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Abstract
Police officers, like other professionals, need to develop their competence and skills 
in correspondence with society. Peer feedback has been proven to significantly 
affect learning in the educational setting, and colleagues are seen as significant for 
the learning process in organizations. However, there seems to be little systematic 
knowledge concerning how verbal peer feedback affects police officers in workplace 
learning programs, and which elements affect this feedback. This review aims to 
fill this gap by analyzing 20 studies selected based on Arksey & O’Malley’s meth-
odological framework. Findings show that police officers’ performance, motivation, 
and job satisfaction effectively can be improved using verbal peer feedback. It also 
shows some workplace conditions and factors management and feedback actors 
should consider when organizing for and conducting feedback. Lastly, it shows that 
much of the research conducted within the educational sector also is valid for police 
workplace learning programs. However, further research is needed, especially con-
cerning the relationship between police peers.
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Introduction

The workplace is an important arena for learning, and colleagues are seen as sig-
nificant for the learning process (Billett, 2020; Boud, 1998; Sjöberg & Holmgren, 
2021). Although police education has been debated and researched over the years, 
research is still limited (Bartkowiak-Théron, 2019; Norman & Fleming, 2021), 
something that also seems to apply to the field of police workplace learning 
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(Campbell, 2008; Jones, 2018). Learning in the workplace differs from scholastic 
learning, workplaces differ from each other (Tynjälä, 2008), and learning in the 
police differs somewhat from other vocations (McGinley et al., 2020). One of the 
differences between workplace and scholastic learning comes from the different 
aims of the activity (Virtanen et al., 2009, p. 3). Another difference lies in the fact 
that scholastic learning far more often is formal, or planned, rather than unplanned, 
meaning that learning outcomes in the workplace can be unpredictable (Tynjälä, 
2008). This might however not be the case regarding planned workplace learning 
activities, activities that can be both goal-oriented and instructor-led in an effort to 
increase employees’ knowledge and skills (Holmgren & Sjöberg, 2022; Sjöberg & 
Holmgren, 2021). Different workplace conditions such as the organizing of the work 
also affect learning. Tynjälä (2008) argues that extreme work organizing, meaning 
strict job descriptions and repetitive tasks, hinder learning, while a more lenient 
organization will pave the way for learning opportunities. On top of this, the police 
profession differ from other professions in several manners, like the possibility for 
having to work under extreme stress (Di Nota & Huhta, 2019) or having to coerce 
and restrict people (Wood, 2020), to mention a few. As a result, police workplace 
learning programs is a relevant field of research.

From the longstanding research tradition in the educational field, we know that 
one of the strongest influences on learning in educational settings is formative 
assessment and feedback (Carless & Boud, 2018; Hattie, 2009; Havnes et al., 2012). 
The way feedback is understood has changed in the last decade (Dawson et  al., 
2019), from being defined as information that learners use to fill a gap (Ramaprasad, 
1983), to being described and defined using words such as ‘dialogue’ and ‘process’ 
(Zhu & Carless, 2018), ‘balance of power’ (Steen-Utheim & Wittek, 2017), ‘interac-
tion’ (Mercader et  al., 2020), ‘co-construction’ (Steen-Utheim, 2019), and ‘learn-
ing-oriented view’ (Molloy et al., 2019). In general, feedback can affect a person’s 
performance positively and negatively regardless of the sender’s good-natured intent 
(Kluger & DeNisi, 1996). It has also been shown to affect motivation (Kluger & 
Van Dijk, 2010), satisfaction (Geister et al., 2006; O’Reilly III & Anderson, 1980), 
and self-regulation (McClelland et al., 2018; Monteiro et al., 2019). ‘Peer feedback’, 
which is our topic of interest, refers to feedback given and received between learners 
of a similar status.

Despite its traditional learning culture (meaning primarily lecture-based teaching 
based on behavioristic methodology) (McGinley et al., 2020), peer feedback is pre-
sumed to play a pivotal role in workplace learning in the police. But there seems to 
be little systematic knowledge pertaining to how feedback works in this context, i.e. 
in workplace learning programs. Therefore, through a scoping review, we explore 
research literature concerning verbal peer feedback in police workplace learning 
programs. In detail, we are interested in gaining more knowledge about which ele-
ments influence verbal peer feedback in police officers’ workplace learning as it is 
organized within formal programs. In this review, ‘programs’ refers to planned situ-
ations where “… real and practical organisational issues…” (Miller, 2003, p. 21) 
are the basis for employees’ learning. It can be organized over a short time (e.g. a 
temporary mentorship) or as a career-long affair. In addition, we are interested in the 
individual outcomes of peer feedback for police officers. However, before we present 
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the review, an overview of factors that have been found to influence peer feedback 
in general, is presented. This overview refers research from the educational field and 
to some extent the field of workplace learning. The police field is not represented, as 
this is what this article aims to review. However, it is a hope that the literature from 
the educational and workplace learning field is representative, holly or partially, for 
the police workplace learning field.

