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	CASE REVIEW BRIEFING REPORT
	

	
	

	
	


Using the Working memory model (Baddeley & Hitch, 1974) from Cognitive Psychology to understand police failings in addressing antisocial behavior in a local authority, and suggestions of new working practices/measures based upon knowledge of the cognitive mechanisms proposed by the theory.  




	BACKGROUND TO THE BRIEFING REPORT



This briefing report has been commissioned by Glynafonshire County Council in response to a growing concern regarding the escalation of antisocial behavior within the local community. Over the past year, residents and business owners have reported a marked increase in incidents involving vandalism, public disturbances, reckless driving, and threatening behavior, particularly concentrated around the town center and nearby residential areas. These behaviors have significantly undermined the sense of safety and cohesion within the community, prompting numerous calls for action. 

A recent review has highlighted critical procedural failings in the police response to these incidents, including delayed response times, inadequate follow-up investigations, poor community engagement, and insufficient patrol presence in known hotspots. These shortcomings have contributed to a loss of public trust and a perceived lack of accountability in local law enforcement, necessitating urgent strategic intervention.   

The aim of this report is to analyse these failings through the lens of cognitive psychology, with a specific focus on working memory processes. By applying theoretical insights, this briefing seeks to explain the cognitive mechanisms that may have contributed to the observed procedural breakdowns and to offer evidence-based recommendations for improving future policing practices. To begin, the following section outlines the core principles of the Working Memory Model, which will serve as the theoretical foundation for this analysis.






THE WORKING MEMORY MODEL THEORY


The Working Memory Model (WMM), developed by Baddeley and Hitch (1974), is a foundational theory in cognitive psychology that explains how information is temporarily stored and manipulated for complex cognitive tasks such as reasoning, comprehension, and decision-making. Unlike earlier unitary models of short-term memory, such as the multi-store model proposed by Atkinson and Shiffrin (1968), the WMM suggests a multi-component system with specialised subsystems, reflecting the active and dynamic nature of working memory in everyday functioning. The central executive is the core component of the model, functioning as an attentional controller that directs cognitive resources, prioritises tasks, and regulates information flow between subsidiary systems. It is responsible for higher-order cognitive functions such as planning, goal setting, and the inhibition of irrelevant information. Due to its limited capacity, the central executive is especially susceptible to overload, which can impair decision-making and task execution under pressure (Baddeley A. , The fractionation of working memory, 1996; Broadbent et al., 2023; Seidel-Marzi & Cañal-Bruland, 2025).

	Central executive 
Coordinates information from subsidiary systems (e.g., phonological loop, visuospatial sketchpad), allocates attention, inhibits distractions, and shifts between tasks; it is vulnerable to overload, especially under pressure or dual-task demands (Baddeley A. , 1996; Vandierendonck, 2016).
Phonological loop 
Maintains and processes speech-based material via a phonological store and articulatory rehearsal, supporting language acquisition and verbal reasoning (Baddeley et al., 2017; Ylinen et al., 2020).
Visuospatial sketchpad 
Temporarily stores and manipulates visual and spatial data, often distinguished into visual (appearance) and spatial (location) components (Altmann & Kamide, 2009; Logie, 2014).
Episodic buffer 
Integrates input from the phonological loop, visuospatial sketchpad, and long-term memory into coherent episodes, with limited capacity and conscious accessibility (Baddeley A., 2000; Allen et al., 2009)







Figure 1 - Working memory model, Created by ChatGPT



















A fourth component, the episodic buffer, was introduced by Baddeley (2000) to explain how working memory integrates information across modalities and links with long-term memory, enabling the construction of coherent representations such as event sequences. Empirical support for the WMM includes the word length effect (Baddeley et al., 1975), showing phonological loop limitations, and dual-task studies (Salway & Logie, 1995), which confirm reduced interference between different subsystems. Kane and Engle (2002) demonstrated that higher working memory capacity enhances attentional control, a crucial skill in demanding environments. Neuroimaging by Smith and Jonides (1999) further validated the model by associating components with distinct brain regions. Lastly, Hambrick et al. (2005) found that cognitive overload impairs problem-solving, highlighting the central executive’s vulnerability under multitasking, especially relevant in high-stakes contexts like policing.

