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W. Ronald Olin 

David G. Born 

Many law enforcement agencies 
have tactical units designed to handle 
specialized police situations. One of 
the most perplexing problems with 
these units is their proper training, fur­
ther aggravated by the traditional ex­
pectation of cross-training personnel in 
all duties of the unit. The responsibil­
ities of tactical units are complex, and 
in some cases, dissimilar. Specific 
tasks, such as police countersniping, 
are not amenable to the kind of un­
structured iraining frequently used 
when all team members are general­
ists. Cross-training in these duties may 
result in mediocre performance and 
limited success when the unit is acti­
vated. An alternative organization for 
tactical units was suggested in a previ­
ous article published in the FBI Law 
Enforcement BUlletin. 1 This article ex­
tends this earlier work by outlining a 
strategy for selecting, training, and 
evaluating personnel for use on coun­
tersniper teams and suggests deploy­
ment procedures to optimize 
countersniper performance. 

Backgroun~ 

The Lawrence, Kans., Police De­
partment has had a tactical unit, some­
times called Special Weapons and 
Tactics (SWAT), since 1974. This tacti­
cal unit has participated in numerous 
training programs and has attempted 
to remain current with new develop­
ments in the field. Until recently, coun­
tersnipers were selected from the 
tactical unit based on marksmanship 
with a bolt-action rifle. These officers 
were additionally expected to train fully 

in all other facets of tactical unit activi-' 
ties. This confi~uration proved to be 
very inflexible and hampered training 
by leaving little time for countersnipers 
to perfect the shooting techniques 
sometimes needed for an actual as­
signment. 

In July 1980, the tactical unit was 
reorganized and divided into two basic 
groups-an assault team which spe­
cialized in inner perimeter techniques 
and countersniper teams. The co un­
tersniper teams were modeled after 
West German countersnipers (Prazi­
sionshutzen-Kommandos). The three­
man team includes a team leader (re­
sponsible for unit security and radio 
communication), a primary shooter, 
and a secondary shooter. A team with 
this depth is expected to stay on post 
for extended periods of time and han­
dle multiple assignments. Training in­
cludes long-range photography, sur­
veillance, and shooting skills. The 
countersniper team functions as the 
"eyes" of the command post by pro­
viding ongoing intelligence information. 
Additional surveillance assignments 
outside of a tactical configuration may 
also be handled by these teams. 

Personnel Selection 

The countersniper team was 
opened to any police officer on the 
Lawrence Police Department or Kan­
sas University Police Department. (The 
Kansas University Police Department 
actively participates in all phases of the 
crisis response team, including com­
mand, intelligence, negotiations, as­
sault, and countersniper teams.) The 
nine best rifle marksmen were divided 
into three teams. Under the rigors of 
the biweekly training which followed, 
three members withdrew during the 
first 3 months. Two countersniper 
teams were organized with the remain­
ing personnel. 
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Personnel Training 

A training schedule was devel­
oped for the teams. In an attempt to 
promote realism, specific scenarios 
which simulated actual conditions to 
which the teams might be exposed 
were developed. Some scenarios, for 
example, involved driving to a remote 
location, exiting a police vehicle with 
full equipment, and establishing a fire 
position from the rooftop of a nearby 
building. This procedure was timed and 
repeated until significant improvement 
was noted. Other scenarios included 
engaging multiple targets, moving tar-

TABLE 1 

Order 

gets, and other precision shooting at 
distances associated with urban police 
deployment. All scenarios included 
physical exercise, the uncertainty of 
deadlines, timed performance, stress, 
and the demand of excellence. 

Scenario training proceeded for 8 
months, and team members were ex­
posed to situations under varying light 
and weather conditions. However, 
there was one recurring question: How 
long can a countersniper stay on post 
without relief and still perform within 
the required limits of speed and shoot­
in~ accuracy? Because no literature 

Scenario 
Duration 

(Min.) 
of First Shot Shooter A Shooter B Shooter C Average 

3 

22 
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43 
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78 

90 

101 

119 
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.51 

.46 

.53 

.7 .87 0.0 .5 

.7 1.43 0.4 .47 

.6 .62 0.0 .21 

.8 1.66 1.0 .87 

1.78 1.1 .47 .6 .62 
.8 1.65 .49 1.0 .84 

1.5 .72 .73 
1.0 .80 .70 

.6 .43 .40 

.4 1.02 .73 

.3 .96 .67 

.4 .99 .73 

.62 

.63 
.6 No Data No Data 
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1.50 1.1 .28 
.98 .8 1.83 

.77 
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.5 .50 

.8 .55 

.40 1.8 .32 

.57 2.5 1.44 
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.3 .45 
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.6 .38 

.8 .45 

.3 .19 

.2 2.26 

.3 .28 

.3 1.35 

.4 .53 

.4 .62 

1.31 .5 .25 1.2 1.0 
2.30 1.2 .50 2.4 .5 

.5 .74 .63 
1.3 1.17 .87 

.7 .55 .60 

.5 .74 .80 

.8 .30 .97 

.3 1.42 1.00 
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.1 1.35 .20 
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dealing with this question was readily 
found, an experiment was conducted 
to evaluate countersniper performance 
over prolonged periods of time. 