Factors Influencing Peer Feedback

In reviews of the feedback literature, several common factors influencing the effec-
tiveness, the uptake, and the impact of feedback are described: timing, valence, 
frequency, characteristics of source and recipient, specificity, and supportiveness 
(Haughney et al., 2020; Ilgen et al., 1979; Shute, 2008). All authors problematize 
their findings and clarify that the literature they reviewed is inconsistent or divergent 
in several of the factors and that some factors are weakly researched.

Timing

‘Timing’ is described by all reviews, although the results differ. Haughney et  al. 
(2020) conclude that most researchers agree that feedback should be given quite 
close to the performance and that both teachers and students agree on this. But how 
close is “quite close”? In a recent study, Corral et al. (2021) found evidence to sup-
port that delayed feedback can be advantageous. However, ‘delayed’ is seen as min-
utes after an answer is given, as opposed to ‘immediate’, meaning milliseconds after 
the answer is given. It seems that the definition of immediate and delayed is impor-
tant, along with the type of feedback that is researched.

Content and form/mode

Feedback uptake is affected by the content of the feedback, both by what is said 
and by how it is said (Haughney et al., 2020). Butler et al. (2013) claim that con-
tent is the most important aspect in any feedback situation since this is what allows 
learners to correct errors and maintain wanted performance. Jonsson (2013) sup-
ports its importance but also argues that a too authoritative tone discourages feed-
back uptake. Haughney et al. (2020) and Ilgen et al. (1979) agree that feedback with 
a positive valence is preferred over feedback with a negative valence, and Van der 
Kleij and Lipnevich (2021) write that a judgmental tone might elicit anxiety in the 
receiver, hindering feedback uptake. Constructive criticism can be used in some 
cases, but judgmental feedback, such as grades or performance reviews, might dis-
courage a learner (Haughney et al., 2020; Lefroy et al., 2015; Rivera et al., 2021). 
One explanation for this is that grades affect emotions and emotions affect learning 
(Carless & Boud, 2018; Värlander, 2008). However, it can be hard to predict what 
constitutes positive and negative feedback, as this is interpreted by the individual in 
the specific situation (Higgins et al., 2001; Kluger & Van Dijk, 2010).
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Frequenzy

Ilgen et al. (1979) conclude that, in general, feedback cannot be given too frequently. 
This factor has been researched a great deal and in different settings, producing find-
ings that both support and challenge Ilgen’s conclusions. Lam et al., (2011, p. 217), 
for example, state that “… frequent feedback can overwhelm an individual’s cogni-
tive resource capacity, thus reducing task effort and producing an inverted-U rela-
tionship with learning and performance over time”. Wulf et al., (1998, p. 180) on the 
other hand, argue that “… high feedback frequencies are beneficial for the learning 
of complex motor skills, at least until a certain level of expertise is achieved”. Since 
the research has been conducted in different areas on different skills, generalization 
to our field challenging. However, regarding the field of workplace learning, the lat-
est research seems to show that there is indeed no maximum (Mertens et al., 2021).

Relationship

The literature shows that the relationship between the people involved is detrimental 
to the uptake and utilization of feedback and that a negative relationship can lead to 
no or a negative reaction to feedback (Ajjawi & Boud, 2017; Mertens et al., 2021; 
Price et al., 2010; Telio et al., 2015). Ilgen et al. (1979) argue that relational close-
ness increases feedback uptake, but also state that more research is needed. Steen-
Utheim and Hopfenbeck (2019), Henderson et al. (2019), and Zhou et al. (2021) all 
confirm this and state that credibility, as well as trust and respect between the actors, 
are vital. Haughney et al. (2020) point out that there are differing results regarding 
whether feedback from peers or experts is most effective. There are some indica-
tions that peer feedback should be used in coalition with feedback from an expert/a 
supervisor (Evans, 2013; Tai et  al., 2016). However, this research mainly stems 
from the educational field, legitimizing questions about its application in the field of 
workplace learning. Ranney et al. (2018) hypothesize that peer feedback seems less 
threatening than supervisor feedback since supervisors can evaluate and discipline 
employees. This is supported by Rivera et al. (2021), who claim that this particularly 
applies to negative feedback. However, Rivera et al. (2021) also show that research 
on the balance of power is still inconsistent and insufficient. Although not discussed 
by the three reviews, it should be mentioned that peers tend to align their feedback 
over time, something that might lead to censorship and generally lower quality feed-
back (Bürgermeister et al., 2021). This should be considered in a workplace, espe-
cially if the employees seldom change jobs.

