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Soldiers as Police Officers/
Police Officers as Soldiers: 
Role Evolution and Revolution 
in the United States

Donald J. Campbell1 and Kathleen M. Campbell2

The military and police professions share a number of common facets, but in spite 
of surface similarities, the two professions are significantly different. Consequently, 
the evidence indicating a convergence of primary aspects of the two roles presages 
an important societal development, with substantial implications on several levels. 
Thus, this article has several objectives. First, it reviews the evidence indicating role 
convergence, that is, evidence that significant segments of police operations in the 
United States have taken on military characteristics; and evidence indicating that 
many U.S. military initiatives have taken on policing characteristics. Next, using the 
notion of internal and external role-change “drivers,” it examines how such role shifts 
occur and considers some political and legal implications of the shift. Third, the article 
compares the role orientations and job demands of both professions, identifying the 
important differences inherent in the two roles and presenting an analysis of the 
occupational implications of role convergence for job holders, job evaluators, and job 
“clients” (i.e., ordinary citizens). The last section considers the implications of role 
convergence for role management.
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In a highly authoritative and widely used vocational reference work,1 both the police 
and the armed services share a common occupational category: protective services. 
Furthermore, because the two professions have broadly comparable job and role  
functions and share some organizational and relational characteristics, conventional 
discussions often assume an occupational link between the two. For example, as a 
protective service organization, the police function to shield the public from harm and 
to maintain law and order; and as a protective service organization, the armed services 
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function to defend the nation from external enemies and to maintain peace and order 
during times of martial law and civil unrest. Additionally, both organizations have in 
common numerous other surface and substantive characteristics. These include dis-
tinctive uniforms and garb, an emphasis on hierarchical organizational structure, a 
heavy reliance on command and control, explicit and easily identifiable ranking rela-
tionships among members, and a greater than average concern for physical ability and 
strength. More substantively, society has granted both occupations the authority to use 
physical force (including lethal force under specific circumstances) to carry out soci-
etal mandates.

In spite of these many shared characteristics and the general tendency to treat these 
two occupations interchangeably, political, legal, and functional considerations have 
often sharply demarcated the boundaries between the military and the police, espe-
cially in American society. Now, some evidence indicates that the traditional separa-
tion between the two occupations is weakening and the boundary lines are blurring. 
This evidence suggests a growing convergence between the police and the military. 
Such a convergence has substantial ramifications, since this change involves funda-
mental political, legal, and occupational considerations.

The remainder of the article focuses on five areas. First, we review the evidence 
suggesting a convergence between primary aspects of the military and police roles. 
We concentrate on developments in the United States, although the convergence is not 
likely limited to just the United States.2 Second, we present a framework using the 
notion of internal and external role-change “drivers” to suggest how such role shifts 
occur. Next, we apply this framework to the convergence, identifying the important 
drivers appearing to underlying it. Then, we examine the convergence from an occu-
pational perspective. Using a job analysis orientation, we outline some role implica-
tions of the convergence for the two occupations. We highlight the differences between 
the conventional, first-line police officer role and the conventional, first-line infantry 
soldier role and consider what these differences mean for both role holders and role 
clients as these conventional expectations change. Finally, in the last section, we con-
sider the convergence from the perspective of role management and discuss the impli-
cations of these role alterations for those who must supervise, develop, and evaluate 
role holders under changing role conditions.

Evidence of Role Convergence
In both the popular press3 and academic circles,4 observers have noted a change 
occurring in the nature of American policing. Across the country, many police depart-
ments have experienced an evolving militarization, potentially altering the traditional 
relationship between citizen and protector. Simultaneously, military analysts such as 
Wass de Czege5 and Zimmermann6 have noted the increasing role of conventional 
police work in recent American military undertakings. For different reasons,  
these trends have raised concerns regarding their ultimate appropriateness for both 
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policing and war-fighting. Below, we review the evidence suggesting such a 
convergence.

Police Militarization
For police, evolving militarization has taken the form of a rapid proliferation of police 
paramilitary units, that is, PPUs or SWAT teams modeled on military special opera-
tions groups. The expanding use of these PPUs in mainstream police work is a major 
alteration in crime-fighting orientation and arguably represents a role “revolution” in 
policing. It is arguable because not everyone agrees that these developments are sig-
nificant. While granting that an increase in PPUs has taken place, some experts would 
suggest that this increase is simply a response to specific needs under certain circum-
stances and does not represent any real change in overall policing philosophy. To sup-
port this position, they would note that during the same period that PPUs were 
proliferating, American policing was also experiencing a substantial philosophical 
change from a professional/efficiency model to a community/problem-oriented model. 
They would see this philosophical shift as far more pervasive and characteristic of 
current policing than the rise of PPUs.

Contrary to this position, scholars whose research forms the basis for much of the 
police militarization argument have suggested that the supposed shift to a more 
democratized, “community policing” model may be more rhetorical than substantive. 
They further argue that, unlike the “soft” evidence regarding the shift to community 
policing, the conclusions regarding paramilitary policing are empirically based, rest-
ing on two national-level surveys.7 For these scholars, the potential militarization of 
the police has generated a complex debate on the trade-offs society appears to be mak-
ing regarding collective security versus the maintenance of individual rights. In a 
world sensitive to the global nature of terrorism, money laundering, and drug traffick-
ing, communal security often appears to call for a new type of policing, one involving 
greater use of collective force, heavier weapons, full ballistic gear, aggressive patrol 
work, and no-knock warrants. However, such new developments endanger individual 
rights when they begin to erode the traditional police orientation of “protect and serve” 
with the military orientation of “overwhelm and defeat.”

Kraska and his colleagues have gathered much of the empirical evidence for the 
militarization of police forces in the United States. Because detailed presentations of 
this work are already available by Kraska8 as well as Kraska and Kappeler,9 we pro-
vide just a summary of the most relevant finding. Specifically, Kraska10 conducted 
extensive field research on PPUs in the United States, including two national surveys. 
The first study surveyed all police agencies serving communities of fifty thousand 
people or more and had a 79 percent response rate. A second survey later covered all 
police departments in communities of twenty-five thousand to fifty thousand citizens 
and had a 72 percent response rate.11
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The responding departments provided yearly data that demonstrated a steep growth 
in the formation of PPUs and a sharp increase in their use over a ten-year period. The 
data showed that in 1995 about 90 percent of police agencies serving populations of 
fifty thousand people or more had a PPU, while in 1982, only about 55 percent of 
police agencies had such units. Similarly, in agencies serving twenty-five thousand to 
fifty thousand people, 65 percent had a PPU by the end of 1995, an increase of 157 
percent during this ten-year period. Kraska estimated that by the beginning of the 
twenty-first century, three-fourths of even small departments would have PPUs.