In summary, the Working Memory Model offers a robust theoretical and empirical foundation for understanding how limitations in temporary cognitive processing can lead to lapses in attention, delays in action, and impaired follow-through on intended behaviors. These mechanisms provide a useful framework for examining the procedural failings highlighted in the Glynafonshire case review. The next section applies this theory to the real-world context of policing, analysing how working memory limitations may have contributed to the inadequate responses observed.




	
	
	

	
	HOW DOES THE THEORY RELATE TO THE OUTCOME FROM THE LOCAL AUTHORITY?
	The failings outlined in the Glynafonshire case review can be effectively understood through the Working Memory Model (Baddeley & Hitch, 1974), particularly regarding the limitations of the central executive and the effects of cognitive overload on policing performance. The central executive plays a crucial role in task-switching, attention control, and coordination of actions; functions that are essential in managing incidents of antisocial behavior. When the cognitive demands placed on officers exceed the capacity of this system, errors and delays are more likely to occur (Kleider-Offutt et al., 2016). 

A key failing was delayed police response, such as a 53-minute wait during a violent altercation. Cognitively, this may reflect excessive demands on working memory due to limited staffing (Taylor et al., 2019), high call volume (Wozniak et al., 2022), and the need to juggle multiple complex situations (Di Nota & Huhta, 2019). Under such strain, the central executive struggles to prioritise, maintain attention, and coordinate actions, leading to ineffective responses (Kane & Engle, 2002).

Furthermore, the issue of inadequate follow-up, where victims and witnesses were not contacted and reports were left unresolved, can be attributed to the failure of prospective memory processes, which rely on the integration of short-term intentions with long-term goals (Einstein & McDaniel, Prospective memory: Multiple retrieval processes, 2005; Smith et al., 2007). Without adequate support mechanisms (e.g., checklists, digital alerts), these intentions may fail to be retrieved and executed, particularly when officers are cognitively overloaded. This links to findings by Einstein and McDaniel (1990), who showed that prospective memory is particularly fragile under multitasking and divided attention conditions. 

The lack of community engagement and irregular patrols in known hotspots may also be explained by the limited capacity of the central executive to manage competing priorities. With insufficient cognitive resources, officers may default to reactive rather than proactive strategies (Taylor et al., 2019; Baldwin et al., 2022), attending only to the most immediate concerns and failing to act on longer-term preventative measures. This contributes to an ongoing cycle of neglect and loss of public trust, as reflected in the review's findings. 

Additionally, resource misallocation and poor situational decision-making may arise from impaired functioning of the episodic buffer and visuospatial sketchpad, both of which are needed to integrate real-time visual input, spatial awareness, and contextual cues with existing knowledge. When these components are overloaded or underutilised, officers may fail to recognise patterns of behavior or recall important contextual information relevant to decision-making. 

Overall, the cognitive limitations outlined in the Working Memory Model offer a compelling explanation for the procedural breakdowns observed in the Glynafonshire case. The combination of high task demands, limited attentional control, and poor memory integration likely contributed to key failures in timely response, information retention, and community policing strategy. Understanding these mechanisms is essential for developing procedures that can reduce cognitive strain and improve policing outcomes.

	
	Real-World Evidence: Applications of Working Memory Theory in High-Demand Contexts

The mechanisms described in the Working Memory Model have been widely examined in real-world settings where individuals must manage multiple competing demands, make rapid decisions, and maintain performance under pressure. Although few studies have applied the model directly to policing scenarios, research in analogous fields such as emergency medicine (Falkland et al., 2022), aviation (Zhou et al., 2024), and military operations (Lieberman et al., 2022) provides compelling evidence of how working memory limitations can impact task execution and situational awareness. These examples offer valuable insights that can be applied to the Glynafonshire case to better understand how cognitive strain may have contributed to operational failings.