Specificity and level of support

Shute (2008) and Haughney et al. (2020) describe specificity as the ‘level of infor-
mation’ the feedback holds, and as the opposite of vague. Unspecific feedback can 
be perceived as useless and create frustration (Shute, 2008). Specificity has been 
researched by many, and there is a clear agreement that learners prefer specific feed-
back (e.g. Berndt et  al., 2018; Bevan et  al., 2008; Hepplestone & Chikwa, 2014; 
Kelly, 2018; Straub, 1997; Strijbos et al., 2010; Zacharias, 2007), but that individual 
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differences affect how specificity is perceived (Hargreaves, 2013; Straub, 1997; Stri-
jbos et al., 2010).

Shute (2008) describes how feedback can go from directive (telling learners what 
to do) to facilitative (more suggestive) as the learner progresses, and labels this ‘sup-
portive feedback’. Haughney et al. (2020) call this ‘understandable and actionable’, 
meaning that feedback should not be vague but rather meaningful, should have an 
impact on future work, and should occur frequently enough for the learner to have a 
chance in making use of the feedback.

Form/mode refers to whether the feedback is delivered in written, oral, video, 
automated, or other formats. Despite little systematic evidence of the superior effec-
tiveness of one mode over the other (Van der Kleij & Lipnevich, 2021), Hepplestone 
and Chikwa (2014) found that students prefer written over oral feedback, opposed 
to Steen-Utheim and Hopfenbeck (2019) who found that students wish instead oral 
over written feedback. Haughney et al. (2020) state that combining several modes 
may have the best outcome.

Individual traits

Both Ilgen et al. (1979) and Shute (2008) state that individual traits of the receiver 
affect feedback. Ilgen et al. (1979) state that people with an internal locus of control 
will outperform people with an external locus of control when feedback only comes 
from the task or oneself. On the other hand, if external feedback is available (e.g. 
from colleagues or supervisors), people with an external locus of control will out-
perform people with an internal locus of control. Shute (2008) argues that people 
are more likely to attribute their success to effort, not to ability, if the feedback is 
self-referenced. This means that a person’s performance is compared with earlier 
performances, not with other peoples’ performances.

In sum, peer feedback factors influential for learning refer to the actors involved, 
the situation, and the characteristics of the feedback. As much of this research has 
been carried out in the educational field, we are interested in what is written in 
the research literature about the effects of verbal peer feedback and which effects 
it produces, in the setting of police workplace learning programs. To find out, we 
conducted a scoping review study, the process of which will be presented in the 
following.

Method

This study aims to map the existing literature on verbal peer feedback in police 
workplace learning programs. To examine this, we conducted a scoping review, 
based on the framework of Arksey and O’Malley (2005). They divide the process 
of reviewing into five stages: 1) identifying the research question, 2) identifying rel-
evant studies, 3) selecting the studies, 4) charting the data, and 5) collating, summa-
rizing and reporting the results (Arksey & O’Malley, 2005, p. 24).



 O. Dahl et al.

1 3

Searching and Identifying Relevant Studies

Based on the choice of search terms selected by all authors, the two librarians (MRJ 
and CPM) performed the database searches. The search was conducted in the fol-
lowing databases: Scopus, Academic Search Premier, ERIC, Criminal Justice 
Abstracts, International Security and Counter-Terrorism Reference Center, and Soci-
ology Source Ultimate (see Additional file 1 for full search strings).

Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria

This scoping review focuses on the police and closely related occupations and how 
officers give and receive verbal peer feedback in workplace learning programs. Stud-
ies containing information on other vocations are only included if they also contain 
information on our included vocations. However, results regarding other vocations 
are not analyzed. Further, we are less interested in on-the-job training that does not 
include feedback, and less interested in feedback where the power balance is une-
qual, such as between manager and employee. We also excluded student populations 
and educational settings, since we wish to focus on workplace learning. In addition 
to the term ‘feedback’, terms such as ‘mentoring’ and ‘supervision’ are included. 
Written feedback was excluded, as it differs from verbal feedback in many ways 
(McGrath et al., 2011). We have no restrictions on publication year which allowed 
for detecting development over time. The searches were limited to English-language 
publications. All inclusion and exclusion criteria are presented in Table 1. It should 
be added that, based on face validity, some of the included studies might appear to 
concern other areas than the intended areas, or they might even seem not no pertain 
to feedback at all. However, all included studies provide information on verbal peer 
feedback among police officers in a formal workplace setting.

Table 1  Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria Adapted from SPIDER (Cooke et al., 2012)

Inclusion Exclusion

Sample: Police officer, police investigator, law 
enforcement, detective

Secondary vocation: medicine, nursing, para-
medic, medic, emergency medical technician 
(EMT), firefighter, fireman, armed forces, 
soldier, security guard, prison guard

Not police, medicine and health, firefighting, 
defense, security, prison

Phenomenon of interest: Verbal peer feedback in 
the police

Feedback from teacher to student, student to teacher, 
professional to the public, public to professional, 
superior to employee(s), employee to superior, 
self-generated

Design: Any design
Evaluation: Feedback between equals/close to 

equals, verbal, in the workplace
Written, non-verbal, computer-generated, automated

Research Type: Qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methods studies
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Duplicate Removing and Screening

Once the search was completed, references were downloaded to EndNote, and 
duplicates were removed (MRJ and CPM; see Fig. 1). The dataset was uploaded to 

Fig. 1  Summary of Literature Search, Adapted from PRISMA (Page et al., 2021)
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Rayyan and divided into three and each part was independently screened by three of 
the authors (OD, MRJ, and CPM). The final inclusion of references was determined 
by two of the authors (OD and MLD). During this process, it was decided that arti-
cles about peer support and mental support would be excluded, as the reading of 
abstracts and some studies showed that this pertained more to Posttraumatic Stress 
Disorder and therefore was outside of the scope of the review. This left 13 stud-
ies that sufficiently matched the inclusion criteria. These were all read by the first 
author, and a snowball search was performed as this often presents new and impor-
tant sources (Greenhalgh & Peacock, 2005). This yielded 31 new studies, which 
were assessed (OD and MLD), 24 of these were excluded as they were not within 
the scope of this review, leaving 20 included studies in total. The seven new addi-
tions were read (OD). Although some of the studies did not fit the inclusion criteria, 
they demonstrated relevance in regards to illuminating the aim of the study and were 
included in the further analyses. Examples include non-peer relations between feed-
back actors, occupational descriptions including comparative studies of police offic-
ers and other professionals (i.e. teachers, financial employees, nurses, social work-
ers,) as well as studies of relevance conducted among private investigators, child 
protective agents, mental health workers, and airport police.

Data Collection

All included studies were subject to data collection through a registration scheme. 
The registration scheme (see Additional file 2) consisted of variables suggested by 
Page et  al., (2021), variables derived from the goal of the study, variables based 
on earlier read literature, and suggested variables about metadata (Duval, 2001). 
The registrations were plotted into an Excel sheet to provide an overview. During 
this process, it became apparent that some variables should be altered, removed, or 
added. This led to some new variables and a new round of extracting data. Of the 20 
included studies (see Table 2), the time of publication ranged from 1982 to 2018, 
and all but one were published as peer-reviewed articles (n = 19).

The studies were published in journals within the fields of human resources (6), 
psychology (4), child protection (1), law enforcement (4), security (2), criminology 
(2), and education (1), and originated from a wide variety of continents (Europe; 
Turkey, 3, The Netherlands, 3, Belgium, 3, Sweden, 1, and Israel, 1, North-America; 
the USA, Canada, 1, Africa; South-Africa, 1, and Australia, 2). This metadata will 
not be analyzed further. Lastly, information regarding research design and method 
of data collection was collected in an attempt to identify possible prevalent uses of 
methods, or perhaps gaps in methodological approaches. As Table 2 shows, (quan-
titative) surveys and interviews seem to be the two most used methods for data col-
lection, but due to the low number of studies, and due to the lack of information in 
several studies, no valid conclusions can be drawn.
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Generalization

As this review shows, there is little specific research on verbal peer feedback in 
workplace learning programs in the police. This means that any generalizations 
made from our review should be considered with this in mind. After all, verbal peer 
feedback is often influenced by the context in which it is given/received (Haughney 
et al., 2020; Shute, 2008), making generalizations quite difficult, especially due to 
the relatively low number of papers that made the inclusion criteria. However, the 
intentions of this review is not to make absolute generalizations. Rather, more natu-
ralistic generalizations, i.e. generalizations based on similarity (Johnson & Chris-
tensen, 2020, p. 289) is of more interest.

