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Using the Cognitive Load Theory (Sweller, 1988) from Cognitive Psychology to understand police failings in addressing antisocial behaviour 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 examines a case review by Glynafonshire County Council conducted in October 2024 following the rise in antisocial behaviours in the community and the lack of adequate response from the local police force. Over the past year, Glynafonshire has experienced an increase in public disturbances primarily linked to a group of individuals that moved into the area in the past three years. Since then, the area has seen a rise in vandalism, dangerous driving, noise complaints and instances related to intoxication in public spaces. 
On 8 June 2024, a serious incident occurred involving a physical altercation between two subgroups. This violent incident happened near a community park and resulted in several people being injured and needing hospital treatment. This also included members of the public who tried to intervene to stop the violence.  This caused alarms amongst the families and park users. Despite the serious nature of the incident, the police response raised concerns and deepened the feelings of ineffectiveness of the police, who took 53 minutes to respond. 
The shortcomings were identified by the Chief Superintendent, Catrin Wyn-James, citing several factors such as resource limitations due to budget cuts and shortage of staff, an increase in call volumes and the complexity of cases as operational barriers. She also highlighted the low engagement from the community and the importance of reporting all incidents, even ones that seem minor. This suggests that the police department is understaffed and operating under high pressure to meet the demands to keep the community safe.
To understand these issues from a cognitive psychological perspective, this report will use the Cognitive Load Theory proposed by John Sweller (1988) to help explain the reasons for failure and propose new working measures to improve the procedures employed by the police officers and enhance their performance.



	THE COGNITIVE LOAD THEORY

The Cognitive Load Theory (CLT) (Sweller, 1988) provides a framework that explains how human cognition affects learning, problem-solving and decision making in situations of a complex nature. The theory posits that working memory has limited capacity when individuals are required to process information that they are not familiar with or important information, or when they are under pressure. This, in turn, causes a deterioration in performance. CLT has been a useful framework for multiple domains such as healthcare, emergency response and policing (Chandler & Sweller, 2020; Paas et al., 2003). 
CLT can be divided into three types: intrinsic, extraneous and germane (Sweller et al., 2011). Intrinsic load refers to how complex a task is and how many elements are required to be processed simultaneously. In the context of policing, this could include the assessment of immediate threat, communication within the team and with team members and coordination of responses. Extraneous load is created by how the information or task is presented, such as inefficient administrative procedures, multitasking or poorly designed communication systems, resulting in an increase in mental burden without contributing to the task's success. Germane load related to cognitive resources used for learning from and developing effective problem-solving strategies, such as reflection on past incidents that can improve how the responses are constructed for improvement (Sweller et al., 2011). 
When the intrinsic and extraneous loads are high, which may be the case in policing, the working memory may become overloaded resulting in ineffective decision making, retaining critical information or inability to prioritise tasks effectively (Van Merriënboer & Sweller, 2005).
Working memory is responsible for briefly storing and processing information needed for complex tasks like learning, reasoning, and decision-making (Baddeley, 2012). According to CTL, working memory is typically able to manage three to five elements of a specific task simultaneously as it has a limited capacity (Cowan, 2010).
This limitation is the foundation of CLT, which argues that a task design that is instructional or operational in nature should aim to reduce the unnecessary (extraneous) load, manage the complexity of the task (intrinsic load) and promote effective processing (germane load) within the limits of working memory (Sweller, van Merriënboer, & Paas, 2019). Overload may impair the ability to make accurate and timely decisions leading to errors, delays and a reduced situational awareness ((Zaphir et al., 2024). 
Empirical research by De Jong (2010) demonstrated that when cognitive load is high there is a decrease in accuracy of decision-making, particularly in real-time, high-pressure environments.  Similary, studies by Lavie et al., (2004) found that attentional resources are less focused when the cognitive load is higher. This leads to a phenomenon called attentional tunnelling, where low-priority information may be overlooked. 
CLT does not imply individual failure but rather brings to light the mismatch between what is needed to complete a task and the cognitive resources available (Paas & Ayers, 2014) and offers a framework to understand how mental workload may impair performance in a high-pressure environment.






