year of publication, fundamental studies in
criminology, education, and policing were included to create a strong theoretical
foundation. The review comprised theoretical studies describing criminological and
pedagogical ideas, meta-analyses synthesizing broader patterns in police misconduct and
training, and peer-reviewed journal articles offering empirical and qualitative findings.
Furthermore, where pertinent peer-reviewed literature was hard to find, dissertations and
conference papers were reviewed, providing other viewpoints.

In situations where few recent studies directly connected police misconduct to
higher education, relevant areas of study were investigated to offer context. Studies on

police professionalism, ethics, and training were examined to fill in the gaps in existing
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research. Studies on organizational culture, leadership, and social learning were included
to assess how education indirectly influenced moral decision-making. Such studies
contextualized how educational attainment interacted with various complex institutional
and structural elements to influence policing behaviors. By considering different
viewpoints, the literature review developed a more sophisticated understanding of the
potential role that education might have played in promoting ethical policing.

This literature search approach guaranteed a comprehensive analysis of the
relationship between higher education and police misconduct by using various scholarly
sources. The methodological approach, which drew from multiple fields and research
approaches, enhanced the validity of this review. The study's contribution to the larger
conversation on law enforcement education and ethical policing was further strengthened
by this methodical search approach. A careful and systematic analysis of existing
research made a critical assessment of trends, gaps, and new insights possible. Overall,
this method offered a solid basis for examining how education might have influenced
ethical conduct in law enforcement organizations.

Theoretical Foundation

It is crucial to understand the fundamental causes of police misconduct to develop
strategies that effectively reduce unethical behavior in law enforcement. This section
includes an examination of two major theories—SLT and OJT—to investigate how
officers acquire behaviors, values, and attitudes in professional settings. These ideas shed
light on how organizational and structural factors influence ethical judgment and how

misconduct is taught and perpetuated within police culture. By combining these concepts,
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this review draws attention to the need for additional research on how organizational
culture, education, and policy changes interact to combat police misconduct.
Social Learning Theory

Bandura (1977) first proposed the SLT, which offers a valuable perspective for
studying behavioral learning in social settings. Human behaviors are taught by watching
others, a technique Bandura (1977) called observational learning. In contrast to
conventional behaviorist ideas, SLT proposed that direct reinforcement or rewards were
unnecessary for learning. Instead, people adopt behaviors they observe, particularly when
those behaviors lead to favorable results or incentives. Therefore, by combining
motivation, memory, and attention, Bandura's theory helped close the gap between
rigorous behaviorism and cognitive learning theories.

Bandura's groundbreaking research, which included his well-known Bobo Doll
experiment, showed how observational learning significantly affected behavior. Bandura
used this experiment to demonstrate how children mimicked aggressive actions toward a
doll after witnessing adults acting aggressively. Crucially, the children repeated these
behaviors without explicit reinforcement, defying the conventional behaviorist belief that
all learning happens due to rewards or penalties. Bandura pinpointed requirements for
successful observational learning, such as motivation, attention, retention, and
reproduction. These results prompted psychology researchers to consider cognitive
factors more seriously when analyzing behavioral development.

Intrinsic reinforcement, which describes the internal rewards people receive for

exhibiting observed behaviors, was a key idea in the SLT. In addition to outward
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environmental reinforcements, Bandura (1977) asserted that internal incentives like pride,
accomplishment, or satisfaction significantly impacted behavior and learning. Therefore,
even without external incentives, people might continue or stop engaging in certain
activities, which can be explained by intrinsic reinforcement. Because Bandura's
approach acknowledged both internal psychological elements and external social effects,
it highlighted the complexity of human learning.

Bandura (1977) identified four essential elements required for successful
modeling and observational learning: motivation, attention, retention, and reproduction.
To pay attention, the observer must actively notice and interact with the model's
behavior, especially when it is deemed conspicuous, prestigious, or attractive. The ability
of the observer to recall and cognitively store observed behaviors is known as retention,
which is frequently improved by practice or repetition. The observer's physical or
developmental ability to faithfully reproduce the observed behaviors is reproduction's
third requirement. Finally, motivation emphasizes the significance of the observer's
readiness to replicate acquired behaviors, which is impacted by expected rewards or the
avoidance of punishment.

Bandura's comprehensive framework highlights the possibility that learning can
occur apart from behavioral evidence. SLT acknowledges that knowledge and behavioral
comprehension may be learned without immediate performance, contrary to behaviorist
claims that learning must show noticeable behavioral changes. As a result, habits
acquired through observation might not become active until appropriate motivating

situations occur. Thanks to this nuanced viewpoint, SLT explains how morally right or
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wrong activities in organizational settings, such as law enforcement, are accepted and
strengthened through direct and indirect social interactions.

Recent insights by Archer and Flexon (2022) extended the application of SLT by
demonstrating how unstructured social environments, particularly those involving youth
peer groups, amplified learning through exposure to deviant models and reinforcement
structures. Their work supported the idea that small-scale group settings were crucial in
facilitating differential association, imitation, and reinforcement processes central to SLT.
Specifically, they emphasized how environments lacking adult supervision offered youth
increased exposure to delinquent peers, who served both as behavioral models and as
sources of reinforcement for deviant actions. These contexts also provided fertile ground
for forming definitions favorable to rule-breaking, notably when peers openly approved
or rewarded such behavior.

Archer and Flexon (2022) argued that imitation and reinforcement occurred not
just through the presence of deviant peers but through shared social norms that
legitimized or neutralized deviance in these unstructured peer environments. Youth in
such settings adopted behaviors not because of overt coercion or punishment but due to
perceived social rewards such as peer approval, avoidance of ridicule, or status
maintenance within the group. Thus, their findings reinforced the importance of
considering peer context and structure in applying SLT, especially in understanding how

deviant behavior was learned, maintained, or even normalized in specific social settings.
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Empirical studies applying social learning perspectives to policing underscore the
theory's utility for understanding police misconduct and aggressive behaviors. Pratt et
al.’s (2010) meta-analysis provided empirical evidence supporting SLT. Their study
revealed weaker support for differential reinforcement and modeling or imitation but
showed strong empirical support for antisocial definitions and differential association.
These results emphasized the relevance of context and implementation by highlighting
variations in the efficacy of SLT's separate components. The study showed how
methodological subtleties and organizational factors influenced social learning outcomes,
highlighting areas that needed more empirical research.

Recent studies have expanded the understanding of police misconduct by
presenting it as a structured and socially networked occurrence. According to Wood et al.
(2019), misconduct was grouped into cocomplaint networks rather than being dispersed
randomly in the more than 16,000 complaints that involved over 15,000 officers in the
Chicago Police Department. Age, race, and tenure influenced the likelihood of a
complaint, and a small percentage of misconduct ties were attributed to a few officers.
The application of Bayesian network models demonstrated that deviance frequently
propagated through recognizable social structures, supporting the modeling and
associational focus of SLT. These results showed that in organizational contexts,
misconduct could be socially transmitted as well as taught on an individual basis.

Using machine learning, Cubitt and Birch (2021) found predictors of major

misconduct among New York Police Department officers, expanding on this networked
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picture of deviance. Prior major misconduct and officer inexperience were the most
reliable indicators of future transgressions, according to their examination of more than
28,000 complaints. Interestingly, complainant traits were more predictive of serious
misconduct than officer demographics, indicating that outside influences significantly
influenced complaint trends. The study's results lent credence to the notion that
misconduct practices were reinforced over time despite their limitations, which included
the lack of internal complaints data and a matched control group. Echoing the
fundamental ideas of SLT, both studies collectively confirmed the importance of
behavioral modeling and environmental feedback in predicting misconduct.

de Carvalho and Ossorio (2021) reaffirmed SLT as a robust model for predicting
and explaining criminal conduct. According to their research, the fundamental ideas of
SLT (i.e., imitation, differential association, and reinforcement) explained a significant
amount of the variation in deviant behaviors, such as substance use, among young people
and college students. The authors underlined the importance of SLT in creating evidence-
based preventative and intervention plans that were suited to the requirements of groups.
The study validated the operational usefulness of SLT in empirical contexts despite real-
world application restrictions and gender-related research gaps. Their findings suggested
that promoting pro-social linkages and actions might have been crucial to lowering
deviance.

Schuck and Rabe-Hemp (2021) investigated the impact of academy training on
recruits' views regarding integrity-related activities in a comparable environment,

providing valuable insights into the early stages of professional socialization. According
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to their research, by the end of their training, recruits tended to see the code of silence,
misconduct, and noble cause as less significant, indicating that social learning processes
started early in an officer's career. Perceptions of corporate injustice exacerbated these
impacts, while ethics training served to lessen them. Interestingly, female recruits
consistently assessed these actions as more severe than their male counterparts during the
training. These results were consistent with SLT's focus on the value of reinforcement,
peer influence, and role models in structured settings such as police academies.

Jain et al. (2022) identified 160 officer crews in the Chicago Police Department
who were responsible for a disproportionate number of use-of-force complaints, police
shootings, and civil payments using machine learning and social network techniques.
These crews accounted for over 25% of all complaints, with a notable concentration of
complaints from Black and Hispanic people, although they made up less than 4% of
officers. The study demonstrated how organizational misconduct could be driven by tiny,
coherent groups, underscoring the communal aspect of deviance. The results
demonstrated how misbehavior was socially reinforced within close-knit peer networks,
supporting the relevance of SLT despite data restrictions.

By examining misconduct networks within the Baltimore Police Department,
Cubitt (2023) expanded on this line of inquiry and found that group-based deviance
differed depending on the assignment and was frequently maintained by important
network members. The study used Eigenvector Centrality to find police officers who had
central connections in these deviant societies and engaged in misconduct. This implied

that informal leaders who molded behavioral norms among their peer groups might have
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enabled wrongdoing in law enforcement. By showing that influence, rather than just
behavior, played a critical role in maintaining deviation, the findings contradicted
conventional ideas of officers prone to misconduct. When taken as a whole, these studies
highlighted how crucial it was to examine peer dynamics and societal structures to
comprehend and end recurring patterns of police misconduct.