	SUGGESTIONS FOR NEW PROCEDURES BASED ON THE THEORY 

Understanding the constraints of working memory, particularly under conditions of cognitive overload, enables the development of practical, theory-informed strategies to enhance police performance and reduce the risk of procedural failings. The following suggestions are based on empirical research and applied uses of the Working Memory Model (Baddeley & Hitch, 1974; Baddeley A. , 2000), and aim to alleviate cognitive demands on officers in the field:


1. Implement Cognitive Offloading Tools (e.g., Checklists and Digital Reminders)
To reduce reliance on limited working memory capacity, officers should be supported by structured tools that externalise task information.
· Checklists for incident follow-ups and community engagement activities can aid prospective memory and ensure critical steps are not missed.
· Digital prompts or case management systems that automatically generate reminders for tasks (e.g., contacting victims, logging evidence) can support the central executive in maintaining task focus.
Evidence: Research across high-demand fields suggests that cognitive offloading enhances task performance and reduces errors. Dismukes and Nowinski (2007) found that checklists significantly reduced omission errors in aviation and emergency medicine. Similarly, Risko and Gilbert (2016) emphasise that offloading lessens the strain on working memory, improving accuracy and consistency. Finally, Morrison and Richmond (2020) further support this, showing that external aids enhance adherence and performance under cognitive load.


2. Enhance Training on Attention Control and Task Prioritisation
Training programs should include cognitive load management and strategies for enhancing executive control, such as goal-setting, dual-task performance, and time-sensitive decision-making.
· Officers could be trained using scenario-based simulations that replicate high-pressure, multitasking environments to strengthen attentional focus and decision-making skills under strain.
Evidence: Kane and Engle (2002) found that individuals with higher working memory capacity were better at resisting distraction and switching tasks—skills that can be enhanced through cognitive training. Similarly, Durcrocq et al. (2016) showed that attentional control training improved performance under pressure, strengthening executive functions like inhibitory control. Bavelier and Green (2019) further demonstrated that targeted training enhances selective attention and task-switching, supporting the use of simulations to build multitasking and decision-making skills.


3. Redesign Workflows to Reduce Multitasking
Where possible, procedural workflows should be adapted to reduce the number of simultaneous cognitive demands placed on frontline officers.
· This may include segregating administrative and operational duties or delegating routine follow-up work to designated support officers or civilian case handlers, thereby reducing central executive overload.
Evidence: Hambrick et al. (2005) demonstrated that excessive multitasking impairs working memory-dependent reasoning, undermining judgement and task follow-through. Augenstein et al. (2020) found that frequent multitasking in emergency departments increased stress and reduced performance, underscoring the value of limiting cognitive demands in frontline roles. Kawamoto and McDonald (2020) further showed that multitasking negatively affects attention regulation and task performance, highlighting the cognitive benefits of simplifying workflows in complex operational settings.


4. Integrate Mobile Technology for Real-Time Information Access
The use of mobile devices with access to case data, visual scene information, and step-by-step procedural guides can support both the episodic buffer and visuospatial sketchpad, facilitating more efficient task completion in dynamic field environments.
· Systems that provide real-time visual cues and auditory prompts help officers retain and act on key information without relying solely on internal memory resources.
Evidence: Smith and Jonides (1999) demonstrated that visuospatial working memory engages distinct brain regions, suggesting that external aids like scene mapping can enhance spatial performance. Colder Carras et al. (2018) found that real-time digital interfaces using visual and auditory cues reduce reliance on internal memory, supporting working memory processes. Warsaw et al. (2021) further showed that mobile technology can both aid and hinder executive functioning, emphasising the need for intentional design to optimise cognitive support in dynamic settings.


5. Introduce Structured Debriefing and Feedback Loops
Regular debriefs after incidents can enhance encoding into long-term memory, support reflection, and encourage information consolidation.
· These sessions should be guided by prompts linked to working memory components (e.g., what visual cues were missed, what verbal information was hard to recall), allowing officers to develop metacognitive awareness of their cognitive limitations.
Evidence: Baddeley (2000) identified the episodic buffer as a key mechanism for integrating working and long-term memory, suggesting that structured reflection can strengthen this connection. Supporting this, Escribano Sánchez et al. (2021) found that structured debriefing enhances knowledge retention and critical thinking through guided reflection. Similarly, Ho and Lau (2025) showed that reflective practice and metacognitive awareness mediate the link between experiential learning and improved performance, highlighting the cognitive benefits of structured debriefing for long-term learning.

	EVALUATION AND CRITIQUE OF THEORY



While the Working Memory Model (Baddeley & Hitch, 1974; Baddeley A. , 2000) offers a valuable framework for understanding cognitive limitations in complex tasks, it is not without its criticisms. These limitations must be acknowledged when considering the model’s ability to explain the procedural failings described in the Glynafonshire case review.