The surveys also revealed a corresponding increase in PPU activity. Specifically, 
both surveys collected baseline data on the number of call-outs performed by each 
department from 1980 to the end of 1995. Call-outs included any activity that required 
a deployment of the unit, such as barricaded persons, hostage, terrorist, and civil dis-
turbance situations and the serving of high-risk search and arrest warrants. Results 
indicated about thirty thousand tactical call-outs in 1995 compared to almost three 
thousand call-outs in 1980, approximately a tenfold increase.

Kraska also noted that his research showed a significant change in the types of 
activities addressed by PPUs in the United States. The research indicated that, over the 
course of the period surveyed, SWAT teams expanded their functions beyond the 
infrequent hostage or barricaded suspect situations into a range of activities normally 
handled by traditional police personnel and tactics. Particularly, the research indicated 
a striking increase in the use of PPUs for conducting search and arrest warrants gener-
ally associated with drug control efforts and a similar increase in their use for conduct-
ing aggressive patrol work in high-crime areas.

Follow-up interviews with a large sample of police officials indicated that PPUs are 
now usually involved in “no-knock” raids on residences suspected of drug crimes. 
During such raids, the SWAT team typically conducts a predawn storming of a private 
dwelling. Often using explosive entry techniques, the PPU then carries out a room-by-
room search, looking for suspected illegal drugs, guns, and money. The data show that 
about 80 percent of call-outs during the past five years covered by the survey were for 
these kinds of drug raids rather than for more traditional SWAT functions.

In addition to this direct empirical evidence, indirect evidence also suggests that 
aspects of police work in the United States is becoming more militarized. This evi-
dence centers on the military’s increased involvement in collaborative constabulary 
activities and in police training. Such collaborative involvement is not limited to the 
development and transfer of useful military skills, tactics, and procedures but also 
often involves the transfer of military attitudes and orientations.

For example, the military unit that coordinates military support for antidrug efforts 
in the continent United States (i.e., Joint Task Force 6) has worked extensively with 
various American law enforcement agencies but particularly with the U.S. Border 
Patrol, a police unit focused on immigration issues. This collaboration has changed 
over the years from the military simply providing loans and equipment (in the early 
1980s), to providing advisors and training (in the late 1980s), to providing ground 
troops and substantial integration of military and law enforcement efforts in the 
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1990s.12 This collaboration has often entailed serious cultural adjustments, in that law 
enforcement agencies (LEAs) are supposed to think in terms of legal procedures and 
due-process rights, while military agencies think in terms of overwhelming and 
destroying an adversary. Thus, the training (in small-unit tactics, interview and inter-
rogation techniques, the use of pyrotechnics and booby traps, etc.) provided by the 
military to American LEAs is oriented toward the elimination of an enemy threat and 
inherently engenders a much more militaristic orientation in civilian police bodies.

Interestingly, because of the U.S. military’s presence in the “war on drugs” world-
wide, this tendency to militarize civilian police forces through collaborative training 
is not just limited to American LEAs. Researchers13 have documented that the U.S. 
military trained almost two thousand Colombian National Police and about one hun-
dred Panamanian National Police in light infantry tactics in 2003. As these investiga-
tors have noted, light infantry tactics are not police skills but military skills; and the 
provision of such training cannot but help blur the line between the police and military 
roles. Thus, seen in this broader context, it is perhaps not surprising that the U.S. mili-
tary’s role in the global war on narco-trafficking (which has encouraged practices, 
programs, and doctrines promoting confusion between the police and military roles 
abroad) has also fostered a similar confusion of roles in the United States itself.

Constabularization of the Military
On the military front, the soldier’s traditional “war-fighter” job is also undergoing 
significant changes. While these changes have been less radical than those impacting 
police forces, the changes are ubiquitous enough to suggest that a role “evolution” is 
taking place. Janowitz14 first noted the emergence of aspects of constabularization in 
the 1960s; and particularly since the end of the cold war, many war-fighting interven-
tions have increasingly involved a significant degree of peacekeeping,15 civil-conflict 
stabilization, and nation-building. These activities, more aligned with police work 
than soldier work, have raised provocative questions regarding the appropriate role of 
the military in the twenty-first century. While the military might have initially regarded 
such activities as “mission-creep,” recent experiences in Somalia, Bosnia, Kosovo, 
Afghanistan, and Iraq suggest that constabulary duties may actually represent a de 
facto role evolution. This evolution has also been evidenced by the increasing use of 
the military to address domestic issues, such as internal disaster relief or involvement 
in (as noted above) immigration control and the war on drugs.

Some analysts16 have argued that on a practical level, any attempt to constabularize 
the military (i.e., require troops to assume policing duties) is ultimately likely to fail. 
The argument here is that an army’s ability to win wars rests on its ability to use maxi-
mum coercion, including lethal violence; and this requirement is diametrically 
opposed to the constabulary commitment to the use of minimum force. Thus, given 
the military’s historical propensity to use overwhelming might in fulfilling its respon-
sibilities, reorienting the armed forces to the use of minimum power requires such a 
fundamental change as to be unrealistic. The military would need to train low-level 
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combatants to individually act within a stringent peacekeeping ethic, endorsing prin-
ciples that are currently foreign to the organization.