Although substantial evidence existed that police misconduct spread through
social learning, a recent study added significant nuances. According to Simpson and
Kirk's (2023) analysis of over a million 911 calls, there was no evidence of contagion
through direct contact during calls to see whether misconduct spread through regular
officer encounters. Individual-level characteristics, such as past transgressions,
personality traits, and local circumstances, were more effective indicators of deviant
behavior. Early intervention tactics aimed at specific officers might have worked better
than improvements based on peer pressure. This called into question several SLT
presumptions, especially those that saw frequent interaction as the primary method of
behavioral modeling.

Zhao and Papachristos (2024) noted circumstances in which social influence was
crucial in disseminating misconduct. They examined network relationships and officer
injuries within the Chicago Police Department. They discovered that officers who had a
close relationship with an injured colleague were more likely to commit misconduct,
especially after instances involving Black suspects. This response pattern pointed to a
group-based threat perception that reinforced abnormal conduct through emotional

solidarity and shared experiences. The study emphasized that peer influence might have
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appeared in social and emotional circumstances and was not necessarily consistent or
instantaneous. These results implied that network dynamics might have influenced
misconduct through situational or indirect pathways, even though direct behavioral
contagion may have been limited.

A recent study by Hashimi et al. (2025) expanded this body of research and
reconstructed officer networks using 11,834 use-of-force reports involving 1,894 officers
across seven departments in New Jersey. Their study evaluated how officer-level
characteristics and network dependencies were associated with coinvolvement in use-of-
force incidents. The findings indicated that the use of force was not evenly distributed but
concentrated among a subset of officers and partnerships (Hashimi et al., 2025). Officers
were more likely to engage in force together when they shared connections, and variation
in force use was driven by factors such as race/ethnicity, rank, and tenure. These results
suggested that use-of-force behaviors were shaped by social structures within
departments, reinforcing the importance of SLT in understanding peer-driven dynamics.
Organizational Justice Theory

The OJT provides a valuable perspective for analyzing institutional procedures
and individual officer responses to better understand how perceptions of justice impact
ethical behavior in law enforcement. The theory offers a taxonomy that divides justice
theories into two categories: process versus content and reactive versus proactive
(Adamovic, 2023). The theory asserts that organizations need to create proactive,
process-driven mechanisms that promote legitimacy rather than just reacting to

unfavorable results. When ethical behavior is driven by the expectation of justice rather
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than a response to injustice, OJT urges greater attention to how procedural judgments are
made. This focus on proactive fairness is especially pertinent in law enforcement because
officers must frequently make difficult choices within complex, hierarchical institutions.

More recent studies showed the usefulness of organizational justice in police
organizations. Fridell et al. (2021) discovered that officers' attitudes toward misconduct
decreased when they had a greater sense of organizational justice. This effect
demonstrated how perceptions of fairness might have reinforced internalized ethical
norms and were both direct and mediated through organizational commitment. Their
results showed that these effects were enhanced when combined with robust command-
and-control systems, especially when police thought there was a significant chance of
being caught committing a crime. This observation supported OJT’s contention that
proactive procedural mechanisms were necessary to avoid misconduct by implying that
fairness alone was insufficient unless backed by clear and consistent accountability
measures.

Carroll and Yu (2022) examined the relationship between complaint results and
officer promotions in the New York City Police Department. They discovered that even
minor substantiated complaints were more likely to prevent promotions than more serious
disciplinary measures. Additionally, they discovered indications of racial differences in
the internal systems' interpretations of these results. These findings highlighted questions
regarding equity and openness in hiring decisions from the standpoint of the OJT.
Officers' organizational trust and willingness to follow institutional standards might have

suffered if they believed the internal promotion and disciplinary procedures were unfair
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or contradictory. As a result, justice was perceived as discretionary rather than principled,
weakening the ethical atmosphere.

Busby et al. (2022) contended that identity-based procedures might have given
rise to misconduct even in cases where internal justice systems were considered fair.
Their research, which was based on social identity theory and trickle-down justice,
suggested that internal fairness might have unintentionally resulted in outgroup biases,
particularly when justice was viewed as exclusive or insular. They suggested that changes
to hiring, job analysis, training, and other personnel processes should have focused on
procedural fairness and how fairness was perceived and implemented across a range of
officer experiences. This method draws attention to a crucial conflict. While
organizational justice is important, it is insufficient unless it considers how officers see
justice in their peer networks and responsibilities on a social and cognitive level.

These studies suggest that the OJT must be viewed as a dynamic framework that
connects officer conduct and departmental culture to internal fairness views. Although
earlier studies established the framework for differentiating between proactive and
process-oriented justice systems, more recent studies show that justice perceptions impact
ethical outcomes when transparent processes, consistent enforcement, and identity-aware
personnel practices are in place. Additionally, when paired with officers' educational
backgrounds, the OJT provides insight into how perceptions of fairness might vary based
on cognitive and ethical development. Developing a justice-oriented organizational

atmosphere is not just a managerial responsibility for police departments looking to
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decrease wrongdoing and promote accountability. It is a fundamental tactic for ethical
change.
Literature Review Related to Key Variables and/or Concepts

Understanding police behavior and misconduct requires a comprehensive analysis
of the individual, organizational, and institutional forces that shape officer decision-
making. This section synthesizes a wide range of empirical studies to explore the most
salient variables that influence law enforcement outcomes, particularly concerning
misconduct, use of force, and the evolving role of education and training. By examining
how personal characteristics, departmental culture, structural inequalities, and
educational interventions interacted, the review offers a multifaceted understanding of the
factors that enabled or inhibited ethical and practical policing. This literature review
provides a foundation for identifying reform priorities and guiding future research aimed
at fostering accountability, professionalism, and public trust in law enforcement.
Root Causes of Police Misconduct

Understanding police misconduct requires a multidimensional approach that
investigates the underlying organizational, institutional, and human factors at work in
addition to surface-level activities. This section synthesizes current research by analyzing
the interactions between individual characteristics, such as personality and self-control,
and organizational structures, norms, and constraints. The review highlights the intricate
interactions that influence patterns of misconduct within law enforcement by thematically
organizing literature into individual and organizational correlations. Collectively, these

insights offer a thorough basis for identifying areas in need of intervention and reform.
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Individual Factors Influencing Misconduct

Several studies have highlighted how personal traits influence police misconduct.
Research indicates that personality factors, education level, self-control, and past
behavioral history significantly affect an officer’s likelihood of engaging in misconduct
(Kondrat, 2024). Lynch (2024) used the MMPI-2 and PAI scales to examine features
such as borderline characteristics and antisocial inclinations. The study found that older
officers, those who had previously divorced, and/or those who had earlier police
experience were more likely to be accused of specific types of misconduct, such as sexual
misconduct and weapon misuse, even though some findings contradicted expectations.
For instance, antisocial traits were negatively associated with racially offensive behavior
(Lynch, 2024). These trends imply that personality influences behavior through
interactions with context and life experience, even when personality alone is not a
reliable predictor.

Gaub (2020) investigated gender differences in misconduct further and discovered
that predictors of misconduct worked differently for male and female officers. For
instance, assignment to specialized units seemed more protective for women, whereas
marriage was a protective factor for men but had a less pronounced effect on women.
Women were more likely than men to be fired for minor offenses, according to Gaub and
Holtfreter's (2022) analysis of probationary termination policies. These studies suggest
that gendered dynamics are present in police organizations.

According to Ridgeway (2020), shooting risk was influenced by officer race,

especially for non-White police, but this effect was obscured by assignment and
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environmental factors. Younger officers and officers with a history of performance
problems were also more likely to be involved in shootings. Similarly, Boateng et al.
(2023) found that male and female officers committed different kinds of crimes, with
longer-serving officers less likely to commit violent crimes and younger officers more
likely to commit alcohol-related charges. Collectively, these studies support the rotten
apple hypothesis, which asserts that misconduct is the result of isolated, individual factors
(Kondrat, 2024).
Organizational Influences on Misconduct

In addition to individual risk factors, a growing body of literature has emphasized
the influence of organizational culture, structural oversight, accountability systems, and
institutional stressors in shaping police misconduct (Chalfin & Kaplan, 2021). Eitle et al.
(2014) concluded that organizational traits, including department size, internal affairs unit
presence, and in-service training, were more effective predictors of misconduct than
environmental factors. The authors found that structural departmental reforms, such as
established accountability procedures and ongoing officer development, could reduce
misconduct. Donner et al. (2021) reiterated the significance of stringent hiring
procedures, recruitment procedures, and improved early warning systems. Collectively,
these studies suggest that regular evaluation of complaint trends, along with selection and
accountability mechanisms, can effectively identify and address officer misconduct.

Cubitt et al. (2022) improved the prediction of significant misconduct by applying
machine learning techniques to New York Police Department misconduct data. Their

findings showed that machine learning models could detect variations in misconduct
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tendencies between male and female officers and performed better than conventional
statistical methods. Notably, they underlined how important it was for the public to have
access to administrative records to improve predictability and openness. The study
backed the creation of increasingly complex, nuanced early warning systems suited to
specific departmental risk profiles.

Similar organizational characteristics that contributed to police misconduct in
Ghana and the United States were found by Boateng et al. (2019, 2023) in foreign
contexts. Officers in Ghana linked departmental traits to misconduct, citing a lack of
incentives, inadequate training, and lax supervision as major contributors to deviant
behavior (Boateng et al., 2019). In the United States, agency-level factors, including
department type and duty status, significantly impacted patterns of police criminality
(Boateng et al., 2023). These results imply that misconduct is significantly influenced by
the structural and cultural contexts in which officers work rather than only reflecting
personal moral deficiencies.