Results

This study examined what the research literature tells about verbal peer feedback 
in police workplace learning programs. The main result shows that peer feedback 
can be used to improve individual performance, motivation, and job satisfac-
tion among police officers in workplace learning programs. Secondly, conditions 

Table 3  Categorization of Studies

Outcomes of 
feedback

Workplace conditions 
affecting feedback

Factors influencing the 
uptake or utilization of 
feedback

Demirkol and Nalla (2017) X
Demirkol and Nalla (2018a) X X
Demirkol and Nalla (2018b) X
Doornbos et al., (2004) X
Doornbos et al., (2008) X X
Fagan (1988) X X
Fagan and Ayers (1985) X
Fagan and Walter (1982) X
Janssens et al., (2017) X
Koopmans et al., (2006) X X
Lamb et al., (2002) X
Lamb et al., (2002) X X
Lundin and Nulden (2007) X
Mofokeng (2012) X X
Powell et al., (2008) X
Powell et al., (2010) X
Price and Roberts (2011) X
Smets and Pauwels (2010) X X
Smets and Rispens (2014) X X
Warren et al., (1999) X
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and factors, such as routines and time, impact peer feedback in police workplace 
learning programs. In sum, these results indicate that verbal peer feedback is an 
effective way to improve police practice. In the following, we present a categori-
zation of overarching themes and subsequently discuss how the main results may 
be understood and explained.

Overarching themes

During the analysis, three overarching themes emerged that summarize the main 
focus of the included studies. All studies fall into one or more of the overarch-
ing themes; 1) outcomes of feedback, 2) workplace conditions affecting feedback, 
and 3) factors influencing the uptake or utilization of feedback. In Table  3 we 
show an overview of how the studies are distributed. In the following, we will 
present the findings concerning each of the three themes.

Outcomes of Feedback

There are 13 studies that discuss outcomes of verbal peer feedback in work-
place learning programs, i.e. the individual or organizational effects that may 
come from giving or receiving feedback. Overall, the studies describe positive 
outcomes for individual performance, motivation, job satisfaction, and the work-
place as a whole. None of the studies present negative effects of feedback, but 
Lamb et al., (2002) question the necessity of feedback alone and assert that the 
time spent on the process compared to the results is not worth the cost. None-
theless, they report positive findings concerning individual performance, arguing 
that training and feedback can increase investigative interview quality. Studies by 
Smets and Pauwels (2010), Smets and Rispens (2014), and Mofokeng (2012) also 
found general positive outcomes for individual interviewing performance, but 
they did not elaborate on potential explanations as to how and why this effect 
occurs. Price and Roberts (2011), however, specify that feedback leads to an 
increase in the information that investigative interviewers manage to elicit from 
those who are interviewed, and that receiving feedback more than doubles the use 
of prompts in investigative interviews.

Another outcome of feedback, motivation, was reported in three different stud-
ies conducted by Demirkol and Nalla (2017, 2018a, 2018b), and a study by Mofo-
keng (2012). Mofokeng does not elaborate on potential explanations as to how 
and why the effect occurs. According to Demirkol and Nalla, feedback affects 
police officers’ motivation by allowing an officer to compare their level of perfor-
mance with a standard. This possibility of comparison allows the officers to set 
goals for further improvement, which again affects the officers’ wishes for new 
feedback. In other words, feedback is effective if goal setting occurs, and goal set-
ting is effective as long as feedback is provided (Demirkol & Nalla, 2017).

Change in job satisfaction is also found to be an outcome of feedback. Accord-
ing to Fagan and Walter (1982), Fagan and Ayers (1985), and Fagan (1988), the 
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relationship between new officers (‘rookies’) and their field training officers is the 
mediating factor for the impact feedback can have on job satisfaction. Demirkol 
and Nalla (2018a), and Demirkol and Nalla (2018b) found the same results, and 
explain that feedback has a direct effect on job satisfaction, and an indirect but 
distinct effect on job satisfaction through motivation (i.e. motivation is a media-
tion variable). They tie these effects to emotional responses and the perception of 
the works challenging and fulfilling nature (Demirkol & Nalla, 2018b).

