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Element 5 – Research Project 

Evaluating whether there is a role for the use of HYDRA Simulation Suites in relation to Enhancing Learner Immersion, Decision‑Making, and Knowledge Transfer within Pedagogical Contexts and the Police Promotion Process.

Introduction

To ensure innovation in teaching practices, we must purposefully design an immersive learning environment with accurate learning experiences, so that the settings are as realistic as possible. Increased authenticity increases the probability of learner’s being able to transfer learnt knowledge to practical “real‑world” performance (Kolb, 1984). This research project will focus on the use of HYDRA Simulation Suites. 
HYDRA is a reputable, immersive, and crisis‑simulation platform. It is used across multi-agencies such as: Policing, Nursing, Emergency services and Higher Education settings. HYDRA combines the use of live multi-media platforms, role‑players’ and scripted paper-feeds to create true-to-life, problem‑based learning. In policing studies, simulation technologies are a leading form of innovation because they allow for realistic and observed rehearsal of complex, high‑risk tasks within a safe and controlled environment (Gaba, 2004). This research project will focus on “Evaluating whether there is a role for the use of HYDRA Simulation Suites in relation to “Enhancing Learner Immersion, Decision‑Making, and Knowledge Transfer within Pedagogical Contexts and the Police Promotion Process”
This research is especially relevant to Policing in 2026, due to the increasingly complex incidents forces are facing. Within Heddlu Gwent Police, there is an emphasis on rolling out competency‑focused training. Immersive simulation training, such as HYDRA, offers a platform for officers to practice decision‑making and multi‑agency coordination under realistic pressures faced by front-line officers (Bailenson, 2018; Lave & Wenger, 1991). 
This paper discusses HYDRA and the current literature available. The pedagogical affordances and practical constraints are examined. 

Literature Review: Innovation in Teaching Practice

Innovation in education and training is defined as: “the purposeful use of new methods and technologies to enhance learning outcomes, by increasing learner engagement (Fullan, 2007). 
Within the professional context of Policing, innovation is not a novel idea. It is becoming used more consistently across forces’ to improve the decision‑making capabilities of officers, and to transform theory and knowledge into robust front-line practices (Ellis, Souto‑Manning & Turvey, 2019). Simulation based technologies such as HYDRA, have become a key tool for innovation within specialist areas in force.
Immersive learning is a term that refers to design of an environment, that purposely creates a sense of realism, and emotional engagement for learners (Witmer & Singer, 1998). Bailenson (2018) states that immersive learning improves cognitive recall and the emotional investment of the learners, in turn leading to increased learning. 
In policing, immersive approaches allow officers to experience the pressures of managing critical incidents and high-risk investigations, without real‑world consequences. Therefore, allowing officers to build resilience and deeply reflect on their practices in protected environments.
Simulation‑Based Learning (SBL) further builds on the foundation of immersive learning. It achieves this by providing structured and scenario-based experiences where learners can practice decision‑making skills and communication skills (Gaba, 2004). 
Research suggest that using SBL with emergency services fosters confidence, situational awareness, thorough risk-management, and teamwork (Cook et a, 2011). Policing based SBL births opportunities to replicate complex, high risk, multi‑offence incidents and evaluate the responses, rationales, and decision of officers, in intentionally chosen and controlled environments (Cushion, 2022).
Kolb’s (1984) ‘Experiential Learning Cycle’ emphasizes that learning takes place through four given stages. These include ‘Concrete Experience’, ‘Reflective Observation’, ‘Abstract Conceptualisation’, and finally ‘Active Experimentation’. SBL aligns itself with Kolb’s model as it offers learners the opportunity to participate in realistic scenarios, reflect during the debrief or reflective stage, conceptualise lessons learnt, and then apply them in future practice through active experimentation. 
Lave and Wenger’s (1991) also theorise that realistic SBL is a strong mode of embedding pedagogical knowledge and enhance pedagogical engagement, critical thinking, and skill transfer (Cook et al., 2011). In policing, HYDRA Simulation Suites are becoming widely utilised to deliver immersive crisis scenarios for the reason above (HYDRA Foundation, 2020). 
The College of Policing (2022) reports that HYDRA has enabled scalable delivery of immersive training across most forces in the United Kingdom. Consequently, supporting Leadership Development, Critical Incident Management and skill consolidation. Studies undertaken indicate HYDRA fosters’ reflective practice and collaborative problem‑solving skills, however, it must be noted that systematic evaluations, at this time, remain limited (Burnes, Davies & Aslett, 2024).
Despite evidence of its benefits with front-line officers, gaps remain in literature to support this. Firstly, there is limited research on HYDRA’s specific pedagogical impact compared to other simulation platforms, of which there are little other options available to compare against.
Secondly, while immersive learning theory emphasises engagement and application, there are few academic studies available to measure the engagement and application within policing simulations. Current conclusions in this area are mostly drawn from qualitive feedback of attendees and reviews of investigations within forces. 
Third, is the inconsistency in the cost of using HYDRA, which varies greatly between departments and forces. It is hoped this will be addressed in Gwent, when plans for a new “Super Training Centre” are finalised. There are plans for a HYDRA suite to be built just for Gwent Police use. Currently, Gwent Police must rent a suite, on a day-rate, at the University of South Wales.
Finally, facilitator expertise is still under‑researched. Therefore, leaving remaining questions about sustainability and accessibility, when being utilised at a third-party location and paying for HYDRA facilitator who does not have a policing background.
This research project addresses the above-named gaps by critically analysing HYDRA’s benefits and limitations. Finalising with the findings within innovation theory and proposing practical recommendations for policing education in 2026.