Singh (2022) emphasized the pervasiveness of corruption in unstable or conflict-
affected countries, pointing out how low pay, a lack of supervision, and impunity
incentivized police officers to commit violence, bribery, and theft. He promoted a
comprehensive anticorruption plan that comprised independent supervision organizations,
rotational assignments, and pay increases. Singh (2022) admitted that increased
compensation alone could not stop corruption. Instead, institutional integrity and
persistent political will were required to rebuild public confidence and end the cycle of

systemic abuse.
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The mental and occupational stress that police officers endure while performing
their duties is another significant factor in police misconduct. Bishopp et al. (2020)
analyzed racial variations in stress and coping strategies. The general relationship
between stress and misconduct remained constant despite minor differences in emotional
reactions between racial groups. The assumption that emotional dysregulation under
stress could lead to deviance was reinforced when anger once again surfaced as a
significant mediator. Interestingly, the study also highlighted that officer experiences
were more similar than different across races, indicating that everyday pressures and
organizational culture might have shaped misconduct results more strongly than
demographic background.
Summary

Police misconduct results from a complicated interaction of organizational and
individual factors, such as personality traits, early career practices, self-control, and
institutional standards. Indicators, including educational level, past behavior, and
psychological characteristics, have been regularly shown to predict future misconduct. At
the organizational level, misconduct is often exacerbated by weak oversight, toxic
culture, and insufficient internal accountability. Deviant behavior within law enforcement
is significantly shaped by emotional strain, stress, and perceived procedural injustice.

In addition to these underlying causes, demographic factors and more significant
social pressures like political instability, gender bias, and racial inequity all have an
impact on misconduct rates. To detect and reduce high-risk behavior, recent

developments in early warning systems, predictive analyses, and structural reform
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programs are encouraging first steps. However, addressing individual misconduct alone is
insufficient without more extensive systemic and cultural reform. The following section
expands on these insights by exploring how these factors shape police use of force and
split-second decision-making in the field.
Police Use of Force and Decision Making

Examining the many factors that affect police officers' decisions in high-stress,
rapidly evolving situations is essential to comprehending how and why they used force.
Although misconduct is frequently associated with personal, organizational, and
structural issues, the use of force is better understood as the result of a dynamic
interaction between situational variables, officer perceptions, and contextual influences.
Five primary factors are highlighted in this section's synthesis of empirical evidence on
police use of force and decision-making: situational dynamics, civilian demographics,
officer traits and attitudes, organizational culture, and reform-based initiatives. These
elements provide a comprehensive overview of the processes that influence officers'
choices in the field.
Threat Perception and Situational Factors

Cojean et al. (2020) systematically reviewed 52 empirical studies to examine the
psychological factors influencing police officers' use-of-force decisions. Scientific
articles were selected from six databases: PsycINFO, PsycARTICLES, Psychology and
Behavioral Sciences Collection, HeinOnline, ScienceDirect, and PubMed. Out of 923
articles initially identified, 52 were retained for their focus on factors shaping officers'

decision-making, including suspect demographics, the presence of a conducted energy
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device (CED), departmental policies, and the situational environment. According to the
studies, suspect resistance consistently emerged as the strongest predictor of use-of-force
judgments, highlighting the need for further research into more subtle influences such as
emotional state and ego depletion.

Civilian Demographics and Force Inequities

Beyond situational cues, civilian demographics, such as age, gender, and
ethnicity, also affect police use of force. Wright and Headley (2020) used representative
bureaucracy theory to analyze use-of-force incidents in Dallas and Indianapolis. Their
analysis revealed that racial and gender mismatches between officers and civilians often
heightened force usage. Wright and Headley (2020) also found that male civilians and
Black individuals experienced disproportionate levels of force, particularly when
interacting with White officers.

Cowell et al. (2021) reinforced the significance of demographic traits, noting that
structural disparities, alongside individual bias, shaped police-civilian encounters. Their
social-ecological framework emphasized that institutional and interpersonal components
must be addressed to reduce disparities in force. Using 7,858 use-of-force incidents
reported by the Dallas Police Department from 2014 to 2016, Han et al. (2025) examined
the effects of individual, situational, and structural factors on these encounters. Results
showed that Black and Hispanic/Latino citizens were more likely to experience more
severe force, even when controlling for other variables, while situational factors were

significantly associated with force.
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Officer Characteristics and Attitudes

Officer traits and attitudes influence use-of-force decisions, particularly in
ambiguous or high-stress situations. While Paoline et al. (2021) found suspect behavior to
be the strongest predictor, they also noted that officers who valued maintaining order
were less likely to use excessive force, indicating that personal attitudes could have
shaped behavior in context. These findings suggest that accountability measures and
training initiatives should focus on the psychological aspects of authority perception.
Organizational Culture and Supervision

Organizational structures and supervisory dynamics also shape force patterns. In
their evaluation of procedural justice training within the Chicago Police Department,
Wood et al. (2020) found that such training led to a 6.4 percent decrease in use-of-force
incidents and a 10 percent decline in citizen complaints over 2 years. These findings
demonstrate the potential for training to shift institutional culture and reduce harm.
Cowell et al. (2021) argued that too much focus on individual predictors neglected
broader structural and cultural influences. Their assessment called for interventions that
accounted for departmental policies and community norms, advocating for a shift from
microlevel to multilevel solutions.
Training and Reform Initiatives

It has become more widely acknowledged that training and reform-focused
initiatives and interventions are crucial in influencing officer behavior in high-stress
situations. Wood et al. (2020) showed that procedural justice training in Chicago reduced

force and complaints, with effects lasting at least 2 years, and highlighted the value of
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educational interventions in promoting long-term behavioral change. According to
Paoline et al. (2021), officers' attitudes toward maintaining order had some bearing on
their decisions to use force.

However, training and policy frameworks had a more significant effect when
combined with strict organizational control. Their study required body-worn camera
video and systematic observation techniques to evaluate how training was adequately
internalized in real-time decision-making. These results suggest that there is increasing
agreement that training programs that are well-thought-out and scientifically proven can
successfully lower the frequency and severity of force used in the field, mainly when they
are included in an encouraging organizational structure.

Summary

Five interrelated themes emerge from existing literature on police use of force and
decision-making: organizational culture, officer characteristics, civilian demographics,
situational dynamics, and reform-based initiatives. Although situational clues, including
perceived threats, suspect resistance, and demeanor, are the most reliable indicators of
force, supervisory influence, unconscious biases, and perceptions of authority are all
significant variables. Use of force decisions are not only reactive. They are also
influenced by leadership frameworks, cultural expectations, and broader institutional
norms that direct officers' actions under duress.

These findings emphasize the necessity of multilevel reform approaches that
address organizational values, supervisory practices, and structural injustices in addition

to individual training. Without the backing of procedural justice, accountability culture,
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and leadership modeling, isolated training efforts are insufficient. Long-term
improvements in officer conduct and public confidence can result from a shift in
perspectives regarding evidence-based training and professional development. The
following section looks at how these reform initiatives interact with changing views of
police education and training, which affect officer competency and the legitimacy of
policing as a profession.
Changing Views on Education and Training

In the last few decades, perceptions regarding police training and education have
changed significantly, mirroring more extensive discussions about accountability,
professionalization, and the changing function of law enforcement. Academics and
practitioners have studied higher education's impact on officer attitudes, behavior, and
job performance. Organizational structures' reactions to these educational changes have
also been studied. This section summarizes empirical research on the advantages,
drawbacks, and institutional difficulties of incorporating higher education into law
enforcement. It examines how educational reforms interact with structural barriers,
leadership priorities, and cultural resistance to determine how the profession could
evolve.
Organizational Support and Resistance

Despite the promise of higher education, its effectiveness depends primarily on
how police organizations perceive and incorporate it. Officers frequently encounter

institutional resistance or indifference when pursuing education, resulting in frustration
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and disengagement. Studies suggest that in the absence of cultural and structural support,
the benefits of education remained symbolic rather than substantive.

Hallenberg and Cockcroft (2017) highlighted the disconnect between officers’
academic achievements and their practical utility within policing. Officers reported that
their education neither enhanced career progression nor influenced organizational
practices, reinforcing feelings of tokenism and disillusionment. At a structural level,
Cordner (2020) argued that U.S. police education remained outdated, with training
models misaligned with the realities of modern policing. He advocated for specialized
policing schools to improve the relevance and rigor of education.

Education and Professional Advancement

Higher education has long been promoted as a route to police professionalization,
but its practical value in promotion and status remains contested. While some scholars
advocate for education as a baseline requirement for advancement, others have found
limited evidence that it is systematically rewarded. The gap between symbolic support
and actual career incentives continues to undermine education’s role in the profession.

Chavez et al. (2023) found that higher degrees correlated with stronger
performance on promotional exams, particularly among female officers and those seeking
sergeant positions. However, Marciniak and Elattrache (2020) discovered inconsistent
views among police chiefs about requiring college degrees, with many departments
lacking formal policies that connected education to advancement. Gardiner (2017)
confirmed this institutional inertia, noting that roughly 1% of agencies required a 4-year

degree.
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International research further illustrates the complexity of integrating education
into professional advancement. Terpstra and Schaap (2021) examined mandatory higher
education in parts of Europe, finding that such requirements alone did not ensure
professional dominance. Staller and Koerner (2022) emphasized that learning
management, reflexivity, and ongoing development were equally important to
credentialing. These findings reinforce the view that institutional support, not just
educational attainment, is essential for true professionalization.

Pedagogical Reform and Evidence-Based Training

Recent reform efforts have pushed for a shift in police education from traditional
skills-based models toward evidence-based, reflective, and problem-solving approaches.
These pedagogical reforms aim to equip officers with the critical thinking, moral
reasoning, and flexibility needed for modern policing. However, these reforms often face
persistent barriers. Hunter and May (2020) found that recruits in the UK’s Degree Holder
Entry Program (DHEP) struggled to apply classroom knowledge due to time constraints
and cultural resistance. Their findings suggest that motivated recruits face difficulty
translating theory into practice without organizational alignment.