General Critique of the Working Memory Model
One key criticism of the WMM is its vagueness regarding the central executive. Despite being central to the model, this component lacks a clearly defined structure or mechanism, making it difficult to empirically test (Miyake et al., 2000). The central executive is often described in broad terms, such as “attention control” or “task coordination”, without specifying how these functions are operationalised in real-world environments. Additionally, the model’s compartmentalised view of memory processes may oversimplify the integrated and interactive nature of cognition. For example, it gives relatively little attention to the role of emotions (Hou & Cai, 2022), motivation (Blasiman & Was, 2018), and stress (Qin et al., 2009), all of which are likely to affect police decision-making and attention regulation. In high-stakes scenarios like policing, emotional arousal can alter working memory performance (Kleider et al., 2010; Di Stasi et al., 2022), and the WMM does not fully account for this interaction. Moreover, although the model has strong empirical backing from laboratory-based research (e.g., dual-task paradigms), its application to ecologically valid, real-world settings remains debated. Critics argue that tightly controlled studies may not fully capture the complexity of applied environments such as frontline policing (Burgess, 1997; Cochrane & Green, 2023).


Critique of the Model’s Application to the Case Scenario
When applied to the Glynafonshire case, the WMM helps explain several cognitive failings, such as delays in response, inadequate follow-ups, and difficulties with prioritisation. However, it may not fully account for the systemic, procedural, and interpersonal dimensions of the case. For instance, issues like resource allocation, inter-agency communication failures, and lack of community engagement involve broader organisational and social factors that exceed the scope of individual cognitive processing. Furthermore, while working memory limitations may explain lapses in follow-through or decision-making, they do not address the influence of group dynamics, institutional culture, or longer-term planning failures. These are better explored through complementary frameworks such as Distributed Cognition Theory (Hollan et al., 2000), which emphasises the role of shared information systems and group-based cognitive processes. It is also worth noting that Dual-Process Theories (Watson & Kahneman, 2012) could offer an alternative or complementary explanation for the case. These theories distinguish between intuitive (System 1) and analytical (System 2) processing. In high-stress policing environments, over-reliance on intuitive thinking may lead to biased or impulsive responses, especially when cognitive resources are strained, something not fully addressed by the WMM.


Summary of Strengths and Limitations
In summary, the Working Memory Model provides a strong theoretical foundation for understanding the cognitive constraints faced by individual officers, particularly in relation to multitasking, attention control, and memory for future intentions. However, its limited scope in addressing emotional, social, and systemic influences means it cannot fully explain all dimensions of the Glynafonshire scenario. While it offers useful insights into how certain errors occurred, it may be less effective in explaining why organisational structures failed to prevent those errors in the first place. For a more comprehensive understanding, the WMM should be integrated with broader cognitive and organisational theories that consider group-level cognition, institutional pressures, and emotional regulation in professional settings.





	
	
	

	
	CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS
	

	
	

This briefing report has explored how failings in the police response to antisocial behavior in Glynafonshire may be understood through the lens of the Working Memory Model (Baddeley & Hitch, 1974). The theory offers a compelling explanation for cognitive breakdowns observed in the case review, particularly in relation to delayed response times, missed follow-ups, and poor prioritisation. By recognising the central executive's limited capacity to manage multiple competing demands, it becomes possible to see how cognitive overload may have impaired officers’ ability to process, retain, and act on critical information in real-time. Based on this theoretical understanding, several practical recommendations have been proposed, including the use of cognitive offloading tools, improvements to task training and prioritisation, better workflow design, and the integration of supportive technology. These strategies aim to reduce the cognitive burden on officers, allowing them to respond more effectively in complex, high-pressure environments. However, while the Working Memory Model provides valuable insight into individual cognitive mechanisms, it does not fully account for broader structural and organisational factors that influence police performance. As such, future interventions should also consider integrating complementary models that address emotional, social, and institutional dimensions of professional decision-making. Approaches such as Dual-Process Theories or Distributed Cognition may offer additional perspectives to inform training, system design, and multi-agency coordination.  In conclusion, applying cognitive theory, specifically the Working Memory Model, can inform meaningful, evidence-based improvements to policing practice. By aligning procedures with known cognitive limitations, local authorities can help mitigate future failures, improve public trust, and create safer, more responsive communities.
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