Contextual Background: HYDRA Simulation Suites
HYDRA combines the use of live multi-media platforms, role‑players’ and scripted paper-feeds to create realistic, problem‑based learning scenarios.  Developed in the late 1990s by the HYDRA Foundation, the system was initially created to support police training in critical incident management (HYDRA Foundation, 2020). 
HYDRA functions by firstly placing learners into a simulated command environment. A facilitator will then “inject”—media stimuli such as live news reports, witness statements, 999 phone calls, forensic evidence, or social media feeds into the participants command environment. The media stimuli require immediate decision‑making from the participants and full rationales must be produced to justify their decision making. These “injects” are delivered in real time, forcing participants to prioritise tasks, communicate with one another, and act under pressure and time constraints. Facilitators monitor responses from participating groups, and guide structured debriefs, ensuring that participants reflect on their decisions and explore alternative strategies if required. (College of Policing, 2022).
Immersive simulations such as HYDRA are increasingly recognised as powerful pedagogical tools because they can create a sense of presence and authenticity that traditional classroom methods cannot replicate (Bailenson, 2018). By engaging learners emotionally and cognitively, HYDRA enables them to experience the risks, problems, and uncertainties intrinsic with real-life crisis situations. 
HYDRA has been utilised by Police Forces to train police commanders in managing public disorder, firearms incidents, and multi‑agency responses to terrorism (Burnes, Davies & Aslett, 2024). Fire and rescue services have utilised HYDRA to rehearse their responses to large‑scale fires and hazardous material incidents. The National Health Services have utilised it to simulate pandemic responses and hospital surge capacity planning (Cook et al., 2011). More broadly, HYDRA has supported local authorities and government agencies in preparing for natural disasters, cyber‑attacks, and civil emergencies (College of Policing, 2022). These wide-reaching uses demonstrate HYDRA’s versatility in replicating diverse high‑risk scenarios where decision‑making, communication, and leadership are critical.
HYDRA is groundbreaking when compared to traditional teaching methods because it can transform theoretical knowledge into a memorable lived experience. If choosing just case studies or classroom-based presentations, it becomes easy to fail in capturing the immediacy and emotional intensity of crisis situations. In contrast, HYDRA requires participants to act, to react, to imagine, rather than simply discuss. Pedagogical innovation in this manner combines Experiential Learning Cycles, immersion, and structured reflection into a single training method (Kolb, 1984; Lave & Wenger, 1991). 
Furthermore, HYDRA’s technological advances have now allowed HYDRA to scale through ‘HYDRA in the Cloud’. ‘HYDRA in the Cloud’ has expanded access to more locations, by enabling multiple sites, multiple locations, and a range of multi-agencies to participate simultaneously in shared scenarios (College of Policing, 2022), which is a significant advancement.
In summary, HYDRA Simulation Suites provide an immersive, multi‑modal environment that comes as close as possible to replicating the complexity of real‑world crises’. Innovative, realistic design, emotional engagement, and structured reflection, far outweigh traditional teaching methods abilities to develop resilient, reflective practitioners within Policing.