McDowall and Brown (2020) critiqued the UK’s transition to graduate-level
entry, arguing that its effectiveness remained unproven without strong collaboration
between universities and police agencies. Cockcroft and Hallenberg (2022) captured this
tension by showing how inflexible systems often stifled even innovative teaching
methods. Staller and Koerner (2022) proposed the Police Learning Management

Framework, which differentiated between learning before, during, and alongside police
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work. They argued that true professionalization required continuous learning, critical
introspection, and systemic knowledge transfer rather than mere degree completion. In
short, pedagogical reform must focus not only on what officers learn but also how, when,
and in what institutional context they learn it.

Barriers to Educational Integration

Despite growing interest in higher education for officers, numerous structural and
cultural barriers continue to prevent its full integration into law enforcement. Officers
often report that their educational efforts are not acknowledged, rewarded, or
meaningfully applied in their professional environments. This disconnect contributes to
disillusionment and undermines education’s intended purpose.

Hallenberg and Cockcroft (2017) found that officers who earned degrees while
employed were often met with indifference or resistance, experiencing little change in
their career trajectories. Cockcroft and Hallenberg (2022) further emphasized how the
disconnect between educational ideals and organizational practices prevented academic
knowledge from shaping real-world policing. Bureaucratic rigidity and cultural
conservatism often overrode reform-minded learning.

Cordner (2020) attributed much of this misalignment to the long-standing divide
between police training and higher education. He argued that many criminal justice
programs were overly theoretical and disconnected from operational realities, with
faculty often lacking both field experience and scholarly depth. Marciniak and Elattrache
(2020) added that chiefs’ attitudes toward education varied widely, often depending on

their educational backgrounds. These inconsistencies created mixed signals for officers,
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leaving them unsure whether education would be valued or disregarded in their
professional development.

Hunter and May (2020) found that even recruits who were eager to use evidence-
based practices often reverted to traditional methods due to institutional inertia. The
broader conclusion across studies was that education cannot drive reform alone. It has to
be accompanied by systemic shifts in policy, promotion criteria, and leadership
philosophy to be truly effective.

Leadership Perspectives and Institutional Priorities

Leadership within police organizations plays a central role in determining whether
and how education is prioritized, supported, and operationalized. Police chiefs and senior
administrators shape the value of higher education through hiring standards, promotion
policies, and cultural signaling. Existing literature shows wide variation in how leaders
perceive the relevance of college degrees to effective policing.

Marciniak and Elattrache (2020) found that chiefs’ educational backgrounds
significantly influenced their views on education, with degree-holding leaders more
likely to support hiring and promotion preferences for college-educated candidates.
Interestingly, department size and community policing emphasis did not consistently
predict these attitudes, suggesting that leadership philosophies often mattered more than
structural factors. These findings illustrate that while some leaders view education as an
investment in professionalism, others remain skeptical, reinforcing the need for

leadership development strategies that foster educational integration.
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Outcomes and Limitations of Police Education

The actual test of higher education’s value in policing lies in its practical
outcomes or how it influences behavior, communication, leadership, and ethical decision-
making. Previous research presents mixed, yet generally positive, findings suggesting
that while education may not have transformed policing entirely, it contributes
meaningfully to performance and professionalism. These insights provide a foundation
for understanding how education can translate into field-level impact.

Hippert (2024) reported that first-line supervisors drew on their academic training
to explain policy, assess past incidents, and guide subordinates’ use of force. Although
not all officers found their education directly applicable, many recognized its value in
shaping critical thinking and communication. Chavez et al. (2023) demonstrated that
officers with advanced degrees scored better on promotional exams, particularly for
supervisory positions. These studies highlight that education can enhance leadership
readiness, although its benefits may take time to emerge and often depend on experience
and institutional support.

Summary

Existing literature on police training and education shows a complex shift from
traditional vocational models to higher education-based, professionalized frameworks.
Early research highlighted the cognitive and attitudinal benefits of college degrees, such
as reduced dogmatism and improved ethical reasoning. More recent studies emphasized
the role of conflict, institutional resistance, and organizational culture in shaping these

outcomes. The influence of higher education was often constrained by rigid departmental
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structures, limited incentives for advancement, and skepticism toward academic
credentials.

Despite these challenges, recent reform efforts have promoted reflective
pedagogies, evidence-based practices, and stronger leadership engagement to better align
educational goals with field realities. Rethinking police education as an integrated,
continuous process within organizational systems has gained momentum, driven by
officers’ ongoing dissatisfaction with the disconnect between academic learning and
operational expectations. The following section expands on this framework by examining
five interconnected ways that higher education impacts law enforcement: cognitive and
ethical development, officer performance, policy and professionalization, misconduct and
use of force, and existing research gaps. This thematic analysis offers a more nuanced
understanding of how education influences both individual behavior and broader
institutional outcomes.

Higher Education and Its Impact on Law Enforcement

Amid growing demands for police reform and professionalization, the role of
higher education in shaping officer behavior and institutional outcomes has received
renewed attention. Research suggests that postsecondary education can support cognitive
development, ethical reasoning, performance quality, and misconduct reductions.
However, the impact of education is often mediated by organizational culture, policy
environments, and structural resistance within law enforcement institutions. This section

reviews existing literature on higher education’s influence on policing, with particular
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attention to its relationship with misconduct, and identifies key gaps that merit further
empirical and policy exploration.
Ethical and Cognitive Development

A growing body of research suggests that higher education enhances officers'
cognitive and ethical abilities, equipping them to navigate complex, morally charged
policing scenarios. Postsecondary education cultivates reasoning, emotional regulation,
and perspective-taking, all essential for moral judgment and responsible use of discretion.
These capacities are increasingly recognized as foundational to reducing misconduct and
building public trust.

Hatfield (2020) argued that developing deductive and inductive reasoning through
higher education fostered rationality, which was especially relevant for minimizing
misconduct and excessive force, both associated with dehumanization and inflexible
cognitive patterns. Higher education also appeared to influence ethical behavior. Rosalez
(2023), drawing on moral development theory, argued that education strengthened
officers' ethical reasoning, acting as a deterrent against misconduct. These findings
suggest that education fosters internalized ethics, ambiguity tolerance, and professional
self-awareness, traits essential to the responsible exercise of authority.

Studies further link education to improved communication and interpersonal
skills. Modise (2023) showed that curricula focused on human rights and ethics reduced
reliance on coercive methods. These effects were often cumulative and continued after
hiring, suggesting ongoing education contributed to behavioral refinement over time.

Overall, higher education has been shown to develop moral reasoning, emotional
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intelligence, and critical thinking, all relevant to misconduct prevention. However, these
benefits depended on reinforcement within the workplace. Without cultural and structural
support, education alone could not offset toxic environments. Still, it might have
empowered officers to challenge harmful norms, approach diverse communities
thoughtfully, and act more judiciously in ethically fraught situations.
Officer Conduct and Performance

Although higher education is known to improve ethical awareness, its impact on
daily job performance presents a more complex picture. Police performance includes
communication, discretion, leadership, and conflict resolution, making it difficult to
measure consistently. While findings are mixed, there is evidence that education
contributes positively to professional behavior under the right conditions.

Education affects how officers use discretion in high-pressure situations. Tovar
(2023) suggested that higher education promoted reflection and adaptability, traits
important for modern policing but difficult to capture with traditional performance
measures. However, institutional context played a significant role in shaping the impact
of education on performance. Brown (2020) noted that without clear performance
standards, assessing whether education improved real-world outcomes or reflected
individual confidence was difficult. Without modernized evaluation systems and
leadership support, the advantages of higher education may be overlooked or

underutilized.
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Policy and Professionalization

Higher education has long been associated with efforts to professionalize
policing, beginning with reformers like August Vollmer, who believed education could
promote ethical, accountable, and service-oriented law enforcement. Over time, this
belief was incorporated into policies that encouraged or required educational attainment
for recruitment and training. However, empirical research reveals a more complicated
reality, where the symbolic value of education often exceeds its practical influence on
institutional change or officer behavior.

Some studies support the idea that educational policies reduce misconduct and
improve public trust. T. L. Johnson, Johnson, Sabol, et al. (2022) found that agencies
with college-degree requirements had fewer incidents of police-involved deaths,
particularly involving Black and unarmed individuals. Nugba’s (2023) meta-analysis
showed that officers with college degrees had more substantial emotional intelligence,
better communication skills, and fewer citizen complaints, indicating that educational
mandates could serve as structural interventions to improve behavior and reduce
misconduct.

Despite these promising findings, the adoption of education-based hiring policies
remains uneven. Tovar (2023) found that many agencies expressed support for higher
education in principle but did not require it in practice, often due to concerns about
applicant pools or skepticism regarding the field relevance of academic knowledge.
Organizational culture continued to be a significant barrier to reform (S. M. Johnson,

2021). Even highly educated officers might have felt pressure to conform to
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organizational expectations that conflicted with the principles they acquired through
formal education.

In summary, while higher education has the potential to enhance professionalism,
reduce misconduct, and improve officer decision-making, its effectiveness depends on
how well it is integrated into hiring, training, and promotion systems. When education is
treated as a mere credential, its value is diminished. However, when educational
attainment is aligned with organizational values and used to guide leadership
development, policy, and accountability efforts, it can be a meaningful tool for cultural
and behavioral change in policing.

Misconduct and Use of Force

Misconduct and excessive use of force remain central concerns in modern
policing, as these behaviors undermine public trust and fuel demands for accountability
and reform. Higher education has emerged as a possible mitigating factor, offering
officers cognitive, ethical, and emotional tools that may reduce the likelihood of engaging
in harmful or unlawful behavior. Although not all findings are consistent, many studies
indicate a negative association between educational attainment and problematic conduct.