Janssens et al., (2017) conclude that also the organizational level might benefit 
from feedback between individuals, at least when combined with other learning 
conditions such as information and reflection. It is not specified what this organi-
zational learning entails. Lundin and Nulden (2007), however, explain that feed-
back can increase police officers’ collective ability to reflect. This occurs by giv-
ing and receiving feedback between partners, both on their reflections and their 
use of police tools. Lundin and Nulden (2007) conclude that the officers them-
selves perceive this type of talk as vital to the development of their community of 
police practice.

Workplace Learning Conditions

The second overarching theme, workplace conditions affecting feedback, com-
prises all aspects that are under the direct influence of the workplace and its 
management, such as office space, economy, rules and routines, equipment, time 
management, and even culture. 11 studies present findings concerning learning 
conditions that affect police officers in their feedback practice in the workplace. 
A common feature among the majority of the studies is that the authors encour-
age management to actively adapt the workplace to provide police officers with 
an (increased) opportunity to engage in (peer) feedback. Contrasting views are 
found in only two of the studies. Koopmans et al., (2006) agree that interactions 
in the workplace are important for police officers learning, but emphasize that 
only 5% of police officers report that verbal peer feedback contributes to learn-
ing. Lamb et al., (2002) also agree that feedback improves interview quality, but 
found that it only gave marginal improvement when added to an existing pro-
gram of intensive interview training and monthly day-long seminars.

Some of the studies that recommend adapting the workplace conditions to 
enhance the outcome of verbal peer feedback lack descriptions of how and why 
this is suggested. They merely state that a ‘powerful’, ‘inviting’ or ‘formal’ 
learning environment should be created (Doornbos et  al., 2004, 2008; Mofo-
keng, 2012), or that ‘effective’ feedback should be given to police officers within 
their workplace. Other studies recommending similar adaptations also present 
information on the frequency of feedback. Warren et  al., (1999), Lamb et  al., 
(2002), and Demirkol and Nalla (2018a) respectively call for ‘regular’, ‘ongo-
ing’, and ‘timely’ feedback on police officers’ performance, but neither elaborate 
on this. Smets and Pauwels (2010) are more specific and recommend monthly 
feedback sessions.
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Some of the studies recommend that (verbal peer) feedback should not be the 
only activity for police management to facilitate. Warren et  al., (1999) found 
that a training program where participants can engage in practice followed by 
immediate feedback would be the most effective way to learn complex skills. 
They also found that neither training nor feedback alone is sufficient when trying 
to translate knowledge into practice for child interviewers. Powell et al., (2010) 
builds on this research and argue that feedback should be coupled with ‘mock’ 
interviews instead of real interviews. Smets and Pauwels (2010) present findings 
showing that a combination of role-playing, personal experiences, self-reflec-
tion, evaluation, and feedback (from peers and a coach) aid individuals in devel-
oping interpersonal interview competence while at work.

Lastly, Fagan (1988) discusses whether mentoring should be made formal and 
compulsory for new police officers, or if mentoring relations should be allowed 
to grow naturally. He concludes that there are very few differences when it 
comes to the performance of the officers, but at the same time, he is clear that 
his study offers no conclusive answers due to a small sample.

Factors Influencing Uptake or Utilization

The third overarching theme, factors that influence the uptake or utilization of feed-
back, is discussed in four studies. One study examined the timing of feedback and 
found that intermittently given feedback during an investigative interview is more 
effective than feedback that is given after the interview is finished (Powell et  al., 
2008). The authors do however question their results, as the instructors inadvertently 
might have influenced the interviewees’ answers during the interview. The actors 
playing the interviewee had been trained to respond positively to the use of open-
ended questions, and the presence of the instructors might have triggered a more 
positive response.

Two studies present findings regarding the balance of power between the sender 
and receiver of feedback. Doornbos et al., (2008) found that police officers report 
that they learn more from peers and that they learn more infrequently from new and 
less-experienced colleagues. Koopmans et al., (2006) present converse results and 
add that law enforcement employees seem to differ somewhat from other profes-
sions. Most employees report that they mostly learn from peers, while police officers 
report learning from colleagues with equal, higher, and even lower organizational 
positions to a greater degree. They explain that this might, partly, stem from the 
hierarchical nature of the police. Smets and Pauwels (2010) also present views on 
the balance of power, although not based on empirical data but rather by reviewing 
other studies. They write that trust and confidence need to be present between the 
feedback actors, along with the belief that feedback works.