Analysis: Benefits of HYDRA Simulation Suites 

One of the principal strengths of HYDRA Simulation Suites lays is their ability to generate realism through multi‑modal stimuli such as live news broadcasts, witness statements, Body-Worn Video, CCTV, maps, and role‑played 999 telephone calls, which replicate the complexity of real incidents (HYDRA Foundation, 2020). This realism allows for “buy-in” of participants and grounds them in the activity, encouraging participants to suspend disbelief and engage with scenarios as if they were real (Witmer & Singer, 1998). In policing, where decision‑making under pressure is a critical skill, often leading to life-or-death situations, the ability to practice this skill without the emotional and cognitive demands of operational deployment is key (College of Policing, 2022).
Engagement and motivation are also enhanced by HYDRA’s interactive design. Unlike traditional teaching methods such lectures or front-loaded teaching, HYDRA requires active participation and responses’ to evolving scenarios in real time. Bailenson (2018) notes that an immersive environment increases learner motivation by stimulating their curiosity and in turn leading to increased emotional investment. This is reinforced by its alignment with experiential pedagogy, which emphasises active involvement as a key driver of deeper learning and retainment of knowledge (Kolb, 1984). There is no option to be a passive participant in a HYDRA simulation, as they themselves shape outcomes and information received. Thus, increasing motivation and ownership of learning.
Another benefit of HYDRA is its ability to develop participants critical-thinking and decision‑making skills. On joining the force, every officer is taught to use The National Decision Model (NDM) as a framework for risk assessment and decision-making. It was developed by the Association of Chief Police Officers (ACPO) to guide officers in making informed decisions across various situations, whether spontaneous or planned and to justify every decision they make with underpinning policies, procedures, and rationales. The NDM consists of six key elements: 
1. Code of Ethics - Ethical policing principles.
2. Gather Information and Intelligence - Collecting relevant data.
3. Assess Threat and Risk - Evaluating potential risks.
4. Consider Powers and Policy - Understanding legal frameworks.
5. Identify Options and Contingencies - Exploring possible actions.
6. Act and Review - Implementing decisions and assessing outcomes.
HYDRA scenarios incorporate these key elements and use deliberately ambiguous scenarios, presenting dilemmas with no single correct answer or way of addressing the scenario. This forces participants to weigh ethical policing principles, evidence, prioritise competing demands, evaluate risk and justify their decisions (Burnes, Davies & Aslett, 2024). Practices such as these, enhance analytical skills and reflective-capacity, both of which are essential for policing in complex investigations as well as justifiable decision making process. The structured debrief process goes further to consolidate critical thinking by encouraging learners to reflect on their reasoning, consider alternative strategies, and learn from mistakes (Rudolph et al., 2006).
As mentioned prior, HYDRA provides a safe environment for practising high‑stake, high risk scenarios such as terrorism, mass casualty incidents and public disorder. These types of incidents cannot really be rehearsed without risk to the wider community. However, HYRDA offers a controlled environment where mistakes can be made without consequence, the public remain safe, no mass hysteria is caused and yet still provide valuable learning (Gaba, 2004). By rehearsing in HYDRA, learners build confidence and resilience that can later be transferred to operational practice.
The collective benefits explored above evidence HYDRAS’ close link with innovation in teaching practice (Fullan, 2007). Its immersive, interactive and design represents a significant move from traditional teaching methods, positioning HYDRA as a pedagogical innovation that enhances learner engagement, skill development, and professional front-line readiness.

[bookmark: _Hlk222744193]Analysis: Limitations of HYDRA Simulation Suites 

Despite its strengths, HYDRA faces several limitations that must be critically evaluated. Cost and accessibility are significant challenges. HYDRA requires specialised facilities, multi-media equipment, and trained facilitators. These factors make HYDRA far more resource‑intensive compared to traditional teaching methods (HYDRA Foundation, 2020). 
Smaller forces or those with limited budgets may struggle to access HYDRA, raising questions about equity and scalability. While “HYDRA in the Cloud” has improved accessibility, infrastructure and licensing costs still remain barriers (College of Policing, 2022). Moreover, some police forces are based in remote locations. Therefore, in addition to the cost of paying for use of a HYRA suite, other costs would be incurred. For example, fuel costs and fleet booking of cars. Other federation surcharges for officers traveling outside of their force area for the day include: officers’ ability to claim for breakfast allowance, dinner allowance and evening meal allowance. Furthermore, payment for overnight stays would incur huge additional cost implications.
The training requirements of a HYDRA facilitator, and the technical complexity of the HYDRA software pose challenges’. Facilitators must be skilled in scenario roll out, role‑play management, systems management, and debriefing techniques. Without adequately trained facilitators, the quality of HYDRA simulations can vary and reduce the effectiveness of the training (Rudolph et al., 2006). If police forces are to adopt “HYDRA in the cloud” and bring all services in house, they must pay a licence fee and costs to train officers to become Facilitators. Officers frequently move job roles, or take annual leave, sick leave etc. Therefore, reliance on facilitator expertise highlights the need for ongoing continuous professional development, numerous trained officers and the standardisation of practice and licence holding.

Technical issues such as equipment failure can disturb the immersion experience and weaken learning outcomes. There are numerous technical issues that can affect HYDRA scenarios above and beyond the capabilities of the facilitator. These include potential connectivity issues, unstable internet connections, platform compatibility and integration challenges.

A further limitation is the potential for over‑reliance on HYDRA versus real‑world practice. While HYDRA provides an environment for rehearsal without risk, it cannot entirely replicate the unpredictable nature of live incidents. Neither can it identically reproduce the intense emotions that erupt at live incidents (Gaba, 2004). It is possible for learners to hold a false sense of security and become overly self-confident in simulated environments, which as we know, differ vastly, from the operational realities they will face. To mitigate this prospective constraint, HYDRA should be integrated with front-line practical training to ensure that HYDRA SBL complements real‑world practice, as opposed to replacing it (Burnes, Davies & Aslett, 2024).