Multiple empirical studies have suggested that college-educated officers are less
likely to use excessive force. Paoline and Terrill (2007) reported that officers with a 4-
year degree engaged in less verbal and physical coercion during citizen interactions.
Rydberg and Terrill (2010) supported this conclusion, noting that higher education

significantly reduced the likelihood of force, though it did not affect decisions related to
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arrest or search. The relationship between education and misconduct extends beyond use-
of-force incidents.

Subsequent research has examined the nuances of how educational attainment
might influence other forms of misconduct. Lersch and Kunzman (2001) analyzed
official records from 231 patrol deputies and found significant associations between
education level and misconduct indicators, including the number of allegations,
administrative referrals, and sustained complaints. Their results suggested that while
some postsecondary education might have enhanced job performance and ethical
behavior, a 4-year degree did not necessarily confer additional benefits in reducing
misconduct.

This complexity was echoed in the work of Manis et al. (2008), who expanded the
inquiry by considering the type of degree earned. Their study found no meaningful
difference in complaint frequency or nature between officers holding criminal justice
degrees and those with non-criminal justice degrees. These findings underscore the
importance of educational attainment, content, and context when evaluating its potential
to mitigate misconduct within policing.

More recent research continues to support the link between education and reduced
misconduct. Swenszkowski (2023) conducted a phenomenological study on the
relationship between officer education and public perceptions of misconduct within the
Port Isabel Police Department in the U.S. state of Texas. Informed by Kohlberg's moral
development theory, Swenszkowski explored how exposure to higher education enhanced

officers’ moral reasoning and ethical decision-making. Drawing on survey data from 12
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citizens who lived or worked in Port Isabel between 2017 and 2022, the study found that
officers with associate’s degrees demonstrated the lowest and most stable rates of
complaints over multiple years, while those with only a high school diploma had the
highest rates.

These findings reinforce that even limited higher education can contribute
meaningfully to professional conduct and community trust. Researchers have also
examined how education relates to officer-involved shootings. T. L. Johnson, Johnson,
and Sevigny (2022) found that officers with some college education or a bachelor’s
degree were 8 to 10 percent less likely to be involved in shootings than those with only a
high school education. This suggests that educational exposure might reduce general
misconduct and help officers navigate high-stakes situations with greater restraint and
judgment.

Despite growing evidence that higher education can reduce police misconduct,
two key limitations complicate interpretation. First, the mechanisms behind this effect
remain debated. Hatfield (2020) argued that higher education fostered rational thinking
and ethical reasoning in ways that standard training did not. Second, data quality presents
ongoing challenges, as highlighted by Rosalez (2023) and Boss (2019), who noted that
citizen complaints frequently used to measure misconduct are prone to underreporting,
selective reporting, and a lack of clarity around whether complaints are substantiated.

Nevertheless, existing evidence supports the claim that higher education can
reduce use-of-force incidents and broader forms of misconduct. It promotes ethical

reasoning, communication, and restraint, all critical to responsible policing. However, its
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potential impact depends on structural support and cultural readiness to internalize
educational values, highlighting the importance of embedding education within broader
institutional reforms.

Research Gaps and Future Directions

Although a growing body of literature suggests that higher education improves
officers' cognitive, ethical, and behavioral outcomes, several limitations constrain these
findings' generalizability and practical application. Studies vary widely in their design,
data sources, and sample populations, making it difficult to draw definitive conclusions
about the causal relationship between education and police misconduct. As a result,
critical questions remain about how, when, and under what conditions education exerts
meaningful influence on officer behavior. One limitation is the widespread reliance on
self-reported data to evaluate professionalism and performance. Boss (2019) and Rosalez
(2023) noted that complaints often go unreported, are inconsistently tracked, or fail to
distinguish between founded and unfounded claims, making it difficult to assess actual
misconduct levels.

In addition, there is a lack of consistency in how key variables such as
misconduct, performance, or professionalism are defined and measured. Studies also treat
all degrees as equal, failing to distinguish between levels of education, such as 2-year
versus 4-year degrees, or between majors, such as general studies versus criminal justice.
Nugba (2023) pointed out that different educational backgrounds may produce different
behavioral outcomes, complicating the policy implications of blanket degree

requirements. Narrow sample populations or geographic constraints also limit many



61

studies. Research conducted in small departments or specific regions may not apply to
more extensive or diverse agencies (Lersch & Kunzman, 2001; Manis et al., 2008).

External validity is further reduced when contextual factors like organizational
culture, policy enforcement, or peer dynamics are ignored. Future research should
employ more rigorous, longitudinal, and methodologically diverse approaches to address
these limitations. T. L. Johnson, Johnson, and Sevigny (2022) highlighted the potential of
quasi-experimental designs to assess policy outcomes. Propensity score matching,
instrumental variable analysis, and multisite studies could help isolate education's effects
while controlling for confounding variables.

Researchers should also explore the role of academic discipline, type of
institution, and delivery format, such as online or part-time programs. More attention
should also be given to the interaction between education and identity variables such as
race, gender, and role within the department. Modise (2023) called for international and
cross-cultural comparisons to understand how different societies are incorporating
education into their models of professionalized policing. As nontraditional pathways like
distance learning and continuing education increase, studies should examine how these
approaches influence behavior, retention, and access to leadership opportunities.

Finally, researchers must look beyond individual outcomes and examine how
education affects institutional behavior. This includes exploring whether educational
policies impact hiring equity, retention, promotion, accountability systems, or public
legitimacy. Hatfield (2020) and Tovar (2023) emphasized aligning educational

investments with organizational outcomes. Studies like those by T. L. Johnson, Johnson,
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Sabol, et al. (2022) demonstrate how system-level reforms rooted in educational
standards can influence broader patterns of justice, transparency, and community trust.
Summary

Existing literature consistently shows that higher education contributes to officers'
cognitive and ethical development by fostering critical thinking, emotional regulation,
and principled decision-making. These attributes are associated with reduced misconduct,
improved conflict resolution, and greater adherence to procedural justice. While self-
reported benefits such as enhanced communication and problem-solving are common
among college-educated officers, the extent to which these skills influence field
performance often depends on organizational culture, leadership support, and clearly
defined performance standards.

At the institutional level, integrating educational requirements into hiring and
promotion practices is linked to fewer citizen complaints and lower use of force rates,
particularly in high-stakes or racially sensitive encounters. However, gaps in data quality,
research design limitations, and internal resistance within departments continue to hinder
a complete understanding of education's impact. Future research should address these
limitations through more robust designs for individual behavior and structural conditions.
As law enforcement evolves, higher education remains a key strategy for fostering a more
ethical, accountable, and professional policing culture.

Summary and Conclusions
Several recurring themes emerged from the literature review about the connection

between police misconduct and higher education. First, numerous studies indicated that
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educational achievement correlated with enhanced ethical reasoning, communication
skills, and professional conduct. Theoretical frameworks like social learning and
organizational justice theories established a basis for comprehending how higher
education may have influenced moral judgment and lessened misconduct in law
enforcement. Empirical research consistently identified structural, societal, and
individual-level factors, with higher education frequently regarded as a potential
mitigating factor against unethical conduct, particularly when supported by departmental
accountability and leadership.

Despite encouraging findings, existing literature remained divided on the strength
and consistency of the relationship between higher education and misconduct. Although
numerous studies suggested that officers with advanced education were less prone to
misconduct or excessive force, other research revealed no substantial difference or
posited that contextual factors, like organizational culture, leadership support, and peer
influence, might have outweighed the benefits of formal education. Furthermore,
methodological constraints, including varied definitions of misconduct and dependence
on self-reported or insufficient administrative data, hindered the ability to reach precise
results. There was limited agreement on whether all degrees provided equivalent
advantages or if the type of degree and field of study affected behavioral outcomes in
distinct ways.

The direct, empirical measurement of the relationship between educational
attainment and documented misconduct across a sizable, representative sample of officers

was still lacking in the existing literature. Few studies utilized historical disciplinary data
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to evaluate misconduct consequences across different educational levels, despite
increased emphasis on education as a potential reform tool. Furthermore, little research
has been done on how organizational elements like culture and leadership affect or
regulate the relationship between misconduct and education. By utilizing official
misconduct records and personnel data to assess whether officers with higher education
levels had lower rates of disciplinary action, this study aimed to fill a significant
deficiency in the literature.

The current study added to the body of knowledge by integrating rigorous
quantitative methods with a theoretical framework that considered organizational context
and individual learning. This study contributed to understanding how educational input
impacted policing results by investigating whether higher education was linked to lower
misconduct and whether organizational culture changed that relationship. The study
provided practical insights for law enforcement hiring, training, and professional
development initiatives, bridging the gap between educational theory and policy-relevant
evidence.

Chapter 3 delineates the methodological framework for examining these linkages.
The research design, variables, and statistical analyses are explained to illustrate how the
study empirically evaluates the hypotheses established from existing literature. This shift
from literature to methodology highlights the study's distinctive contribution: enhancing
the theoretical and empirical understanding of police misconduct while providing

practical data to guide reform-oriented policy decisions in policing.
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Chapter 3: Research Method

Introduction

In this quantitative study, I examined the relationship between higher education
levels and police misconduct within a large U.S. police department. Specifically, I
investigated whether officers with higher levels of education were less likely to engage in
misconduct, thus providing empirical evidence to inform recruitment strategies and
training policies aimed at fostering ethical policing. I sought to provide a data-driven
evaluation of the impact of education on police behavior by examining archival data
concerning officers' educational attainment and their associated disciplinary records.

This chapter outlines the methodology employed to systematically address the
RQs and hypotheses introduced in Chapter 1. The Research Design and Rationale section
identifies the key variables, describes the chosen quantitative research design, and
explains the rationale behind its selection. The Methodology section offers
comprehensive insights into the target population, sampling methodologies and
procedures, data collection methods, utilization of archive data, and instrumentation
strategies for operationalizing the study's elements.