In addition, Smets and Rispens (2014) list ‘rules’ about both giving and receiving 
feedback. The giver should talk about factual events and consequences, give action-
able feedback, be descriptive, speak in the first person, limit the amount of feedback, 
be constructive, give feedback stepwise, give the recipient space to react, make it 
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known that the giver means well, and check if the recipient understands the feed-
back or not (Smets & Rispens, 2014, p. 161). As a receiver, one should actively 
engage and ask for elaborations and clarifications, see the learning potential of feed-
back, listen carefully, be enquiring, ask for examples and thank the giver, and be not 
defensive or quarrelsome (Smets & Rispens, 2014, p. 162).

Overall Discussion and Implications

Influencing Factors

In the educational field, factors influencing uptake or utilization have been 
researched extensively. Only four of the 20 studies included in this review discuss 
such factors and only two factors are treated; timing and balance of power. In other 
words, there is a paucity of research on factors that affect the uptake and utilization 
of feedback in police workplace learning programs.

Regarding timing, Powell et al., (2010) found feedback given intermittently (i.e. 
during) in an investigative interview was the most efficient when trying to increase 
desired behavior in the interviewers. They did, however, question their results and 
suggest that feedback given closely after the performance might be equally effi-
cient. This suggestion corresponds with research within the educational field where 
researchers agree that feedback should be given close to the performance (Corral 
et al., 2021; Haughney et al., 2020). However, the researchers differ in their under-
standing of ‘close’. It seems that feedback in both police workplace learning pro-
grams and educational settings has the most effect, and is seen as most effective by 
receivers when received minutes after the performance is completed.

The second factor, the balance of power, is researched quite a lot in educational 
settings. Research suggests that students find peer feedback useful, and that giving 
feedback might be even more useful than receiving it, but that it should be com-
bined with expert feedback for reasons of legitimacy (Haughney et al., 2020). This 
aligns with the more recent definitions and understanding of feedback in that it is 
a dialogical process where actors should strive for a more equal balance of power 
(Dawson et al., 2019; Steen-Utheim & Wittek, 2017; Zhou et al., 2021). Within the 
workplace setting, the balance of power in feedback is less researched, but existing 
research indicates that peer feedback also here is seen as less threatening than feed-
back from superiors (Ranney et al., 2018). However, as in educational settings, it is 
assumed that feedback from superiors is needed as well (Bürgermeister et al., 2021). 
As for the field of police workplace learning programs, results differ but Doornbos 
et al., (2008) and Koopmans et al., (2006) agree that officers learn from peer feed-
back. Koopmans et al., (2006), who did a comparative study between police officers, 
teachers, and financial service professionals, found that police officers differed from 
the two other groups in that they were more open to feedback from peers, supe-
riors, and subordinates alike. They use the hierarchical nature of the police as an 
explanation, stating that police officers are used to receiving information and taking 
orders. What is not explained is whether the police officers see all colleagues – supe-
riors and subordinates alike – as equal in power, or whether they are used to getting 
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feedback, regardless of hierarchical level. Neither is it discerned between different 
forms of power, such as power coming from one’s position/rank, a power to influ-
ence salary or tasks, or a power stemming from superior knowledge and experience.

Workplace Conditions

Our results indicate that managers should adapt the workplace to allow for (verbal 
peer) feedback. This is in correspondence with the fields of general workplace learn-
ing (Billett, 2020; Boud, 1998; Sjöberg & Holmgren, 2021) and scholastic learning 
(Zhu & Carless, 2018). Only two of the included studies oppose this, arguing that 
feedback alone is not worth the cost due to its time-consuming nature (Lamb et al., 
2002) and that police officers do not report feedback as a major contributor to learn-
ing (Koopmans et al., 2006).

A second recommendation found in the included studies is that other activities 
beyond (verbal peer) feedback should be used to train officers, such as training pro-
grams and mock interviews. This aligns with recent findings that officers need to 
learn diverse skills and thus need to utilize diverse learning methods (McGinley 
et al., 2020).