	
	
	

	
	HOW DOES THE COGNITIVE LOAD THEORY RELATE TO THE OUTCOME FROM THE LOCAL AUTHORITY?
	The case review identified significant failings within the operational practices of the police force and decision-making processes, with Catrin Wyn-James’ response highlighting the systemic pressures contributing to these shortcomings. Among the key challenges were staff shortages, budget constraints, rising call volumes, and the growing complexity of antisocial behaviours, often intertwined with broader social issues such as substance misuse, mental health struggles, and poverty. These challenges frequently extend beyond the scope of what frontline police are equipped to address. As a result, officers were operating in a persistently high-demand environment, regularly stretched beyond their cognitive and logistical capacities. This constant strain impaired their ability to respond effectively, prioritise incidents appropriately, and engage constructively with the community, ultimately undermining public trust and compromising safety.

Catrin Wyn-James’ response reflects a system operating under chronic strain, where officers were required to make rapid, high-stakes decisions in situations marked by uncertainty and emotional intensity. Within such a context, Cognitive Load Theory offers a valuable model for understanding how these operational failures may not solely result from individual shortcomings but rather from the product of a combined cognitive system under constant overload (Sweller, 1988). As extraneous and intrinsic cognitive demands increased, officers’ ability to prioritise effectively, respond swiftly, and engage meaningfully with the community was severely compromised. This ultimately contributed to the breakdown in public trust and the escalation of incidents, as seen in the violent episode on June 8th, 2024.

This cognitive overload stems from limited capacity, particularly under pressure, where officers are expected to process complex information, assess risk, make swift judgments, and communicate effectively, often simultaneously (Chandler & Sweller, 1991; Kleider-Offutt et al., 2016). For example, an officer may be on the phone receiving instructions from a dispatcher while simultaneously writing a report, monitoring a volatile scene, and trying to communicate with distressed or agitated individuals while remaining alert to potential threats. The mental rearranging of these competing tasks can quickly overwhelm, especially in emotionally charged or high-stakes environments (Van Merriënboer & Sweller, 2005).

For instance, Kleider-Offutt et al. (2016) argue that excessive cognitive strain can impair deliberate thinking, leading to more automatic and less reliable decisions, an issue of particular concern in legal contexts. This insight applies directly to the Glynafonshire case, where officers, faced with complex and high-stress situations, may have resorted to reactive rather than strategic responses. The case review’s findings, such as delayed reactions and poor prioritisation, can be understood, in part, as consequences of cognitive overload and not direct negligence. 

 


	
	

	SUGGESTIONS FOR NEW PROCEDURES BASED ON THE THEORY 

By viewing the police’s operational difficulties through CLT, it becomes clear that improving frontline effectiveness requires more than simply increasing staffing or resources, especially as such options may not be feasible. Instead, improvements could focus on reducing unnecessary cognitive burden. This includes streamlining procedures, enhancing training, introducing decision-support tools, and improving collaboration with social services to redirect non-criminal cases. Such interventions could help free up cognitive capacity, allowing officers to better focus on core responsibilities and re-engage meaningfully with the community (Sweller et al., 2019).
. 




	EVALUATION AND CRITIQUE OF THEORY

Here you should discuss the critique of the theory you have chosen in general terms and specifically a critique of whether it appropriately explains the scenario in the vignette (bring in evidence from empirical literature to support your arguments).

	






	
	
	

	
	CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS
	

	
	This report aimed to explore the failings of the police highlighted in the Glynafonshire case review using Cognitive Load Theory CLT as a cognitive theory. The case review evidences the cognitive strain under which the police officers were operating, which resulted in delayed responses to incidents, poor follow-up procedures, declining community engagement and the overall systemic inefficiencies. CLT provides a useful psychological framework for understanding the how the limitations in the working memory and attentional resources effect performance in particular in high pressure environment that require multitasking in this case frontline policing. 
CLT proposes that mental capacity is limited and can easily burdened which aligns with the case review. Officers were not only managing intrinsic demands that were complex and emotionally charged, but were also burdened by the excessive extraneous load in the shape of administrative duties, unclear procedures and shortages in resources. This combination likely resulted in the fragmented police response observed in this case review. This is supported by empirical research that high cognitive load reduces decision accuracy, situational awareness and task completion (De Jong, 2010; (Zaphir et al., 2024).
While CLT offers valuable insights into cognitive barriers, it is important to consider other factors such as emotional, cultural and organisational for future evaluations.
The following recommendations are proposed based on the findings of this case review. Simplifying administrative tasks will reduce extraneous cognitive load. Digital tools and structured checklists could be introduced to support decision-making and memory retention. Training on cognitive load management could be provided to the police officers on effective task-switching methods, prioritisation and judgments. Staffing and resources should be improved to allow for more focused attention on prevention and community engagement. Implementation of these strategies could help create a more responsive and cognitively sustainable policing model that better serves the safety and community trust. 
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