The Data Analysis Plan section delineates the statistical procedures and analytical
techniques that were utilized to examine relationships among variables and test the stated
hypotheses. Furthermore, the chapter discusses potential Threats to Validity, highlighting
measures adopted to mitigate these concerns. Ethical Procedures critical to the integrity
of the research are also elaborated, detailing how ethical standards were maintained

throughout the study.
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Research Design and Rationale

I employed a quantitative correlational design featuring multiple linear regression
analyses. The independent variable was educational attainment, categorized into three
levels: (a) high school diploma or military exemption, (b) some college or associate’s
degree, and (c) bachelor’s degree or higher. These categories were dummy-coded into
two variables for regression analyses. The dependent variable, police misconduct, was
operationalized as the frequency of disciplinary incidents and log-transformed due to
positive skew.

Control variables included gender (coded as male = 1, female = 0), rank
(noncommander vs. commander), and years of service, which was square root
transformed to address positive skew issues. Analyses were conducted in two blocks:
control variables were entered in the first block, and education level variables were
entered in the second. The model examined the unique contribution of education to
predicting misconduct frequency while accounting for potential confounding variables.
The mediating role of organizational culture, initially proposed, was not analyzed due to
a lack of available data for that construct.

A quantitative correlational design was particularly suitable for this study because
it facilitated examining relationships among clearly defined variables without
manipulating the study environment. As Adu and Miles (2024) emphasized, quantitative
methods were ideal for testing hypotheses derived from theory and literature and

examining predictive relationships among variables. This methodology guarantees
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methodological consistency and robustness in statistical testing and interpretation due to
its dependence on archived data.

Although the study initially proposed examining the role of mediating
organizational culture, access to comprehensive and valid data on organizational culture
proved challenging. As a result, the final analyses did not include this variable.
Nonetheless, the study’s design remained robust and yielded meaningful insights into the
relationship between officer education and misconduct, with practical implications for
departmental policy and professional development.

Methodology

The Methodology section provides a comprehensive overview of the processes
and procedures to ensure rigorous and replicable research. This includes clearly defining
the target population, detailing the sampling strategy, describing the data collection
methods, and specifying archival data utilization. Instrumentation strategies are
thoroughly explained, outlining how each variable is operationalized for accurate
measurement.

Population

The target population for this study consisted of sworn officers employed within a
large U.S. police department. The department comprised over 3,000 sworn personnel
across various ranks, providing a substantial and diverse sample base. The study aimed to
utilize archival data spanning as many years as possible, capturing extensive variability in
officer education levels, disciplinary incidents, and relevant demographic characteristics.

This comprehensive approach ensured that the findings accurately represented the
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department’s sworn personnel, enabling meaningful generalizations and policy
recommendations.
Sampling and Sampling Procedures

The initial data set included all recorded disciplinary actions against sworn
officers within the department. However, the analysis specifically focused on
substantiated disciplinary incidents, excluding any unsubstantiated claims to ensure the
validity and reliability of the findings. Given the extensive nature of the available data, a
census approach was utilized, incorporating all eligible officers who met these criteria,
maximizing representativeness and minimizing potential sampling bias.

Because this study relied exclusively on archival data, the sample size depended
entirely on the volume of data provided. The available archival data set exceeded the
requirements for adequate statistical power, enhancing the robustness and generalizability
of the statistical analyses and the study’s findings. A sensitivity analysis was conducted
to evaluate the minimum effect sizes the study was capable of detecting, given its fixed
sample size and statistical design. As recommended by Giner-Sorolla et al. (2024), this
approach is suitable when researchers face constraints on sample size and wish to
transparently report the detectable range of effect sizes rather than assuming them a
priori.

Archival Data Use

Archival data were requested from the police department's official records via a

public information request submitted through the department's website. No subsequent

data requests were necessary, as the initial response provided a comprehensive data set.
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The archival data included detailed records on officers' educational backgrounds,
substantiated disciplinary actions, and available demographic information such as rank,
gender, and years of service.

I obtained Walden University Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval before
data collection and analysis to ensure ethical and proper use of the data. IRB approval
was granted under protocol number 05-19-25-0673357. Documentation, including all
relevant permission letters and approvals, was included in the IRB submission materials.
The credibility of the historical data was assured as it was sourced directly from official
departmental records, thereby ensuring high dependability and validity for thorough
scholarly research.

Instrumentation and Operationalization of Constructs

This subsection describes how the study variables were measured, justified, and
operationalized. The primary constructs included higher education (independent
variable), police misconduct (dependent variable), and several covariates such as rank,
gender, and years of service. Although organizational culture was initially proposed as a
mediating variable, it was excluded from the analysis due to the unavailability of data.

Educational attainment was measured categorically based on the highest level of
education recorded in personnel files. The final analytic coding included three groups: (a)
high school diploma or military exemption, (b) some college or associate’s degree, and
(c) bachelor’s degree or higher. These were dummy-coded into two variables for

regression analysis, with the high school/military exemption group as the reference
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category. This stratification reflected both standard practices in educational research and
the structure of the available data.

Police misconduct was operationalized as the frequency of formal disciplinary
incidents per officer. Because the raw misconduct variable demonstrated substantial
positive skew (Sk=9.27, Kr = 166.92), it was log-transformed to approximate normality
for regression analyses (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2018). Control variables included gender
(coded male = 1, female = 0), rank (coded noncommander = 1, commander = 0), and
years of service. Years of service also exhibited a right-skewed distribution and was
therefore square root transformed to better meet assumptions of normality and linearity
(Tabachnick & Fidell, 2018). All control variables were obtained from archival
administrative records.

I tested statistical assumptions before analyzing the data Multicollinearity was
assessed via the variance inflation factor (VIF) statistics, all of which fell well below the
conventional threshold of 10 (range = 1.01 to 1.77). Residual diagnostics, including
histograms, probability—probability plots, and scatter plots of standardized residuals,
revealed no significant violations of normality, linearity, or homoscedasticity. These
preparatory steps ensured that the final regression models met standard analytical
assumptions and allowed for a meaningful interpretation of the results.

Data Analysis Plan

Data analysis for this study was conducted using SPSS 30.0. The first step

involved thorough data cleaning and screening. This process included checking for

missing values, detecting outliers using boxplots, and reviewing variable coding to ensure
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that education level, gender, rank, and misconduct variables were properly formatted.
Log and square root transformations were applied to misconduct frequency and years of
service, respectively, to address violations of normality assumptions as identified through
skewness and kurtosis values. These steps were essential to ensure the results meet the
assumptions required for multiple regression analysis (Kotronoulas et al., 2023).

Following data preparation, descriptive statistics were computed for all key
variables. Frequencies and proportions were calculated for categorical variables including
education level, gender, and rank. Means, standard deviations, and ranges were generated
for continuous variables such as years of service and misconduct frequency. Histograms
were reviewed to visually assess distributions, and descriptive summaries confirmed
appropriate coding and sampling prior to inferential testing.

Assumption testing was conducted to confirm the suitability of the regression
analysis. Normality was evaluated via histograms and probability—probability plots of
residuals, while skewness and kurtosis were calculated for the untransformed and
transformed continuous variables. Linearity and homoscedasticity were examined using
scatterplots of standardized predicted values against residuals. Multicollinearity
diagnostics included inspection of VIF and tolerance values, with all VIFs falling well
below the accepted threshold of 10. These procedures confirmed that the final regression
model met assumptions.

Because only two continuous predictors were included (years of service and
misconduct), a full correlation matrix was not generated. However, Pearson’s correlation

revealed a statistically significant relationship indicating that more years of service
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related to greater misconduct frequency, #(2411) =.213, p <.001. Although this

correlation was modest, it underscored the importance of including years of service as a
control variable in the regression model to mitigate potential confounding effects.

To test the study’s hypotheses, multiple linear regression was employed.
Education level, the independent variable, was dummy-coded into two variables
reflecting three categories: (a) high school diploma/military exemption (reference), (b)
some college or associate’s degree, and (c) bachelor’s degree or higher. Control variables
(gender, rank, and years of service) were entered into the first block of the model,
followed by the two education dummy variables in the second block. This hierarchical
approach allowed for estimation of the unique contribution of education while adjusting
for demographic and occupational factors.

Although the original design included a planned mediation analysis using
PROCESS Macro Model 4 to examine the potential mediating effect of organizational
culture, relevant data were unavailable. Therefore, the final analysis focused exclusively
on the direct relationship between education and misconduct. This limitation and its
implications are discussed in Chapter 5.

Statistical significance was assessed using a conventional alpha level of .05.
Effect sizes were evaluated using standardized regression coefficients (3), which were
emphasized over unstandardized coefficients due to the use of transformed variables
(Field, 2024). Where appropriate, R? change statistics were reported to demonstrate the

incremental predictive value of education beyond control variables.
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Threats to Validity

This section addresses several potential threats to validity, which are categorized
as threats to external, internal, construct, and statistical conclusion validity. Each
category is discussed in detail to outline steps taken to minimize these risks and enhance
the rigor and credibility of the findings. Careful attention to design, measurement, and
analytical procedures strengthens the internal consistency and trustworthiness of the
results. The study upholds methodological integrity and produces valid conclusions by
planning for and mitigating these threats.

External Validity

A key concern with external validity involved generalizing the findings beyond
the specific police department under study. Since the research was based on data from a
single large urban police department, results may not be generalizable to departments of
different sizes, organizational hierarchies, or cultural environments (Creswell &
Creswell, 2023). However, the use of census-level administrative data from the entire
sworn officer population, rather than a smaller sample, substantially mitigates sampling
bias and enhances representativeness. Additionally, the inclusion of a wide range of
officers across gender, rank, years of service, and education level helped improve
external validity for similarly structured departments.