Reliance on Educational Research

Even though research on police workplace learning has been scarce (Campbell, 
2008; Norman & Fleming, 2021), our results suggest that practitioners and policy-
makers within the police workplace learning field can look to the research adher-
ing to the field of education. The studies categorized under ‘outcomes of feedback’ 
show that feedback in police workplace learning programs can be used to affect indi-
vidual performance, motivation, and job satisfaction, similarly to feedback in edu-
cational settings (Kluger & DeNisi, 1996; Kluger & Van Dijk, 2010; O’Reilly III & 
Anderson, 1980). Overall, this indicates that research findings concerning feedback 
in educational and general workplace learning settings apply to police workplace 
learning settings, and perhaps vice versa. If this is the case, the effects of verbal 
peer feedback in police workplace learning programs on performance, motivation, 
and satisfaction can be explained as it is in the educational field, i.e. by looking 
at the emotional component of feedback. Receiving feedback causes emotional 
responses (Carless & Boud, 2018; Värlander, 2008) triggered and/or moderated by 
the relation between the actors (Steen-Utheim & Hopfenbeck, 2019; Zhou et  al., 
2021), attributional factors of the recipient (Kluger & Van Dijk, 2010), the valence 
of the feedback (Haughney et al., 2020), the degree of supportiveness (Hargreaves, 
2013; Shute, 2008), and the recipient’s self-regulatory aptitude (Hargreaves, 2013; 
McClelland et  al., 2018). All these factors are potentially present in all feedback 
processes, regardless of where they take place. This means that a police officer pro-
viding verbal feedback to a peer must take emotional responses and their triggers/
mediators into account when trying to change performance, motivation, or satisfac-
tion. This is supported by the findings of Demirkol and Nalla (2018a), and Demirkol 



 O. Dahl et al.

1 3

and Nalla (2018b) who argue that the effects of feedback may be explained by how 
motivation and job satisfaction impact emotional responses.

Differences and Reservations

The explanation presented above does not account for situational or conditional fac-
tors. If situational conditions and workplace conditions are included, a more nuanced 
understanding of mediating, moderating, and direct effects might appear. As Tynjälä 
(2008) points out, there are significant differences between education and workplace 
learning. The different cultural and social contexts between a workplace and an edu-
cational institution is one example. The mere possibility (in space and time) to give/
receive feedback, and the formality/informality of the feedback situations is another. 
The educational system is organized to allow for feedback and it formalizes feed-
back processes. Workplaces do not seem to do this to the same extent. In addition, 
workplaces are different, based on things such as profession(s) represented, size, 
organization etc. Based on the studies included in the literature, it is also uncertain if 
feedback processes should be formalized (Fagan & Walter, 1982).

Another example is grades, a form of assessment that can have harmful effects 
on the learners in the educational system (Lefroy et al., 2015), but is absent in work-
places. However, this effect can also be said to be found in workplaces where super-
visors “judge” their employees (Ranney et al., 2018; Rivera et al., 2021), eliciting 
the same emotions that grading produces. This might mean that grading and judg-
mental behavior has equivalent effects on learners, but more research is needed in 
this field.

If research findings concerning educational and general workplace learning are 
valid for feedback processes affecting individual performance, motivation, and job 
satisfaction in the police, it is relevant to think that other areas in the two mentioned 
fields also pertain to the workplace of police officers. This includes the positive 
effect of feedback on self-confidence (Steen-Utheim & Hopfenbeck, 2019), and self-
efficacy (Bürgermeister et al., 2021). However, these areas are not mentioned in the 
studies included in this review. This also applies to self-regulation, which has been 
researched quite a lot in the educational sector, but seemingly less so in the field of 
police workplace learning programs.

Conclusion and Future Research

This review has examined what has been written in the research literature about ver-
bal peer feedback in police workplace learning programs. Mainly, it shows that ver-
bal peer feedback is widely used to better individual performance, motivation, and 
job satisfaction among police officers in workplace learning programs, which cor-
responds with the educational sector and general workplace learning literature. This 
study also shows that factors found to have an effect in educational research apply in 
police workplace learning programs in much the same way.

As for future research, we see that several areas are under-researched, but we par-
ticularly wish to acknowledge the importance of future research regarding police 
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officers’ views on and reactions to feedback from peers versus superiors versus 
subordinates. As previously stated, the field of educational research emphasize the 
importance of relational factors and balance of power in learning from feedback. 
It seems that feedback from peers is positive for learning, but that feedback from 
experts is also needed. The results provided by Koopmans et al., (2006) somewhat 
counter this, making further research on the significance of the relations between 
police officers important.
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