Other experts also question the practicality of constabularizing the military but on 
somewhat different grounds. Eric Shinseki, a retired four-star general and former chief 
of staff of the U.S. Army, has suggested that U.S. military experiences in Bosnia and 
Kosovo provide empirical evidence that, if necessary, the military certainly can exe-
cute a policing function adequately. Nonetheless, he would argue that traditional war-
fighting capabilities, because they are essential to a nation’s continued survival, must 
always remain the primary focus of the armed forces. Any evolution too far from this 
war-fighting core threatens national security, in that a military organization can ade-
quately conduct constabulary operations, but a constabulary organization cannot ade-
quately carry out military operations.17

In spite of these various reservations, current events in Iraq and elsewhere have 
demonstrated that the U.S. military has little choice in undertaking constabulary activ-
ities; and American military policy makers have begun to evaluate the implications of 
this role evolution. The analysis of Huba Wass de Czege, a retired brigadier general 
and the founder and first director of the U.S. Army’s School of Advanced Military 
Studies, is relevant. Wass de Czege18 has argued that both warring and policing will 
occupy the attention of the U.S. military for the foreseeable future; and therefore 
twenty-first-century soldiers will need capabilities in both these activities. Wass de 
Czege19 has gone even further than Shinseki and asserted that field results have pro-
vided ample evidence that, with appropriate training, the same military units can do 
both war-fighting and policing equally well.

While he does not see the need for soldiers and units specialized in constabulary 
work, Wass de Czege has recognized that policing and warring are fundamentally dif-
ferent and require individuals who can readily switch from a warring to a policing 
mentality and back again, perhaps even in the same tactical operation. This ability to 
switch mentalities obviously requires a more complicated and flexible soldier than the 
military has traditionally produced. Yet given the many “wicked problems” (i.e., ill-
structured, hard-to-define, social troubles usually lodged in a complex urban ecology) 
confronting American foreign policy, Wass de Czege has concluded that the military 
has no choice but to adapt to these constabulary demands. He has argued that the real 
question is not whether the military can perform policing functions effectively but 
whether politicians fully understand the difference between policing and warring.

Wass de Czege20 also asserts that constabulary work usually requires an enormous 
commitment of resources, first to pacify a region and restore order, and then to rebuild 
or establish the corollary institutions critical for ongoing security, justice, and civil 
government, that is, the courts, ministries, and political and administrative units typi-
cally associated with long-term stability. This type of undertaking can win the confi-
dence (and then the cooperation) of the local population, but it requires large numbers 
of skilled soldiers working on the ground and face-to-face with the population. He has 
noted that such initiatives have no technological shortcuts; and politicians must have 
a realistic understanding of how much constabulary operations will likely cost and 
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how long they will likely take. Wass de Czege argues that the military can do the job 
if politicians are willing to pay the costs.

Role Drivers Shaping Role Convergence: A Framework
While the above evidence adequately documents a noticeable degree of convergence 
between the two professions, this evidence is less forthcoming regarding the underly-
ing causes driving the role shifts. Furthermore, it seems unlikely that the factors fuel-
ling role convergence in the police profession are identical to the factors fuelling 
convergence in the military. Thus, to better understand the role-shaping processes 
bringing about convergence, we used a conceptual framework to identify and organize 
the various role-change drivers potentially involved. Figure 1 graphically presents this 
conceptual model.

Figure 1 suggests that two broad sets of “drivers” underlie role change in any job 
or occupation: internal, stakeholder-based change drivers; and external, societal-based 
change drivers. Stakeholder drivers originate in the developing conceptualization of 
the role by the immediate stakeholders, that is, the role holders and role supervisors. 
Their evolving views of the role—their aspirations and desires for it—represent sig-
nificant forces in changing the focal role. Societal-based drivers originate in the gen-
eral political, legal, economic, technological, and other contextual forces surrounding 
the role or occupation. Figure 1 assumes that stakeholder drivers work exclusively 
through the actions of the immediate stakeholders. In contrast, societal drivers can 
influence role change both directly, through a compelling or coercive societal context, 
and indirectly, by influencing the stakeholders’ aspirations for the job.

Role change driven by stakeholder aspirations typically occurs dynamically, as 
each of the two primary stakeholders adjusts and accommodates to the unfolding role 
concept of the other. In Figure 1, the heavy solid arrows linking role holders and role 
supervisors to the changing focal role represent this adjustment and accommodation 
process. Figure 1 assumes that role supervisors and role holders have primary and 
equal influence on the change process, although this is unlikely to hold in all circum-
stances. Additionally, Figure 1 ignores the secondary influence other groups internal 
to the organization have in directing the role-shaping process, as these groups weigh 
whether the evolving changes support or undermine their own professional goals and 
values. Such political considerations can have great weight in specific cases, but Fig-
ure 1 assumes the positive and negative role-shaping influences of different internal 
groups cancel out in most situations.

The dotted arrows in Figure 1 indicate that general societal factors can indirectly 
influence role change, by affecting and modifying the immediate stakeholders’ evolv-
ing view of the role. This process is more complicated than Figure 1 indicates, in that 
the various societal forces may act independently and asymmetrically on the two sets 
of stakeholders. For example, political forces might influence the evolving view of 
role supervisors while having little impact on role holders, or technological forces 
might influence the view of role holders but not role supervisors, and so on. Finally, 
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societal drivers may also directly impel role change, for example, through legislative 
fiat, budget adjustments, technological imperative, public pressure, and so forth. The 
heavy solid arrow in Figure 1 indicates this possibility.

Figure 1 can illustrate the different forces driving role convergence in the two occu-
pations under consideration. For the military, general societal drivers appear primary, 
with political and policy considerations in particular shaping role changes. While the 
immediate stakeholders have been willing to incorporate the evolving change into 
their role concept, no evidence suggests that either role holders or role supervisors 
themselves have desired the change.

For police work, the primary force driving role changes originates in at least some 
important segments of the immediate stakeholders themselves and their own evolving 
concept of the role. According to Kraska and Kappeller,21 the popularity of paramilitary 
policing arose in the police departments themselves and corresponded with the country’s 
“war on drugs.” As the war on drugs intensified, and as the number of search warrants 
and arrest warrants dramatically increased, many PPUs moved away from their tradi-
tional reaction-oriented, special-situations orientation and adopted the new function of 
executing warrants and proactively producing cases against drug users and dealers. 
Eventually, PPUs became a generally used police approach to gathering evidence and 
conducting investigations into other suspected illegal activities.

