BEYOND THE THEME

BFE COPPER’'S NOSE

SPIDEY SENSES AREN'T JUST FOR SPIDER-MAN

It's a phrase that echoes across canteens, briefing rooms, custody suites.
In policing, this isn't just a saying; it's a phenomenon known as having

‘The Copper’s Nose'.

“SOMETHING JUST DIDN'T FEEL RIGHT..."

Have you ever walked into a situation and instantly known that
something just wasn't right? For most of us, these unsettling
moments are thankfully rare, but for police officers and frontline
personnel, the ability to detect and respond to the unexpected
can be the difference between life and death. This phenomenon
is known in policing as 'The Copper's Nose' (TCN).

My PhD research, grounded in the lived experience of police
officers, set out to understand what the phenomenon means
in practice: how officers develop this

sense, how it's used, and what it reveals
about modern policing. Far from being
mystical or magical, TCN is a finely
honed cognitive and psychophysiological
mechanism that aids in an officer's

perception, interpretation, and response

to abnormalities and risks, often in
complex, ambiguous, and fast-moving

Officers actively learn

a "gut instinct” and another likened it to "something activating”,
throwing the mind into hyper-awareness where attention
narrows.

"Your heart speeds up, your thought process speeds up,
and you start waking up a little bit."

This is the perceiving and attending element of TCN. It's what
primes officers to notice out-of-place stimuli in the environment.
Often pre-verbal and difficult to articulate, it's immediately felt
and prompts the engagement of greater conscious, cognitive
processing. This state of heightened
awareness is embedded within each of
us, but is often informed by what officers
have experienced before - both on the job,
and off of it - honing their skillset further.

PATTERN RECOGNITION
UNDER PRESSURE

environments. While many may callitan ~ what's 'normal' so they Much of this phenomenon revolves

instinct, TCN acts as a context-dependent
mediator between an officer and their

immediate environment to facilitateaway  the abnormal.

of 'knowing' that's constantly evolving,
sharpened through experience, exposure,
and adaptability.

MORE THAN A HUNCH

Greater than a hunch - which could be described as belief
formation - officers | interviewed described TCN as being
instinctive and visceral in nature.

"As soon as that kicks in physically, I'm properly getting
ready for like a fight or flight kind of situation..."

In these moments, an officer might not yet know exactly what's
wrong, but they know something is. One officer explained it as

40

around what officers refer to as baseline

can more eaSily detect deviations where something 'doesn't

quite fit' Rather than being surprised

by novelty, officers actively learn what's
normal' so they can more easily detect
the abnormal. Best understood as a

form of rapid interpretation, officers draw from accumulated
knowledge to quickly assess environments and determine what
might require further attention. However, TCN isn't infallible.
Officers recognise that it can, at times, "lead [them] down the
garden path", and acknowledge that acting on a gut-feeling alone
doesn't guarantee a good result. What's crucial in developing a
'good' copper's nose is how these instincts are refined over time,
embracing feedback, reflective practice, and most importantly, a
willingness to be wrong.
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copper's noses" could generate
inconvenient outcomes where

FROM INTUITION' TO
EXPERIENCE

One of the most striking
themes was how this
sense develops. Officers
recurrently spoke
about the impact
of life experience
before policing, and
the importance of
learning on the

job. Critically, this
kind of experience
is impossible

resources aren't available
to manage an increase in
criminal detection.

IMPLICATIONS
FOR POLICING

AND THE
FRONTLINE

While The Copper’s
Nose may not
be something
easily taught
in a classroom,
organisations can
create the right
conditions for it to
develop. This means
field-based training,
encouraging proactive
practice, and creating

to replicate in

the classroom,

with many

officers stating

the importance of
working alongside
experience, reputable
officers.

"For me, to watch them space for officers to learn
}

and observe how they do
things...if I learn even one skill
or one method of dealing with
something, that's me tooled up for the
next time..."

from experienced colleagues
with the appropriate practice
oversight in place.

The culmination of this research also
now offers a grounded theoretical framework,
informed by scientific literature and primary data, that makes

This updating process is both individually and socially
"The Copper’s Nose' more than just an anecdote. It presents

influenced. Officers build exposure through experience and
hone it through engagement, practice, and the wisdom of others.
Importantly, developing the copper's nose requires more than
time on the job; it demands professional curiosity.

opportunities for empirical testing and refinement, offering

policing a chance to better understand, support, and develop this
valuable capability.

KNOWING WHERE, WHEN, AND WHO

The research also explored how officers navigate their
environments. Contributing to self-efficacy, TCN shapes how
officers position themselves physically and professionally. Some
officers described their nose as being their principle threat-
detection mechanism. For others, their nose serves as a decision-

For police officers and
frontline personnel,
the ability to detect

making tool to determine when a threshold to act has been and respond to the
reached. Fundamentally, it's a critical part of the discretionary d b h
skill set, assisting officers to act not just according to procedure, unexpeete can be the

but according to situational judgement. But this discretion isn't
always celebrated. Some officers felt there exists organisational
discomfort around TCN, stating that "too many freakishly good

difference between life
and death.
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