Method 
Ten scenarios were prepared to 

evaluate two dimensions of counter­
sniper performance over separate 2-
hour test periods. These scenarios dif­
fered from each other only in the 
amount of time the shooters remained 
in the fully alert position before being 
given a command to fire. Over the 120-
minute test period, 10 different delays 
were selected, and the order of pres­
entation of these 10 scenarios was 
determined quasi-randomly so that the 
shooters would have no basis for an· 
ticipating when they would be called 
upon to fire. The duration of each delay 
and the order of the. scenario may be 
determined from table 1. 

The critical dimensions of counter· 
sniper performance were shooter ac· 
curacy, measured as the point of bullet 
impact from target zero, and shooter 
latency, measured as the time between 
command to fire and delivery of the 
shot. Instructions detailing each 
week's scenario were placed in sealed 
envelopes and given to team leaders 
just prior to each training session. No 
shooters were permitted to read the 
contents. Extensive briefings were 
conducted with countersniper teams to 
explain the importance of following or· 
ders and not attempting to subvert the 
study. Ongoing interviews with team 
leaders and shooters were conducted 
to prompt further compliance with the 
security needed for this study. 

For each scenario, a shooter 
stood at a firing line located 75 yards 
from a stationary target and was told to 
prepare to fire. The team leader posi· 
tioned himself some distance behind 
the marksman so his behavior would 

Figure I 
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o!~------~------~----~~------+ 
o 30' 60 f 120 

Scenario Duration (mi nutes) 
0--0 Accuracy _ - - -Accuracv_ Criterion 
• • Latency .. " '" . Latency Criterion 

'Data Incomplete 
Average shot accuracy and shot latency on each 
of the test days affanged In order of scenario 
duration. Each shooter was ordered to prepare to 
shoot, and when ready, was given a command to 
fire. The accuracy and latency of this first shot 
was then recorded (See upper panel.) 
Subsequently. shooters were ordered back to the 
ready position and a scenario began. The 
scenario terminated after an unpredictable 
amount of time with a second command to fire. 
These data are shown In the lower panel. Only 
one scenario per week was run. The reader mIght 
note that two scenarios were run without a/l 
shooters present. (See table f.) 
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Figure 2 

3 
SHOOTER A 

2 ........................................................ . 

not provide cues for the marksman's 
subsequent performance. The team 
leader, who was equipped with a digital 
stopwatch, then gave a command to 

~ 
l5 

------~---

fire. The timelapse between the com­
mand to fire and when the shot was 
delivered was measured and recorded. 

O+-------~--------~------~------~ 

Targets were then marked and the en 3 
shooter was allowed to adjust rifle Q) 

scopes, using an additional shot if he -5 
desired. The scenario then began. .£; 

'-""2 During the scenario, shooters 
maintained a "ready" posture until or· ~ 
dered to "fire." Once the order was ~ 
given, the time between this final order 175 

SHOOTER B 

~ 
l5 - -----0---
z 

to fire and the final shot was also 0 1 
recorded. This procedure provided (5 
data on shooting with a "cold·clean," a ..r: 
"cold·fouled," or a "hot.fouled" barrel. (f) 

The targets were again marked and 
retained for study. At the end of each 
session, targets were submitted, along 

Ol~------~------~------~------+ 

with a written report of the activity. 

Results and Discussion 

The overall results of this experi· 
ment are found in figure 1, which 
shows average shooter accuracy and 
average shot latency for each scenar· 
io. The upper panel in figure 1 shows 
average shooter performance during 
the scenario (Le., on the final shot). 
Only three of the four shooters were 
studied because of equipment failure 
and replacement of one team member. 
Prior to the inspection of these data, 
minimum performance standards for a 
countersniper were set. These stand· 
ards call for a shot to be delivered 
within:::: seconds of a command to fire 
and for that shot to be within 1 inch of 
target zero. These criteria are indicated 
as horizontal lines in both of the panels 
of figure 1. 

The data in figure 1 indicate that 
countersnipers may be left at their post 
for approximately 2 hours without an 
appreciable loss of performance. Only 

3 
SHOOTER C 

2·········································· .. ·········· ......... .. 

1 
~ 
~ -----0'--
z 

O+-------~------~------~-------+ 
o 30 60 90 120 

Scenario Duration (minutes) 
0--0 Accuracy - - - - Accuracy, Criterion 
• • Latency ......... Latency Criterion 

Individual shooter accuracy and latency under the 
scenario condition. with the scenario arranged in 
order of increasing duration. 
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during the longest scenarios did aver­
age shooter performance exceed the 
accuracy criterion, and while average 
shot latency increased during the sec­
ond hour, it was still acceptable, on the 
average. 

Individual countersniper profiles 
for the 10 scenarios appear in figure 2, 
which shows individual shooter accura­
cy and latency for each scenario. As 
expected, data for individual shooters 
show considerably more variability 
than appears in the grouped data of 
figure 1. In fact, these data reveal sev­
eral instances in which an individual 
shooter failed to meet one of the mini­
mum standards. 