Stakeholder Role Change Drivers: Internal

(From the Goals and Aspirations of
Immediate Stakeholders)

Role Supervisors /
Evaluators

(evolving ideas) Changing
Focal Role

(evolving ideas) Role Holders /
Enactors

General Societal Role Change Drivers: External

(from Political, Economic, Social, Legal,
Technological, and Other Contextual Forces)

Indicates direct influence

Indicates indirect influence

Figure 1. Role-Shaping Processes: Internal Stakeholder and External Societal Role-Change 
Drivers
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Figure 1 would suggest that the war on drugs, by enhancing the utility of the PPUs, 
functioned as a societal role-change driver, operating indirectly to modify 
the role concepts of the primary stakeholders. Additionally, a more direct driver of the 
change was also influential. Many police officers saw paramilitary policing as “elite” 
policing and associated it with “real” police work. Kraska and Kappeller have 
explained these perceptions as carryover from the high status that special operations 
groups have in military culture. (Their data showed that almost 46 percent of PPUs 
drew initial expertise and training from police officers with prior special operations 
experience in the military and that 43 percent of PPUs currently trained with active-
duty special operations military.) Thus, these experiences influenced many police offi-
cers’ personal aspirations for the role and fuelled role change.

Interestingly, not all police commanders (i.e., role evaluators) have viewed these 
developments as positively as have the role holders (i.e., police officers). Again, Kraska 
and Kappeller22 reported that some police commanders questioned the ultimate effec-
tiveness of various PPU initiatives (e.g., intimidation activities such as patrolling in full 
tactical gear). These commanders noted that the community often objects to these show-
of-force initiatives and finds them offensive. Nonetheless, even commanders who rec-
ognize that these role activities are problematic reluctantly endorse the behaviors they 
question, observing that the PPU is an elite unit with members who simply want to be 
distinguishable. Additionally, it is also likely economic considerations play some part in 
spurring this role change, in that both primary stakeholders presumably recognize that 
this “war” orientation toward crime melds rather seamlessly with the federal govern-
ment’s war on terror. In turn, this makes available federal sources of money that would 
be difficult to tap otherwise. Along similar lines, some researchers have also noted how 
defense contractors, in searching for another market for their products and technologies 
after military sales fell off at the end of the cold war, turned to civilian police forces. The 
military itself encouraged this dispersion of military technology to civilian agencies to 
justify the economic investment in such technologies by claiming “dual-use” status and 
broader social utility.23 Figure 1 captures these potential economic drivers with dotted 
arrows to the stakeholders themselves, indicating weaker, indirect influence.

Role Convergence: A Legal/Political Perspective
Given that a degree of police and military role convergence is occurring, “What does 
it imply?” is a central question. Particularly in the United States, convergence is sig-
nificant for several reasons. Historically, the country has had a long tradition of delib-
erately separating the two roles, specifically excluding the military (except under 
extraordinary circumstance) from the domestic policing function. Although the cur-
rent analysis has primarily focused on constabulary activities abroad, the military’s 
involvement in such activities and its increasing involvement and cooperation with 
various domestic LEAs suggest that past expectations and understandings of the role 
of the military in American life may no longer hold. This has potentially important 
implications for traditional civil liberties.

Additionally, the escalating militarization of the police, even independent of U.S. 
military involvement, raises similar concerns. As Galie24 has noted, militarization of 
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the constabulary could potentially set the groundwork for a repressive government or 
even represent the early stages of such repressive government. Although Galie does 
not appear to endorse such an interpretation, the fact that this interpretation is even 
possible is disquieting. Thus, we now examine the implications of role convergence 
from a legal/political perspective.

Legal Considerations: Constitutional 
Limitations and Posse Comitatus
Dunlap25 has noted that Americans have had a long tradition of hostility toward using the 
armed forces for internal security or domestic policing purposes. This hostility dates 
back at least to the American Revolution, when the British Crown used military troops 
against its own subjects in the colonies. The hostility eventually took concrete form in 
the U.S. Constitution, which specifically limits the military’s role in civilian affairs. In 
1878, the Posse Comitatus Act reinforced these limitations by criminalizing any use of 
the armed forces to execute laws, except as specifically authorized by Congress. In 
effect, the act bars officials from using military personnel for domestic police work.

Given this background, the potential role evolution of soldiers into (domestic) police 
officers has political/legal overtones and not just practical implications. Dunlap has 
argued that the strength of the traditional approach to law enforcement is that it is decen-
tralized, with most police power diffused among thousands of communities and with 
each agency under the direct control of elected state or local leaders. In contrast, using 
the military as a domestic policing arm centralizes this power and concentrates com-
mand authority in Washington. While the average citizen might see this shift as merely 
an administrative technicality with little significance, both popular and authoritative 
analysts have underscored the dangers posed by such a concentration of police powers.

For example, Brownfeld,26 a commentator with Fox News, has argued that allow-
ing the military to perform a domestic role sets a questionable precedent, puts civilians 
at risk, and threatens basic civil liberties. Casper Weinberger, a former secretary of 
defense, has suggested that initiatives moving in this direction are intolerable in a 
democracy;27 and Harry Summers,28 an expert on national security, has asserted that 
the involvement of military forces in civil law enforcement is potentially a greater 
assault on democracy than the terrorism that originally initiated it. Dunlap29 has suc-
cinctly captured the fundamental concern with a constabularized military. He has 
argued that it is an “illusion” that the military could execute law enforcement with the 
same sensitivity to civil liberties as regular police forces.

Political Considerations: Intractable 
Problems and the Appearance of Progress
Given the legal restrictions limiting the use of the military as a domestic constabulary 
force, the hostility of an influential segment of the American citizenry to such a use, 
and the overall general unenthusiasm of the military itself for accepting such a role,30 
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the question of how the constabulary evolution of the military has come about is rel-
evant. As noted earlier, political, and perhaps financial, considerations seem to pro-
vide at least a partial answer.

Although legal restrictions exist on the use of the military as a domestic police 
force, these restrictions have always included exceptions. As Dunlap31 and others have 
noted, military forces have been used legally in the past to suppress domestic riots, 
labor confrontations, and other civil disturbances. The military is also permitted to 
provide training and equipment to domestic LEAs. In general, legal restrictions have 
centered on hands-on policing: that is, enforcing laws, searching citizens, making 
arrests, and so forth.32 Traditionally, however, the use of the military for any domestic 
police-like duties has occurred only under infrequent and exceptional circumstances.

