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T
he relationship between profes-
sional psychology and law enforce-
ment began nearly 100 years ago 
when Lewis Terman, PhD, a leading 
expert in intelligence testing, was 

commissioned in 1916 to assess the suit-
ability of police applicants to the San Jose, 
California, Police Department. But it took 
a half century for the relationship to blos-
som. The President’s Commission on Law 
Enforcement and Administration of Justice 
(1967) called for the use of psychological 
tests “for identifying and measuring the 
personal characteristics that contribute to 
good police work.”1 In 1968, the Los Ange-
les, California, Police Department hired 
Martin Reiser, EdD, ABPP, as the first full-
time police psychologist at a major law 
enforcement agency. A few years later, the 
San Jose Police Department hired Michael 
Roberts, PhD, ABPP, as the nation’s sec-
ond full-time police psychologist, paving 
the way for the acceptance of police psy-
chology as a standard function within law 
enforcement agencies. 

Behind the names of both of these pio-
neering psychologists are four letters—
ABPP—that may be unfamiliar to many 
outside of professional psychology. Among 
psychologists, however, the letters signify 
board certification by the American Board of 
Professional Psychology (ABPP). For more 
than 60 years, the ABPP has provided board 
certification through credential review and 
competency-based examination processes 
for psychologists. As such, the letters ABPP 
document attainment of the highest level of 

recognition of competence within a psycho-
logical specialty. 

Competency and the assessment of it 
have been the focus of the ABPP since it was 
established in 1947 through the sponsorship 
of the American Psychological Association 
(APA). Initially, the ABPP offered board 
certification in clinical and counseling psy-
chology. Today, with the emergence of new 
specialties, there are a total of 14 ABPP affili-
ated specialties. 

As the specialty of police psychology 
has grown in terms of practice, research, 
and scientific knowledge, an initiative was 
organized to achieve formal professional 
recognition of the specialty. Members of 
the IACP Police Psychological Services 
Section collaborated with members of two 
other national professional police psychol-
ogy organizations2 to define the practice 
of police and public safety psychology, 
identify the scientific knowledge base, and 
designate basic benchmarks of competence. 
This effort initially resulted in the recogni-
tion of police psychology by the APA Com-
mittee on Recognition of Specialties and 
Proficiencies in Psychology in 2008. Subse-
quently, following an extensive period of 
self-study and public comment, the ABPP 
Board of Trustees voted unanimously in 
2010 to accept the American Board of Police 
and Public Safety Psychology’s (ABPPSP’s) 
application to be its 14th specialty board. 
The significance of this development for 
police agencies, law enforcement personnel, 
police psychologists, and the public is the 
subject of this article.

Licensure versus Board Certification
The fundamental difference between 

licensure and board certification relates to 
the differences between general knowledge 
and training in psychology, specific knowl-
edge of a specialty, and competence in the 
practice of that specialty. 

As professional psychology grew dur-
ing the past century, efforts to regulate the 
profession and provide for consumer pro-
tection led to the establishment of licen-
sure. Although some jurisdictions make a 
licensure distinction between health service 
providers and those who practice in non-
health service settings, in most jurisdictions, 
licensure as a psychologist is generic, not 
specialty specific. As such, licensure pro-
vides basic assurance that a psychologist is 
sufficiently educated and knowledgeable 
to practice psychology in general. How-
ever, the review and examination process 
required for licensure as a psychologist typi-
cally is based on the assessment of general 
psychological knowledge as opposed to 
specific knowledge and competency in any 
specialty practice area.

A specialty is a defined area of psycho-
logical practice that requires advanced sci-
entific and theoretical knowledge germane 
to the specialty, as well as competence in 
advanced professional applications of this 
knowledge to problems and populations in 
particular settings. As specialties emerge in 
psychology, professionals define the knowl-
edge and skills required for specialized prac-
tice, and consumers seek to be better able to 
identify competent psychologists within 
specialty areas.3

Competence is a core expectation within 
a profession. Many professions—among 
them medicine, law, and psychology—have 
established methods to evaluate and recog-
nize competence. Similarly, the APA ethics 
code4 addresses consumer protection and 
states that one should practice within one’s 
area of competence. Some competencies (i.e.,  
foundational competencies) may be com-
mon to all specialties (e.g., professionalism 
and ethical and legal standards) while oth-
ers (that are functional competencies) are 
those that relate to the practice of a specific 
specialty and require specific knowledge 
and experience. In this regard, it also is 
important to differentiate between gen-
eral experience and competence; consider 
that a professional may be generally well- 
experienced but not necessarily knowledge-
able or competent in the practice of a specialty. 