Internal Validity

Potential threats to internal validity included historical events, selection bias, and

maturation effects. Because the study relied on archival data, it could not account for

undocumented policy shifts or leadership changes that may have influenced misconduct
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rates over time. To address this limitation, control variables such as years of service,
gender, and rank were included in the regression model. These covariates helped isolate
the specific association between education level and misconduct frequency by adjusting
for relevant occupational and demographic differences. Furthermore, the dependent
variable, misconduct, was derived from substantiated disciplinary records, which
minimized threats posed by subjective reporting or informal documentation.
Construct Validity

Construct validity addressed whether the operationalization of variables aligned
with their theoretical constructs. Educational attainment was clearly defined and
categorized into three levels based on personnel file records: (a) high school or military
exemption, (b) some college or associate’s degree, and (c) bachelor’s degree or higher.
These categories reflected practical distinctions in training and education. Misconduct
was operationalized as the number of formal disciplinary incidents per officer, with a log
transformation applied to address extreme positive skew. Although organizational culture
was initially conceptualized as a mediator, it was excluded from analysis due to missing
data. Nonetheless, the study's remaining constructs were rigorously defined and measured
using valid administrative sources.
Statistical Conclusion Validity

Threats to statistical conclusion validity, such as low power or violated
assumptions, were addressed through systematic diagnostics and a post hoc sensitivity
analysis. All regression assumptions, including normality, linearity, homoscedasticity,

and multicollinearity, were tested and met, with skewed variables transformed as



75

appropriate. VIF values ranged from 1.01 to 1.77, indicating no multicollinearity issues.
A sensitivity analysis based on the final sample size (n = 1,756) confirmed that the study
had 80% power to detect an R? change of .005 and 95% power to detect an R? change of
.009. These results validated the study's ability to detect even very small effect sizes.
Finally, interpretation emphasized both statistical and practical significance, with
standardized beta coefficients used to represent effect sizes due to the transformation of
key variables.

By methodically addressing key threats to validity, this study aimed to produce
reliable and policy-relevant findings that contribute to the broader discourse on education
and ethical conduct in law enforcement. The use of census-level administrative data,
rigorous data screening, and the inclusion of relevant control variables enhanced both
internal and external validity. Statistical rigor was reinforced through comprehensive
assumption testing and a sensitivity analysis, which confirmed the study's ability to detect
even modest effect sizes with sufficient power. Although causal inferences are limited
due to the observational design and the absence of organizational culture data, the
analytic approach minimized the likelihood of Type I and Type II errors. Collectively,
these methodological strategies strengthened the credibility and scientific validity of the
results, supporting the development of evidence-based recommendations for police
training and professional standards.

Ethical Procedures
This study adhered to rigorous ethical standards throughout its design and

execution. IRB approval was obtained before accessing or analyzing data, ensuring
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compliance with established research ethics guidelines. All necessary documents,
including permission letters and approvals from the police department or relevant public
offices, were submitted with the IRB application, and redacted versions are available
upon request. These steps ensured transparency and protected the rights and
confidentiality of all individuals whose data were included in the analysis.

Although the study relied on archival data, ethical considerations remained
essential, especially regarding confidentiality and data security. The data requested via
the public information request were stripped of personally identifiable information to
maintain anonymity. Any data received were stored securely on password-protected
systems, accessible only to the researcher. Per university and IRB policies, the data sets
will be retained confidentially and securely for 5 years beyond chief academic officer
approval. Only university staff will have access to the raw data sets.

Because this research involved no direct interaction with participants, issues such
as informed consent, recruitment, or withdrawal from the study were not applicable.
However, ethical considerations around data use and interpretation were still upheld. I
avoided misuse or misrepresentation of data and reported results objectively and
accurately.

Other possible ethical issues did not apply to this study, such as research within
one’s workplace or in situations with power imbalances. No incentives or interventions
were part of the study design, and the research was conducted independently of the police
department being studied. All ethical safeguards were considered to ensure the study was

conducted responsibly and respectfully.
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Summary

This chapter provided a comprehensive overview of the research methodology
used to examine the relationship between higher education and police misconduct. The
study employed a quantitative correlational design and relied on archival data obtained
through a public information request from a large U.S. police department. Multiple
regression analysis was selected as the most appropriate method for analyzing the
relationships among the study variables.

Information was presented regarding the population, sampling methodologies,
data acquisition via archive sources, instrumentation, and the operationalization of each
construct. Considerations were also given to threats to validity and strategies to minimize
them, along with ethical procedures related to data security, IRB compliance, and
responsible reporting. The methodological framework outlined here ensured the study
was positioned for rigorous and reproducible analysis. In Chapter 4, I present the results

of the data analysis.
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Chapter 4: Results

Introduction

In this chapter, I present the results of the quantitative analysis I conducted to
examine the relationship between officers’ educational attainment and the frequency of
documented police misconduct. The overarching RQ asked whether officers with higher
levels of education were less likely to be involved in formal misconduct incidents. The
corresponding hypotheses proposed that higher educational attainment would be
negatively associated with misconduct, even when controlling for demographic and
occupational variables such as gender, years of service, and rank.

The chapter is organized into four main sections. First, the data collection process
is reviewed, including any deviations from the original plan and a discussion of sample
representativeness. Second, descriptive statistics and assumption checks are reported to
ensure model appropriateness. Third, the results of the regression analyses are presented
in alignment with the study’s RQs. Finally, the chapter concludes with a summary of the
key findings, preparing the reader for the discussion in Chapter 5.

Data Collection

Data collection for this study relied on existing archival records from a large
urban police department. The data set included personnel and disciplinary information for
sworn officers, compiled and cleaned during a multiweek data preparation process in
June 2025. As the study used administrative records and did not involve direct
recruitment, there were no formal response rates to report. However, the data set captured

nearly all active-duty officers during the period of interest, totaling 2,411 valid cases.
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There were no significant discrepancies from the plan outlined in Chapter 3.
However, data for the initially intended mediating variable, organizational culture, were
not available because the department does not conduct organizational culture surveys on
a regular basis. As a result, mediation analysis had to be excluded from the study. Despite
this limitation, the core variables for evaluating the direct effects of education on
misconduct were fully represented.

The sample characteristics are summarized in Table 1. Most participating officers
were male (82%), with the most common racial groups being White (43.3%), Hispanic
(26.9%), and Black (25.7%). Approximately 56.4% of the participants held a bachelor’s
degree or higher. Most were classified as noncommanders (98.8%), with an average
length of service of approximately 15 years.

To assess external validity, I relied on census-level data rather than a sample,
enhancing generalizability to other large urban departments. The education distribution
and demographic composition broadly reflected national patterns for urban law
enforcement agencies, supporting the external relevance of the findings. Preliminary
univariate analyses justified the inclusion of control variables. Both gender and years of
service were significantly correlated with misconduct frequency, and rank was strongly
associated with education level and misconduct rates. Given these associations, gender,
rank, and years of service were retained as covariates in the regression models.

Results
Table 1 includes descriptive statistics for key variables. The dependent variable,

misconduct frequency, exhibited a highly skewed distribution (Sk = 9.27, Kr = 166.92),
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necessitating a log transformation to approximate normality (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2018).

Similarly, years of service were positively skewed and square root transformed. The

transformed variables, log misconduct frequency and the square root of years of service,

were used in all regression models to meet the assumptions of normality. Figures 1 and 2

depict the raw distributions of misconduct frequency and years employed, whereas

Figures 3 and 4 show the improved distributions after transformation.

Table 1

Descriptive Statistics

Variable N %
Rank
Noncommander 1,832 98.8
Commander 23 1.2
Gender
Female 433 18.0
Male 1,978 82.0
Race
American Indian 10 0.4
Asian 74 3.1
Black 620 25.7
Hispanic 648 26.9
White 1,044 433
Other 15 0.6
Education level
High school/military 455 19.9
exemption
Some college/associate’s 541 23.7
degree
Bachelor’s degree or 1,291 56.4
higher
Variable M(SD)
Misconduct frequency 5.48(6.35)
Current years employed 15.03(8.46)




Figure 1

Histogram of Misconduct Frequency
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Figure 3

Histogram of Log-Transformed Misconduct Frequency
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Figure 4

Histogram of Square Root-Transformed Current Years Employed
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I tested statistical assumptions before evaluating the models. Multicollinearity
was not a concern, as all VIF values ranged between 1.01 and 1.77. Residual plots
confirmed acceptable levels of normality, linearity, and homoscedasticity. Figures 5 and
6 address normality. Figure 7 addresses linearity and homoscedasticity.

Figure 5

Histogram of Standardized Predicted Residuals
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Figure 6

Probability—Probability Plot of Residuals
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Figure 7

Standardized Predicted Scores by Standardized Residuals
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I performed multiple regression analysis to test the primary hypothesis. Control
variables were entered into Model 1, followed by education variables in Model 2. Results
are presented in Table 2. In Model 1, gender and years of service were both significant
predictors of misconduct. In Model 2, education was a significant predictor even after
accounting for gender, years of service, and rank.

Table 2
Misconduct Frequency Regressed on Education Controlling for Gender, Current Years

Employed, and Rank

Predictor Model 1 Model 2
B b* p b b* p

Constant -0.151 .095 -0.034 726
Gender 0.078 .081 <.001 0.071 074 .001
Current years 0.097 276 <.001 0.090 254 <.001

employed
Rank 0.34 .100 <.001 0.319 .094 <.001

(noncommander

vs. commander)
Education (no -0.090 -.106 <.001

college vs. some
college/associate’s
degree)
(No college vs. -0.071 -.096 .002
bachelor’s degree
or higher)

Specifically, officers with some college or an associate’s degree had significantly
fewer misconduct incidents compared to those with only a high school diploma or
military exemption (b* =-.102, p <.001). Likewise, officers with a bachelor’s degree or
higher also had significantly fewer misconduct incidents than those with no college

experience (b* =-.090, p <.001). The overall Model 2 was significant, F(4, 2282) =
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33.22, p <.001, and accounted for approximately 5.5% of the variance in misconduct
frequency. Although this effect size is considered small, it is meaningful in the context of
misconduct prevention. The change in R? from Model 1 to Model 2 was statistically
significant, AR? = .006, F(2, 2282) =7.80, p <.001.