Kraska33 has contended, specifically, that this general unwillingness to involve the 
military in domestic affairs began to shift with the end of the cold war, when politi-
cians turned attention to relatively intractable domestic problems: poverty, crime, and 
drugs. By adopting a “war” metaphor (e.g., war on crime, war on drugs, etc.), political 
leaders were able to provide citizens with a new national focus and give the impres-
sion that they were finally taking hard, decisive action against these societal ills. Prac-
tically speaking, the problems focused on—particularly organized crime and 
drugs—were intractable because they were internationally enmeshed and had relevant 
dimensions extending far beyond any single country’s own borders.

Consequently, the reframing of domestic social problems into national security 
issues requiring military involvement initially appeared defensible. In the United 
States, it presumably continued under later presidential administrations as these offi-
cials realized that a national security justification not only gave the appearance of 
strong government action but also made the acceptance and passage of various policy 
initiatives easier. Klare34 has labeled developments of this type the “national security 
syndrome”: constructing certain domestic difficulties as so threatening as to preclude 
anything but a military solution. Although the military initially resisted this kind of 
role evolution, Kraska35 has argued that the budgetary benefits of accepting these new 
role developments eventually overcame this resistance.

On the police front, the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, and the ensuing war 
on terror have had a similar “national security syndrome” effect. Schmalleger36 has 
noted that, since 9/11, significant changes have taken place in American law enforce-
ment, and that the traditional distinction between crime, terrorism, and war are fading. 
He has suggested that military action and civil law enforcement are becoming inte-
grated, raising questions about the role law enforcement will play in the emerging 
global context.

Role Convergence: An Occupational Perspective
As noted, role convergence contains significant societal implications. With the  
militarization of police, the concerns center on infringement of civil liberties; with the 
constabularization of the military, the concern centers on decreased war-fighting 
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effectiveness from a loss of primary focus. These are the convergence’s most vital 
issues. Nonetheless, the convergence also raises more mundane issues: Given that it 
continues, what are the occupational implications for role holders and other stakehold-
ers? What does the convergence imply regarding the knowledge, skills, abilities, and 
other characteristics required for successful execution of the changed job? An exami-
nation at this level of detail highlights precisely how the two jobs are changing; and 
this information may suggest how society might better navigate the various dangers 
associated with the convergence.

Traditional Role Expectations
Military and police organizations are typically composed of numerous interrelated 
jobs and roles. A relatively small number of these roles focus on the primary purpose 
of the enterprise, while the rest function to support and facilitate the activities of the 
primary roles. For example, in a police organization, street patrol officers carry out the 
duties conventionally associated with police work, and their role captures the primary 
purpose of the organization: to protect and serve. These role holders certainly have 
help (e.g., dispatchers, clerical administrators, etc.) in executing their job; and cer-
tainly their skills as a patrol officer may lead to promotions and more specialized 
police work (e.g., robbery-homicide detective, vice squad member). Nonetheless, 
policing and the traditional police role are arguably best captured by the generic, 
entry-level “street cop” position.37

A similar distinction between primary and support roles is found in the military, 
where jobs are typically classified into two broad categories: combat arms and combat 
support. The combat arms roles (e.g., infantry, cavalry, artillery) generally perform the 
primary purpose of the organization, while the combat support roles (e.g., intelligence, 
logistics, etc.) serve to maintain and assist these primary roles. While any attempt to 
use one job to represent the mission of an entire agency is necessarily a simplification, 
within these two broad categories the job of infantry soldier reasonably captures the 
primary war-fighting task of the standard military organization: to overwhelm and 
subdue. This generic, entry-level military position serves to define war-fighting and 
the traditional combat role in the same way that the street cop position defines tradi-
tional policing. Furthermore, an examination of the descriptions of these two jobs in a 
standard and widely used vocational manual38 adds support to this argument, in that 
each job description appears highly consistent with the overall occupational descrip-
tions from which the jobs are drawn. Thus, we have used the two jobs to highlight the 
occupational implications of role convergence, recognizing that generalizations from 
such a broad-brushed approach require caution.

Specifically, for the police organization, we selected the Police Officer I job; and 
for the military organization, the Combat Rifle Crew Member job. Table 1 contains the 
general occupational description for the police profession, as well as the detailed job 
description for Police Officer I. Table 2 presents the equivalent information for the 
Combat Rifle Crew Member.
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The job descriptions themselves represent an integration of information obtained 
from groups of jobholders performing or supervising the role in a broad selection of 
police and military organizations. Thus, the descriptions capture the representative 
tasks and expectations traditionally associated with the two jobs but may not perfectly 

Table 1. Occupational Group Description and Job Description: Police Work

Occupation Group 375: Police Officers and Detectives, Public Service
This group includes occupations concerned with protecting the public; maintaining law 

and order; detecting and preventing crime; directing and controlling motor traffic; and 
investigating and apprehending suspects in criminal cases.

Job Title: Police Officer I (375.263-014)
Patrols assigned beat on foot, on motorcycle, in patrol car, or on horseback to control 

traffic, prevent crime or disturbance of peace, and arrest violators: Familiarizes self with 
beat and with persons living in area. Notes suspicious persons and establishments and 
reports to superior officer. Reports hazards. Disperses unruly crowds at public gatherings. 
Renders first aid at accidents, and investigates causes and results of accident. Directs and 
reroutes traffic around fire or other disruption. Inspects public establishments requiring 
licenses to ensure compliance with rules and regulations. Warns or arrests persons 
violating animal ordinances. Issues tickets to traffic violators. Registers at police call boxes 
at specified interval or time. Writes and files daily activity report with superior officer. 
May drive patrol wagon or police ambulance. May notify public works department of 
location of abandoned vehicles to tow away. May accompany parking meter personnel to 
protect money collected. May be designated by special titles according to assigned duty or 
according to equipment used.

Source: U.S. Department of Labor, Dictionary of Occupational Titles (Washington, DC: Labor Department, 
Employment and Training Administration, United States Employment Service, 1991).

Table 2. Occupational Group Description and Job Description: Military Work

Occupation Group 378: Armed Forces Enlisted Personnel
This group includes occupations, not elsewhere classified, concerned with protecting the 

nation from enemies and maintaining peace and order during times of martial law or civil 
disobedience.