Board certification of police psycholo-
gists is an outgrowth of this attention to 
competence and consumer protection. It 
serves as one method for addressing compe-
tency to provide services in a specialty area. 
As a way of serving the public and the pro-
fession, one of the ABPP’s primary purposes 
is certifying specialists through competency-
based examinations.
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The American Board of Police  
and Public Safety Psychology

In 2007, the IACP Police Psychologi-
cal Services Section joined with the two 
other national organizations represent-
ing police psychology5 to define the full 
range of psychological services provided 
within the specialty.6 These 57 activi-
ties are organized under four areas or 
domains of practice, consisting of assess-
ment (such as preemployment psycho-
logical screening and fitness-for-duty 
evaluations); intervention (including 
individual counseling and posttraumatic 
debriefing); operational support (rang-
ing from hostage/crisis negotiation to 
criminal profiling); and organizational 
consulting (for example, management 
development and climate studies).

In 2008, under the umbrella of the Coun-
cil of Organizations in Police Psychology, the 
three national police psychology organiza-
tions began a collaborative effort to establish 
a specialty board affiliated with the ABPP, 
and in 2010 the ABPPSP received the first 
invitation in a decade to become an ABPP 
specialty board.

To date, more than 160 police psycholo-
gists have applied to become ABPPSP 
board-certified specialists in police and pub-
lic safety psychology. The ABPP requires 
that every applicant for board certification 
through ABPPSP demonstrate competence 
in the specialty through four successive 
methods, each of which must be successfully 
completed before advancing to the next.
1. A review of generic credentials to ensure 

that the applicant meets strict eligibility 
requirements for doctoral education, 
predoctoral training and supervision, 
and licensure

2. A review of specialty (i.e., police and 
public safety psychology) credentials, 
including postdoctoral training in 
police and public safety psychology, 
supervision and experience in police and 
public safety psychology, continuing 
education in police and public safety 
psychology, and no less than 3,000 hours 
of substantive police and public safety–
related experience over no fewer than 
two years

3. The submission of a practice sample 
consisting of police and public safety 
psychology work samples and an 
intensive self-study for review and 
evaluation by a panel of three specialty 
board peers

4. A three-stage, three-hour oral 
examination by a panel of board-certified 
specialists
These four evaluation methods reflect 

the four modes of assessment recognized 
by the APA Task Force on the Assessment of 
Competence in Professional Psychology as a 
model of competency evaluation:

1. Measures of knowledge 
2. Measures of professional decision 

making
3. Measures of practice performance, 

including professional attributes
4. Integrated assessment of practice-based 

skills and tasks7

When applying this model to the ABPP 
evaluation procedures, the task force writes: 
“The practice sample and oral examina-
tion used by the ABPP specialty boards to 
assess competence in a given specialty area 
may reflect higher fidelity approaches than 
those used elsewhere in the profession. 
In other words, these assessment strate-
gies may tap competence in a manner that 
reflects actual practice.”8

Benefits of Board Certification  
in Police and Public Safety

Although board certification benefits 
psychologists in all specialties, it is espe-
cially vital for specialists engaged in work 
that exposes them, personally or vicariously, 
to a high incidence of trauma. Known as 
“practice in extremis,” these specialties (for 
example, police psychology and military 
psychology) require a high level of compe-
tence, and they also involve a heightened 
potential for erosion of competence through 
the same kinds of emotional and psycho-
logical mechanisms that affect police officers 
(for example, posttraumatic reactions, vicar-
ious traumatization, compassion fatigue, 
burnout, and empathy failure).9

For police agencies and their personnel, 
as well as for the public, a key benefit of 
ABPP board certification of police psycholo-
gists is the identification of specialists who 
have demonstrated competence through 
an arduous examination by a board of their 
peers, as measured against established spe-
cialty standards and benchmarks. 