Summary

In this chapter, I presented the study's findings, organized around the central RQ:
Does higher education predict fewer misconduct incidents among police officers? Results
supported the hypothesis, revealing a statistically significant negative association
between education and misconduct. This relationship is held even after controlling for
gender, years of service, and rank. Control variables were also found to be meaningful
predictors of misconduct. Gender, years of service, and rank each contributed
significantly to the model. Their inclusion strengthened the explanatory power of the
regression analysis and reduced the potential for omitted variable bias.

Although the effect sizes observed were modest, the results have practical
relevance. In the context of large law enforcement agencies, even small reductions in
misconduct can have substantial organizational and societal implications. These findings
provide a quantitative foundation for policies that emphasize the value of postsecondary
education in policing. The next chapter will interpret these findings in the context of
existing literature. It will also address the study’s limitations and explore the implications
for police recruitment, training, and strategies to prevent misconduct. Recommendations
for future research and policy development will be offered based on the evidence

presented in this study.
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Chapter 5: Discussion, Conclusions, and Recommendations
Introduction

The purpose of this quantitative study was to examine the relationship between
police officers’ educational attainment and the frequency of documented misconduct
incidents. Specifically, the study aimed to determine whether higher levels of education
were associated with reduced rates of police misconduct, controlling for gender, years of
service, and rank. Archival data from a large urban police department were analyzed
using multiple regression techniques to test the stated hypotheses. Although
organizational culture was initially included in the conceptual framework, it could not be
assessed due to the unavailability of relevant data.

Key findings indicated that officers with some college or an associate’s degree, as
well as those with a bachelor’s degree or higher, were significantly less likely to have
formal misconduct incidents compared to officers with only a high school diploma or
military exemption. Control variables (i.e., gender, years of service, and rank) were also
significantly associated with misconduct outcomes. Although the observed effect sizes
were modest, the associations were statistically significant, consistent, and robust across
educational categories.

Interpretation of the Findings

The findings of this study align with prior research, suggesting that higher
education may serve as a protective factor against police misconduct. As discussed in
Chapter 2, multiple peer-reviewed studies have reported that officers with college degrees

are less likely to engage in use-of-force incidents, receive citizen complaints, or be
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subject to disciplinary infractions. This study extends that body of literature by using a
complete departmental census, applying statistical controls, and demonstrating that the
inverse relationship persists across multiple educational thresholds.

The results also provide empirical support for SLT, which posits that educational
experiences and peer environments influence cognitive and behavioral patterns. Higher
education may encourage officers to internalize professional norms, engage in ethical
decision-making, and develop emotional regulation skills. These capacities are likely to
reduce the risk of misconduct in high-stress environments. While organizational culture
was not included in the analysis, the observed relationships suggest that individual-level
educational background plays an independent role.

The observed significance of control variables such as gender, rank, and years of
service adds further nuance. Male officers and those in noncommand positions were more
likely to be involved in misconduct, reinforcing the understanding that education is one
component within a broader constellation of risk and protective factors. The findings
confirm and expand on the existing knowledge base by demonstrating that education
maintains a statistically significant association with misconduct even when demographic
and occupational influences are accounted for.

Although the effect sizes were modest, their practical implications are notable. In
large police departments, even small reductions in misconduct rates can yield significant
outcomes, including fewer civilian complaints, reduced legal liability, and increased

public trust. These findings support the notion that incremental, evidence-based policy
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changes (e.g., promoting educational attainment) can lead to system-wide improvements
in ethical conduct and organizational professionalism.
Limitations of the Study

Several limitations must be acknowledged when interpreting the results. First, this
study relied on archival data from a single large urban police department, which may
limit generalizability to smaller or rural departments that differ in size, organizational
structure, leadership styles, and community contexts. Additionally, the lack of data on
organizational culture limited the ability to test the entire conceptual framework. Without
these variables, the potential mediating or moderating effects of departmental norms, peer
climate, or leadership influence could not be evaluated.

Second, I used formal disciplinary records as a proxy for police misconduct.
While these records are verifiable and enhance reliability, they may underrepresent the
actual frequency of misconduct, as not all infractions are documented or substantiated.
Departmental thresholds for discipline may also vary over time, across units, or among
supervisors. This limitation introduces a conservative bias, potentially attenuating the
observed relationships between education and misconduct.

Third, the study's cross-sectional design precludes causal inference. While
statistically significant associations were found, it is not possible to determine whether
higher education directly reduces misconduct or whether unmeasured third variables,
such as intrinsic motivation, career aspirations, or prior life experiences, might influence
both education and behavior. Longitudinal or quasi-experimental research would be

needed to assess directionality more confidently.
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Finally, although the sample was significant and census-based, specific subgroups
were underrepresented. For instance, officers in senior command positions comprised a
small portion of the data set, which may limit the ability to generalize findings across
rank levels. Patterns of misconduct and the influence of education may differ at higher
levels of organizational authority. These limitations refine those identified in Chapter 1
by incorporating issues that emerged during the study’s execution. They do not
undermine the study’s validity but offer important context for interpreting the findings
and identifying directions for future research.

Recommendations

Due to the unavailability of organizational culture data, one of the study’s planned
RQs could not be tested. As a result, neither the null nor the alternative hypothesis related
to the role of organizational context could be evaluated. Future research should
incorporate validated measures of organizational culture (e.g., departmental climate,
leadership practices, and peer norms) to examine how these factors may mediate or
moderate the relationship between education and misconduct. Including these variables
would allow researchers to construct more comprehensive models of behavior that
account for the interaction between individual education and environmental influences.

Methodologically, longitudinal research is needed to assess how education affects
officer conduct over time. Tracking misconduct across various career stages or evaluating
the impact of educational interventions could provide more substantial evidence of causal
relationships. These designs would address the limitations of cross-sectional analysis and

better capture developmental and contextual influences.
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To improve generalizability, future studies should utilize multiagency data sets
that include law enforcement departments of varying sizes, geographic regions, and
governance structures. By comparing agencies with different organizational models,
leadership styles, and community contexts, researchers can assess whether the
relationship between educational attainment and misconduct remains consistent or varies
across settings. This comparative approach would help identify which institutional
characteristics, such as training policies, accountability systems, or departmental culture,
interact with education to influence officer behavior.

Lastly, qualitative studies could add depth to these findings by exploring officers’
lived experiences with higher education. Interviews or focus groups could reveal how
officers perceive the impact of their education on ethical reasoning, decision-making, and
interactions with the public. These perspectives would provide valuable context to
complement administrative data and offer insight into mechanisms that are not easily
captured through quantitative analysis. These recommendations are grounded in the
strengths and limitations of the current study and reflect key opportunities identified in
the broader research literature.

Implications

The findings of this study have meaningful implications for positive social change
at the individual, organizational, and societal levels. At the individual level, the results
support the value of formal education in promoting ethical development and professional

behavior among police officers. Officers with postsecondary education may enter the
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field with stronger moral reasoning, critical thinking, and interpersonal skills, which can
reduce the likelihood of misconduct and enhance community interactions.

At the organizational level, these findings suggest that law enforcement agencies
may benefit from incorporating higher education into recruitment, promotion, and in-
service training policies. Incentivizing continued education throughout an officer’s career
could improve decision-making, reduce disciplinary incidents, and foster a more
accountable departmental culture. Over time, these changes could strengthen public trust
by aligning officer conduct with community expectations for fairness and
professionalism.

At the societal level, the study contributes to ongoing conversations about police
reform and accountability. Policies that encourage or require postsecondary education for
entry into law enforcement may support long-term reductions in misconduct and
encourage a more professionalized police force. While education alone cannot address
the full complexity of systemic issues in policing, it represents a practical, evidence-
based lever for incremental change.

The study also carries important theoretical implications. Integrating educational
experiences into behavioral models such as SLT may enhance their explanatory value,
particularly when examining ethical decision-making and misconduct prevention.
Methodologically, this research demonstrates the utility of full-population administrative
data and statistical controls in detecting modest yet policy-relevant effects. These
findings encourage the continued use of rigorous, large-scale analyses in criminal justice

research.
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From a practice standpoint, the results support actionable strategies for reducing
misconduct through educational policy. Law enforcement leaders, policymakers, and
training academies may consider aligning institutional incentives (e.g., tuition assistance,
promotion eligibility, and access to specialized training) with educational attainment.
These strategies not only reinforce the value of formal education but also create a
pathway for cultivating ethical leadership, improving officer decision-making, and
enhancing community trust over time.

Conclusion

In this study, I examined the relationship between police officers’ educational
attainment and the frequency of documented misconduct, utilizing census-level data from
a large urban police department. The findings revealed that officers with higher levels of
education were significantly less likely to have formal disciplinary incidents, even after
accounting for gender, years of service, and rank. While the effect sizes were modest, the
results were statistically significant and carry important practical implications for policy
and practice.

These findings contribute to the growing body of literature suggesting that higher
education supports ethical conduct in law enforcement. They provide empirical evidence
for integrating educational benchmarks into recruitment and promotion policies, offering
a foundation for future research into the mechanisms through which education influences
behavior. Ultimately, this study reinforces the value of education as a tool for advancing

accountability, professionalism, and public trust within the policing sector.
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Beyond its academic contributions, this research offers a vision for positive social
change. By establishing a clear link between educational attainment and reduced
misconduct, the findings support policy efforts aimed at fostering a more ethical,
transparent, and community-oriented police force. Raising educational standards could
help reduce harmful encounters, build trust with historically marginalized communities,
and drive long-term institutional reform. Promoting higher education within law
enforcement is not just a personnel strategy. It is a potential pathway to cultivating safer,
more just communities and upholding the democratic ideals of fairness, integrity, and

public service.
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