Job Title: Combat Rifle Crewmember (378.684-014)
Opposes members of enemy ground force in effort to destroy or capture enemy forces, 

using rifle, during combat or training operations, and serving as member of infantry unit: 
Constructs field fortifications, including wire entanglements and road blocks, using handtools, 
barbed wire, and lumber. Camouflages combat equipment and weapons, using items such 
as paint, nets, leaves, and brush. Places and activates antitank or antipersonnel mines in 
mine field. Decontaminates weapons and equipment when exposed to chemical or nuclear 
contamination, using specified procedures. Observes compass, aerial photographs, and maps 
to determine field position for troop movements. Examines equipment and weapons to 
detect malfunctions. Repairs weapons and equipment, using items such as handtools, oil, and 
rags. Fires machine guns, grenade launchers, and rifles to inflict casualties on enemy force.

Source: U.S. Department of Labor, Dictionary of Occupational Titles (Washington, DC: Labor Department, 
Employment and Training Administration, United States Employment Service, 1991).
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reflect the exact content of the jobs in any specific unit. Nonetheless, for our purposes, 
these descriptions are adequate.

As an examination of the two tables shows, although both jobs are in protective 
service occupations, they differ significantly in terms of specific tasks and expecta-
tions. While police officers patrol and investigate wrongdoing, combat rifle crew-
members destroy or capture enemies; while police officers inspect, warn, and arrest; 
rifle crewmembers fortify, camouflage, and repair weapons; while police officers 
report hazards, disperse unruly crowds, and write daily activity reports, rifle crew-
members place antitank mines and fire machine guns, and so on.

On a general level, the job descriptions suggest that the two jobs particularly differ 
in the types of judgments required by the jobholders and in the cognitive demands 
placed on them. The police officer role traditionally involves a great deal of judgmen-
tal discretion in its required tasks: that is, warn or arrest, ignore or investigate, and so 
forth. In contrast, the traditional tasks of the rifle crewmember are more straightfor-
ward and typically involve little judgmental discretion: that is, execute orders as per 
past training. One might argue that the rifle crewmember has a physically more dan-
gerous job (at least when engaged in actual war-fighting activity) but a less cogni-
tively demanding one; the police officer has a less dangerous job (except when 
confronting violent altercations) but a more cognitively demanding one.39

The two job descriptions contain additional information that supports the intuitive 
argument that the police officer role is more cognitively demanding than the rifle 
crewmember role. The subject matter experts who developed the vocational refer-
ence manual from which we derived the two job descriptions40 have supplemented 
every narrative description with quantitative codes. These quantitative codes rate 
each job on three scales (labeled data, people, and things) that indicate the degree to 
which the job holder must function in these three domains. Since virtually every job 
requires the jobholder to function to some degree in each of these domains, the codes 
allow a numerical comparison of any job with any other job in terms of the work 
demands placed on the job holder, in each domain. Because each scale is arranged in 
a rough hierarchy (from relatively simple to relatively complex, with successive 
steps up the scale subsuming the steps below), the scales allow complexity compari-
sons across different jobs. Table 3 contains the metrics used by the three worker func-
tion scales (note that lower numbers indicate higher complexity).

An examination of the tables provides the relevant “data, people, things” codes for 
our two jobs. Beside each job title is a nine-digit code. The first three digits identify 
the job’s occupational group; while the fourth, fifth, and six digits represent the job’s 
data, people, and things complexity rating. We can compare these data, people, and 
things ratings with the scale information in Table 3. For police officer, the data rating 
is 2, indicating that the job typically requires a fairly high level of data involvement 
(i.e., 2 = “analyzing”); the people rating is 6, indicating a low to moderate level of 
people involvement (i.e., 6 = “speaking/signaling”); and the things rating is 3, indicat-
ing a moderate level of involvement with inanimate objects such as tools and equip-
ment (i.e., 3 = “driving/operating”).
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In contrast, for the combat rifle crewmember, the data rating is 6, indicating that 
the job typically has a low level of data involvement (i.e., 6 = “comparing”); the peo-
ple rating is 8, indicating a low level of involvement with people (i.e., 8 = “taking 
instructions”); and a things rating of 4, indicating a low to moderate level of involve-
ment with tools and equipment (i.e., 4 = “manipulating”). Thus, in all three functional 
domains, the worker activities associated with the traditional police officer job are 
more complex than the worker activities associated with the traditional rifle crew-
member job, supporting the argument that the police officer role is more cognitively 
demanding.

Occupational Implications of Converging Roles
If the above analysis is correct, it indicates that, occupationally, role convergence has 
entirely different implications for the two roles. For infantry soldiers taking on the 
constabulary role, the job increases in complexity and makes higher cognitive demands 
on the individual for performance. The relatively straightforward rules of engagement 
for war-fighting give way to the relatively convoluted rules of engagement for 

Table 3. Comparing Job Complexity: The Degree to Which Each Job
Entails Working with Data, People, and Things

 Data Scalea     People Scaleb      Things Scalec

0 Synthesizing 0 Mentoring 0 Setting Up
1 Coordinating 1 Negotiating 1 Precision Working
2 Analyzing (P) 2 Instructing 2 Operating/Controlling
3 Compiling 3 Supervising 3 Driving/Operating (P)
4 Computing 4 Diverting 4 Manipulating (C)
5 Copying 5 Persuading 5 Tending
6 Comparing (C) 6 Speaking/Signaling (P) 6 Feeding/Off bearing

7 Serving 7 Handling
8 Taking Instructions/Helping (C)

Police Officer I (P): (375.263-014)
Combat Rifle Crewmember (C): (378.684-014)

Source: U.S. Department of Labor, Dictionary of Occupational Titles (Washington, DC: Labor Department, 
Employment and Training Administration, United States Employment Service, 1991).
a. Data: Information, knowledge, and conceptions, related to data, people, or things, obtained by observa-
tion, investigation, interpretation, visualization, and mental creation. Data are intangible and include 
numbers, words, symbols, ideas, concepts, and oral verbalization. (Lower number indicates higher functioning 
and complexity.)
b. People: Human beings; also animals dealt with on an individual basis as if they were human. (Lower 
number indicates higher functioning and complexity.)
c. Things: Inanimate objects as distinguished from human beings, substances or materials; and machines, 
tools, equipment, work aids, and products. A thing is tangible and has shape, form, and physical character-
istics. (Lower number indicates higher functioning and complexity.)
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peacekeeping or nation-building. Automatic decisions and instinctive reactions based 
on combat training give way to considered judgments and measured reactions based 
on cultural understandings.