The process of the ABPP board cer-
tification reflects in many ways the self- 
assessment and on-site assessment proce-
dures required for national accreditation of a 
law enforcement agency through the Com-
mission on Accreditation for Law Enforce-
ment Agencies (CALEA). The goals of the 
ABPPSP board certification also closely cor-
respond with those of CALEA accreditation; 
namely, strengthening practitioner capa-
bilities; formalizing essential procedures; 
establishing fair, ethical, and nondiscrimina-
tory practices; improving service delivery; 
improving collaboration and cooperation 
among practitioners; and increasing user 
confidence in the practitioner.10

A psychologist whose title includes the 
four letters “ABPP” and the designation of 
“board-certified specialist in Police and Pub-
lic Safety Psychology” has been judged by 
his or her peers to have met the high stan-
dards of the specialty. A consumer of that 
psychologist’s services can be confident 

that the psychologist has met the eligibility 
requirements and has demonstrated accept-
able mastery of the foundational competen-
cies (those common to all psychologists) and 
the functional competencies (those exhibited 
by psychologists specializing in the par-
ticular police and public safety psychology 
domain of practice).

For police chiefs and administrators, 
the benefits of board certification in police 
and public safety psychology include the 
following:
• Increased	confidence. As more 

practitioners become board certified, 
police administrators, police personnel, 
and the public can look to ABPPSP board 
certification in police and public safety 
psychology as a way of determining that 
psychologists have obtained the required 
training and have undergone evaluation 
by their peers.

• Specialty knowledge, skills, and 
experience. The specialty of police 
psychology is increasingly complex, and 
the demands on specialists to be familiar 
with research, law, standards of practice, 
and guidelines—including the IACP 
Police Psychological Services Section 
guidelines—are substantial. Police chiefs 
who employ or retain ABPPSP-certified 
psychologists can be certain that they 
have demonstrated the knowledge, skills, 
and in-depth experience required for 
competent practice in the specialty.
For police psychologists, the benefits of 

board certification include the following:
• Consolidation of skills and knowledge. 

Psychologists who obtain ABPPSP 
board certification complete a process 
of self-examination and assessment that 
requires them to define and describe the 
legal, the ethical, and the scientific bases 
for their practices. The course of the 
examination requires psychologists to 
clarify the essential skills and knowledge 
they rely on for carrying out their 
particular services. This consolidation 
affirms what the psychologist knows 
while also identifying any gaps that will 
enhance the psychologist’s competence.

• Streamlined licensing and increased 
practice mobility. Some state psychology 
licensing boards permit licensees from 
other states to practice in a specific state 
for a specific period (usually 30 days 
or less) without obtaining licensure 
in that state. Others require that the 
psychologist obtain licensure in that state 
to practice or provide specific services 
(for example, psychological evaluations 
of police applicants) for any period of 
time. Psychologists who are certified by 
an ABPP specialty board are recognized 
by most U.S. psychology licensing boards 
as having met the requirements for 
licensure, and, as a result, the application 
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of a psychologist board certified through 
ABPP is often simplified. 

• Increased job satisfaction. Research 
shows that psychologists who are 
ABPP board certified enjoy greater job 
satisfaction and income than those who 
are not.11

• Quality improvement. The process of 
board certification itself, through its 
demanding examination and candidate 
self-study procedures, incrementally 
improves the quality of practice across 
the specialty. Activities of the American 
Academy of Police and Public Safety 
Psychology—the educational branch of 
the ABPPSP—further improves specialty 
practice through high-quality continuing 
education taught by board-certified 
psychologists.

• Professional development and 
advocacy. Specialty board certification 
connects those practicing within each 
specialty area through continuing 
education, mentoring, and advocacy for 
the profession. 
To be sure, psychologists who choose 

for any number of reasons not to pursue 
board certification may still be competent in 
the specialty of police psychology, but only 
ABPPSP-certified psychologists have dem-
onstrated that competence to the satisfaction 
of their peers through a demanding series of 

examinations overseen by a nationally rec-
ognized certifying organization.

Police psychology will soon be cel-
ebrating its 100th anniversary, and the 
establishment of an ABPP-affiliated spe-
cialty board in police and public safety 
psychology is a sure sign of its maturity 
and viability. To find police and public 
safety psychology board-certified special-
ists in proximity to a local agency or to 
learn more about the board certification 
process, visit http://abppsp.org. v
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