Limited numbers of scenarios are another potential challenge that must be considered. HYDRA can replicate many crises scenarios; and there are currently 1800 scenarios on offer. These range from Firearms Command, Public Order Command and Hostage Negotiations (HYDRA Foundation, 2020). However, police forces are facing new and emerging threats daily. Crimes such as cybercrime and complex financial fraud offences can be difficult to simulate realistically in this environment. This limitation stresses the need for continuous scenario development and adaptation of current scenarios to meet the ever-evolving policing challenges officers face (College of Policing, 2022).

Finally, another identified risk is the possibility of psychological harm to learners due to the ultra-realistic scenarios. Mitigation for this could include a pre‑brief, a de-brief, opt‑out options, and post‑simulation wellbeing support.

Logically, these limitations do not necessarily hinder HYDRAS’ use, but they do highlight areas requiring careful consideration. Cost and accessibility can be mitigated through use of shared facilities and cloud‑based delivery. Technical complexity can be tackled through facilitator training and quality assurance frameworks. Over‑reliance on simulation can be avoided by embedding HYDRA within a broader curriculum that includes front-line operational practice. Scenario limitations can be eased via collaboration in designing new, fit-for-purpose simulations. Psychological harm can be managed by pre-screening and thorough wellbeing checks and support services.

Application of Innovation in Policing Promotion Processes’

Within my current role, I have utilised HYDRA by integrating a four-day HYDRA scenario into a CID course for a cohort of new detectives. Through its use, I was able to integrate operational decision‑making and risk management of a HYDRA ‘Murder Investigation’ and provide learners with opportunities to rehearse the critical skills they need in a safe environment. I have run this with three separate cohorts and the feedback from participants has been overwhelmingly positive. 
However, I propose a pilot scheme. In which, HYDRA is used within the force to assess constables’ suitability for promotion. The proposed scenario would replicate a dynamic, high-risk incident with ramifications for community safety and reputable risk to the force. Constables’ attending would be required to complete vigorous risk assessment, undertake multiple lines of enquiry, develop intelligence and resource staffing. These constables would be assessed on their ability to prioritise tasks, manage resources, and communicate effectively under pressure. This approach would not be able to replace the traditional national exams but would offer a more authentic measure of promotion potential (Burnes, Davies & Aslett, 2024). 
Potential outcomes the pilot would measure would include improved validity of promotion assessments, avoidance of nepotism and valuable data on decision‑making processes. Success could be measured through means such as facilitator scoring matrix’s, facilitator observation of engagement, participant reflections and submission of the participants rationales and justifications of judgements made.
The feasibility of this approach in assessing promotion readiness does depend on factors such as access to HYDRA facilities and trained facilitators. But, by adopting the cloud‑based delivery, scalability and sustainability could be managed through shared resources across forces, in turn reducing costs, if the pilot was successful. Practically, HYDRA’s design and debrief systems could present a practical and sustainable innovation that can strengthen both teaching practice and promotion processes in policing.

Conclusion

Revisiting the research question “Evaluating whether there is a role for the use of HYDRA Simulation Suites in relation to Enhancing Learner Immersion, Decision‑Making, and Knowledge Transfer within Pedagogical Contexts and the Police Promotion Process.”
My research suggests that there is the potential to adopt the traditional use of HYDRA simulation suites to assist in promotion processes by providing a fair and evidence‑based way to assess officers’ readiness for more senior responsibilities, at all ranks.
Due to the realistic, job‑specific scenarios, officers’ could demonstrate their capability in-action, as opposed to relying on the interview process. The proposed simulations would allow promotion board to evaluate officers’ against crucial competencies such as leadership, decision‑making under pressure, communication, direction and prioritisation, and operational judgement
Furthermore, by adopting the approach, developmental insights become more evident. Allowing the promotion board to highlight strengths and areas for improvement. In turn, advising personalised development plans for both unsuccessful and successful officers. This would allow the promotion process to act as an access to advancement tool as well as a but a significant learning experience by identifying potential.
From my own perspective, as an officer who completed HYDRA as a detective, I found the process to be relevant and reflective of front-line work. I can envision how the proposed adoption of this in promotion would give a clearer understanding of what the promoted- rank role entails. 
At an organisational level, I believe the data that could be captured via this means, could reveal skill gaps, leadership strengths, developmental needs, and in turn redirect promotion assessments into a strategic instrument for long‑term planning and continuous professional development. 
Overall, HYDRA strengthen objectivity, accuracy, and confidence in promotion decisions made, whilst supporting individual officer growth and organisational resources.
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