In contrast, for police officers assuming a more military role, the job decreases in 
complexity and lessens the cognitive demands needed for performance. By framing 
the job in military terms, discretionary judgments about warn or arrest, and considered 
determinations regarding appropriate levels of force (the traditional hallmarks of com-
munity policing), give way to the simpler PPU strategy of saturation patrols, heavy 
weaponry, and aggressive intimidation.

Additionally, the asymmetric implications of role convergence are not limited to 
just the cognitive demands of the work. As soldiers move closer to the police role, the 
job not only becomes more complex and more difficult, it also becomes less compel-
ling. Police work is typically not as exciting as soldier work; it is less fundamental to 
national survival, less technologically encompassing, and less well funded. For police 
officers moving closer to a military role, much of this reverses. The work becomes (at 
least subjectively) more exciting, more technologically oriented, and, often, better 
funded. Thus, it is not at all surprising to find that the role holders themselves are a 
driving force fuelling the convergence among police units but not among military 
units. For the police, the convergence reduces cognitive demands but enhances job 
status; for the military, it increases cognitive demands but diminishes job status.

Implications for Role Management
From a role management perspective, the convergence raises some challenges on two 
distinct levels. On the occupational level, role management requires substantial organiza-
tional attention to ensuring that the role enactors acquire the appropriate skills, attitudes, 
and abilities for effectively handling the changing roles. On a societal level, effective role 
management requires that the emerging roles minimize the fundamental dangers and pit-
falls discussed at the start of the article. Attention to both levels is essential.

Role Management: Occupational Level
In the broadest sense, three factors determine an individual’s effectiveness in execut-
ing a changing role: (1) the person’s subjective understanding of what the evolving 
role entails; (2) the person’s actual ability to carry out the new role demands and 
expectations; and (3) the person’s desire and willingness to fulfill these new demands 
and expectations. Organizationally, this implies that an enterprise can encourage 
effective role performance—even in a changing role—using conventional human 
resource management procedures. These procedures might entail new job descriptions 
and supervisory discussions to facilitate the “correct” understanding of the role, suit-
able training and instruction to ensure the acquisition of newly needed skills and abili-
ties, and appropriate reward and incentive mechanisms to encourage motivation to 
enact the new role.
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For the current analysis, the first factor is likely to be least problematic for police 
and military enterprises dealing with role changes. In both cases, the forces fueling 
role change also implicitly determine individuals’ conceptions of the new role. Even 
if the primary stakeholders begin with different understandings of the evolving role, 
ongoing interactions normally blend these different expectations into a shared set, 
through mutual adjustments over time. The role shaping process in Figure 1 is a sim-
ple illustration of this adjustment phenomenon; and Katz and Kahn’s41 discussion of 
role “episodes” provides additional insight.

In contrast, police and military enterprises must carefully consider the remaining 
two factors if they are to manage the role change effectively. For these two factors, the 
nature of the role changes raises different issues for military units relative to police 
units. For military units taking on a constabulary role, the primary role management 
issue centers on developing the practical skills relevant to the new role demands. A 
much less central issue is motivating individuals to fulfill the new demands, given that 
military culture supports a tradition of executing assignments unreservedly regardless 
of personal inclinations. For police forces taking on a more military orientation, the 
primary role management issue is less the acquisition of new practical skills but rather 
the acquisition of new and appropriately complex attitudes. New skill acquisition and 
specific practical training remain important, but the primary role management issue is 
the acquisition of complex attitudes—attitudes that successfully balance traditional 
policing orientations with the more militant emerging orientation. Helping individuals 
develop these complex attitudes and motivating them to accept them is probably the 
central issue for police forces.

An examination of Table 4 can serve to highlight some of these asymmetric role 
management issues. Based loosely on information gathered from the three earlier 
tables, Table 4 summarizes several of the most significant differences between policing 
and war-fighting under three headings: attitudes, conceptual skills, and communicative 
skills. As implied earlier and as Table 4 indicates, for conceptual and communicative 
skills, the move from war-fighting to policing typically requires the use of more judg-
ment and problem solving and more communication and persuasion. Thus, for military 
units acquiring the constabulary role, training to enhance these needed skills seems 
appropriate. For police units adopting a more militaristic orientation, current skill lev-
els in these areas are already sufficient, making such training less necessary.

With attitudes, role management is more complicated. For both police and military, 
role convergence involves the potential assimilation of new orientations diametrically 
opposed to the enterprise’s traditional attitudes. For military units adopting the con-
stabulary role, effective role management warrants the creation of attitude training and 
socialization programs that help war-fighters acquire the less aggressive, more sup-
portive mindset of policing. Developing such programs is likely to be especially dif-
ficult because the new attitudes cannot supplant the traditional war-fighter 
orientation—that orientation remains essential for true military work. Thus, the new 
orientations must coexist with the old; and training must include efforts to help the 
war-fighter determine the appropriate orientation for specific situations.42
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The role management problem is different for police adopting a more military role. 
Here the concern is that, if certain situations demand that the police employ military-
type tactics and behaviors, these situations will also lead the police to adopt military-
type attitudes and orientations—attitudes and orientations completely unsuitable for 
dealing with citizens and likely to be unproductive in the long term. Effective role man-
agement here also warrants the creation of attitude training and socialization programs, 
but with the focus of these initiatives on reinforcing the inherent value of and core com-
mitment to traditional policing attitudes—even when adopting and executing a more 
militarized police role. Such programs may encounter stiff resistance among role hold-
ers, since they negate a potential benefit of militarized policing (i.e., the reduced cogni-
tive demands derived from simpler “rules of engagement”).