A comparison of first shot and last 
shot data in figure 2 reveals some 
interesting details about our counter­
sniper performance. First, although 
countersnipers were held at full alert 
for up to 2 hours before being called 
upon to fire, nearly half (44 percent) of 
these final shots were at least as accu­
rate as the first shot fired on the same 
day. Second, in comparing the latency 
of first and last shots on each day, it 
took the shooters longer to fire their 
last shot (under the scenario) in 81 
percent of the cases. This analysis is 
consistent with the preceding analysis 
of these data in suggesting that the 
primary effect of requiring counter­
snipers to remain fully alert for long 
periods of time (up to 2 hours) is an 
increase in shot latency rather than 
accuracy, although both show deterio­
ration with increases in time. 

Individual shooter accuracy and latency under the 
scenario condition, with the scenarios arranged 
according to the order in which they were run. 

o 
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Scenario Number 

0---0 Accuracy 
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..... , ... Latency Criterion 
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Figure 2 also reveals some impor­
tant characteristics of individual shoot­
ers that need to be considered to 
optimize countersniper deployment. 
Through at least the first hour on post, 
all shooters performed to counter­
sniper standards. Any substandard 
performance occurred during the sec-

- ond hour on post. Further, it is interest­
ing to note the differences that 
emerged in the pattern of substandard 
performances across shooters. Shoot­
er A, for example, failed to meet the 
accuracy criterion on 75 percent of his 
shots during the second hour, but only 
one of these shots exceeded the laten­
cy criterion. Over the same period, 
Shooter C was within %-inch of target 
zero on each of his five shots, but his 
latency did exceed the 2-second crite­
rion on occasion. Finally, Shooter 8 
appears to be somewhere between 
these two extremes, with one very er­
rant shot (nearly 2%-inches from tar­
get) and a different shot which was 
almost twice the allowable latency. 

The arrangement of performance 
criteria by the order of the scenario 
seems to indicate that some changes 
inshooting technique occurred early in 
the experiment. (See figure 3.) The 
performance of both Shooter A and 
Sho'Jter 8 was highly variable early in 
the experiment but less variable in later 
scenarios. While we are not able to 
identify the cause of these variations, 
the data are suggestive of improved 

performance, and perhaps, an indica­
tor of the value of realism in tactical 
training. 

Several other major changes oc­
curred among shooters who participat­
ed in scenario training. Stress and 
many physical ailments, such as eye 
focus problems, muscle cramps, head­
aches, and other difficulties, were reg­
ularly reported at the onset of training. 
Many of these same problems are 
found in actual tactical deployments. 
They are rarely reported during target 
qualifications. In the present experi­
ment, the complaints subsided by the 
fourth week as the officers improved 
their physical conditioning and atti­
tudes to the extended waiting associat­
ed with countersniping. 

Countersniper team with equipment. 

Personnel Evaluation 
The individual shooter profiles 

suggest a deployment strategy which 
is somewhat more conservative than 
that suggested by the averaged data 
available in figure 1. While average 
shooter performance indicates that 
shooters are generally capable of per­
forming up to minimum standards for 
nearly all of the 2-hour period, individu­
al profiles reveal that the likelihood of a 
substandard performance increases 
during the second hour. Thus, a more 
conservative and optimal plan for de­
ployment would relieve each shooter 
after 1 hour on post. However, in case 
of an emergency in which it was neces­
sary to keep a shooter out for longer 
than 1 hour, the available data suggest 
that shooter C would be the best 
choice for such an assignment. 

Conclusion 
The use of scenarios has proven 

to be an invaluable training' aid that 
also provides a detailed record of each 
officer's shooting skill. Shooters are 
tested 1n a variety of situations, many 
of which are more difficult than actual 

Countersniper team on post. 
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Countersniper team in training. Some scenarios 
involved obstacle courses, carrying full equipment, 
before shooting. 

deployment. The chronological analy­
sis of data suggests that shooters im­
prove their performance through the 
scenario experience. Weapons and 
equipment failures are exposed in the 
realistic training Situations, and officers 
find that they will or will not have the 
ability to remain on post as needed. 
Individual data may also be compiled 
from these experiments for feedback 
to the shooter. 

This kind of research may provide 
the beginning of empirical studies to 
assist law enforcement decisionmak­
ing. The use of scenario training per­
mits deployment decisions to be made 
by command personnel with a more 
complete knowledge of each officer's 
ability. Scenario-trained teams shoot 
better under a wide variety of condi­
tions, and in the event of an actual 
shooting, the records present an accu­
rate audit of the training and proficien­
cy of each shooter for court review of 

the use of deadly force. It is our belief 
that these reasons make the use of 
scenarios a preferred method of train­
ing countersniper teams. FBI 

Footnote 

W. R. Olin, "Tactical Crisis Management: The Challenge of 
the 80's," FBI Law enforcement Bulletin. vol. 49, No. 11, 
pp.20-25. 
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