Role Management: Societal Level
As noted earlier, role convergence holds important implications for the general nature 
of American society; and role management at the occupational level alone does not 
fully address these implications. For example, the militarization of police work and 
the constabularization of the military are not completely independent developments. 
While peacekeeping and humanitarian missions overseas are certainly the primary 
drivers of military constabularization, significant spillover effects are also evident in 
the increasing frequency of various police/military training activities and various joint 
police/military enforcement operations within the United States. Thus, effective role 

Table 4. Acquiring Skills and Acquiring Attitudes: Comparison of Role Orientation and 
Role Demands

Dimension
Traditional Policing  

Role
Traditional War-Fighting 

Role

Attitudes
 Orientation to job Protect/prevent Overwhelm/pacify
 Orientation to use of force Low or last resort High or first resort
 Orientation to work environment Mostly benign Typically hostile
Conceptual skills
 Importance of discretionary judgment High/ongoing Moderate/sporadic
 Importance of problem-solving skills High/relevant Moderate/less relevant
 Importance of investigative skills High/necessary Low/less necessary
Communicative skills
 Importance of negotiation skills High/frequent Moderate/infrequent
 Importance of communication skills High/necessary Low/less relevant
 Importance of persuasive skills High/relevant Low/less relevant
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management needs to occur on a level higher than the occupational if American soci-
ety is to minimize the potential pitfalls associated with role convergence.

Some evidence suggests that such higher-level efforts at role management are 
emerging. For example, for fighting terrorism, Zimmerman43 presents an analysis in 
support of a “third-force” option as an alternative to militarizing the police or con-
stabularizing the military. While his analysis is not specifically geared to the American 
situation, the issue he addresses—how to ensure societal safety without unduly endan-
gering democratic values and civil liberties—is precisely the issue created by role 
convergence in the United States. For the purposes of our analysis, his emphasis on the 
creation of a specialized protective services agency falling somewhere between the 
police and the military is not an entirely satisfactory solution to role convergence. 
Nevertheless, efforts such as these, together with other initiatives, may form as a col-
lective a satisfactory societal role management strategy.

An analysis by Nelson and Akman44 examining the implications of role change for 
the U.S. Army is also pertinent here. As noted earlier, military strategists envision 
units that can rapidly transition from combat, to peacekeeping, to humanitarian assis-
tance, to combat, and so on. Such units will need soldiers with significantly enhanced 
capacities for adaptability, versatility and mental flexibility; and Nelson and Akman45 
have also suggested that “competency-based” training (rather than the Army’s tradi-
tional “task-based” training) may represent the process by which the Army can create 
these new “adaptable” soldiers. If such training is effective in creating such flexible 
mindsets, the same training might also serve to explicitly sensitize the war-fighters to 
the dangers a democracy encounters when soldiers on home soil function as police. 
Again, such training alone is probably an insufficient role management strategy but is 
useful as part of a set of related strategies.

For militarized policing, the evidence for societal-level role management is prob-
lematic. Although the issues surrounding paramilitary policing have received atten-
tion in both popular and academic outlets, concerns regarding civil liberties are still 
confined primarily to scholarly journals and publications. In the popular media, 
these abstract but important issues typically have been overshadowed by dramatic 
but less important examples of simple human failure or egregious poor judgment. A 
popular description and overview of how PPU teams operate by Grabianowski46 
illustrates this.

Although the paper specifically notes that, ideally, PPU officers should see them-
selves as peace officers rather than as paramilitary soldiers, it does not discuss the 
implications for civil liberties when this does not occur. Instead, it focuses on prob-
lems such as storming the wrong apartment and precipitating a heart attack in the 
elderly owner; on forcing young high school students to kneel at gunpoint while 
searching school lockers for contraband drugs; and on shooting an optometrist while 
arresting him for betting on sports events. While the paper notes that these examples 
of overaggressive tactics and wrongful deaths are typical criticisms of PPU units, the 
paper discusses these problems just in terms of lawsuits with substantial financial 
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settlements, rather than in terms of infringement of civil liberties, violation of civil 
rights, and loss of trust in the police throughout the community.

Thus, role management at the occupational level currently appears to represent the 
primary mechanism for handling the challenges of militarized policing. This would 
typically entail, as suggested earlier and even as implied in the Grabianowski47 paper, 
recruitment, selection, and socialization processes heavily focused on and continually 
underscoring the traditional role orientation of “protect and serve” for all police 
officers.

Conclusion
Before drawing general conclusions, it is worthwhile to consider the limitations of the 
arguments presented above. Certainly it would be a mistake to assume, based on our 
analysis, that police forces are soon to be dominated by PPUs or that the military will 
shortly become little more than a constabulary force. Within police organizations, Wil-
son’s work48 suggests that the deployment of any new policing unit is typically contro-
versial, with incumbent stakeholders (both within and outside the organization) often 
resisting such initiatives as threats that siphon off resources from their own projects. 
Within the military, because of the essential connection between traditional war-fight-
ing capability and national survival, it is clear that the role evolution noted in this article 
will remain limited. Thus, while the evidence clearly indicates that important role shifts 
are taking place, the role revolution in policing is limited to just certain segments of 
police organizations, and the role evolution in the military has occurred mostly on tem-
porary assignments involving expeditionary operations. For the majority of individuals 
in both organizations, traditional role orientations certainly will continue to dominate.

This perspective has real merit and must be kept in mind when weighing the sig-
nificance of the changes we have described. Nonetheless, it would be equally mis-
taken to assume that, because the role changes are localized, or because the new duties 
are temporary, the changes described are inconsequential. We believe these changes 
are likely to have an impact going far beyond the two primary roles themselves. These 
changes portend a substantial alteration in the organizational cultures of both profes-
sions, as each profession adjusts to new orientations, new norms, and new values sur-
rounding its core purpose.

At this point, it seems appropriate to return to our starting objectives and summarize 
what we know. First, in terms of role convergence, a sizeable body of evidence indicates 
that much policing in the United States has taken on some military characteristics and 
that many military operations have taken on more policing characteristics. Closer 
examination further suggests that the forces driving this role convergence are essen-
tially different for each occupation and that role convergence has substantially different 
implications for role holders in each occupation. Finally, for individual citizens and for 
society as a whole, at least one aspect of role convergence—the militarization of the 
police—is potentially troublesome. If this convergence results in the police adopting 
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not only military-type tactics and procedures but also military attitudes and orientations, 
the convergence may seriously threaten traditional civil rights and liberties. Potential 
role management strategies appear to be available to help minimize both the occupa-
tional and civil challenges posed by role convergence, but whether such strategies will 
ultimately prove effective remains an open question.
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