
GRF: What types of fitness standards are you 
looking at? 

Dawes: We are looking at doing two sets of 
standards, one for the cadets and one for the in-
coming employees. We were trying to talk to the 
chiefs about this, that during the training academy, 
that is the most intense time you have from a 
physical standpoint in terms of consecutive days, 
weeks, months. So just to get through that period 
of training, while considering all of the additional 
stress and possibility of injury, and things of that 
nature, we may want to think about adjusting the 
standard so it is a little bit higher, and accom-
modates for those stressors that they are going 
to see on a regular basis. 

The wellness group at the State Patrol that I 
am working with — they are just amazing people 
— and that is just the cool thing: everyone is just 

as committed to the project.  I am very excited about the next 
six months and what they could bring. I was telling my fam-
ily that I think this is going to be one of those timeframes, 
because of all of the great research and work that is going on 
right now, that I am going to remember for the rest of my life. 

GRF: Please talk about how your time working at the Na-
tional Strength and Conditioning Association (NSCA) helped 
to shape some of your approach to tactical training. 

Dawes: I started out at the NSCA in 2007, and that is when 
we started the Tactical Strength and Conditioning (TSAC) 
program there. At that point in time, it really wasn’t on the 
radar to do a whole lot with first responders, and things of that 
nature, primarily in the area of athletic performance, which 
is my background. We started moving more and more in that 
direction at NSCA, and that became the foundation for what 
we think of when we talk about tactical training, as it is based 
on the athletic training model. 

It was great getting to work with high-level athletes, and 
that is a lot of fun, but for these folks in the first responder 
community, it is about coming home safe and protecting folks. 
A lot of those same athletic performance aspects that are 
required — speed, agility, endurance, power — are required 
in the tactical setting, but the stakes are obviously a whole 
lot higher. 

GRF: What are some of the challenges working with the 
law enforcement community? 

Dawes: Going into the law enforcement community, it 
is a hugely diverse group of individuals, and the range of 
fitness levels is enormous, so that is a big challenge. At the 
training academy, we had one guy with a vertical jump of 36 
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GRF: I understand that you are currently working with 
the Colorado State Police. Can you please share with us some 
of that work?

Jay Dawes: Yes, and it is a really exciting project right 
now. I am meeting with the Colorado State Patrol to talk 
about developing fitness standards with a focus on creating 
minimum fitness standards and requirements. At first, we 
were looking at injury rates and trying to correlate that back 
to fitness; trying to see if we can draw some relationships 
between injury and performance on the different fitness tests. 
We want to be able to say that in order to do this job and 
be more resilient, we recommend that you are within these 
fitness levels or ranges. 

We have been looking at injury rates over the past few years. 
and found that the cadets who were injured, and would go on 
altered duty, or even exit the academy, were significantly less 
fit than the ones who made it through. So that was our initial 
thrust. Instead of trying to prove how good you need to be to 
be an officer, with the cadets especially, the focus should be 
on what you need to be able to do to get through the initial 
academy training successfully. 
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fewer injuries and less stress on the body, while helping them 
to attain higher levels of fitness. Stability is going to be re-
sistance movement, and mobility is going to be the ability to 
have fluid movement. Every single movement that we do is 
a combination of those two things. 

Once you have a good base of stability and mobility, then 
we try to just build on general fitness, their base of muscular 
strength, endurance, cardio fitness and appropriate amounts 
of flexibility for what they have to do. And once they are 
able to do that with good technique, that is when we move 
on to more advanced levels, where we are really looking to 
optimize those skills. So we are looking at things like speed, 
agility, power — aspects of fitness that you would associate 
with athleticism and more explosive-type movements. Strength 
and fitness are going to underpin that power and speed, so if 
we don’t have that component down, then they are not going 
to reach their true potential.

GRF: Do you see a change in the culture of fitness within 
the first responder community, and are you getting buy-in 
from those you work with?

Dawes: We really do see a buy-in from everyone, because 
what we are doing is trying to optimize their performance in 
all areas. I’ve had guys tell me that this training program — 
being able to get and stay fit and work out with their peers 
— gives them a chance to release all of the stresses from 
work. It helps them to get re-centered and balanced again, so 
to speak. They can dump some of the stuff from the day or 
week, and even have some fun, which we try to do with our 
workouts and get them to challenge themselves. 

In terms of buy-in, it is really important that they get to 
know you, like you and trust you before they are going to listen 
to you. What I am doing many times, especially with SWAT 
teams, for example, is rounding out their program, rather than 
making wholesale changes. I try to make their training more 
complete and recommend some things that I think they could 
consider implementing into their program. I am also asking 
them, and looking for areas they need or want to improve on, 
and helping them to make the adjustments they need. There 
are a lot of ways to accomplish what we are going for, so what 
it comes down to is, “What suits your environment best, and 
what is going to create the most buy-in?”

We’ve really had a lot of success, and most people are very 
responsive to it, as far as what the process is and why. I like 
to over-educate a bit, as I am a professor at a university, so I 
probably explain a little too much. I want to make sure that 
we create that buy-in, and they understand exactly why they 
are doing what they are doing, and as they go on throughout 
their career they understand the importance of it and are will-
ing to maintain it. 

It is a such a hard job on them, not only from a physical 
standpoint, but from an emotional and psychological standpoint 
as well. This training helps them to be more resilient and able 
to enjoy their lives outside the job and once they retire, and 
I think they understand that and embrace that aspect of it, as 
it is bigger than just their jobs. —GRF

inches and another guy doing 3. So the challenge is trying to 
make sure that you are moving everyone in the same direc-
tion, while focusing on the needs of the individual as well, 
because everyone brings their own issues, their own history, 
with injuries and pre-existing conditions, so you need to ad-
just those training programs to meet the needs of everyone. 

The SWAT teams are very fit, because they realize that is 
a major part of the job, and most of them have an enthusiasm 
for being fit and healthy, so for them it can sometimes be a 
case of trying to get them to put the brakes on, step back a 
bit and reevaluate something, which can be a hard thing to 
ask them to do. That concept can be challenging for them, 
especially because of what they are capable of physically, and 
their passion for being fit and ready for any challenge on the 
job. But sometimes it is just an adjustment or recommendation 
that can help them optimize what they are doing. 

In general, though, most of the people that I work with fall 
into my age range — I just turned 39 — and at this stage in 
my life, I can still do the same things that I did when I was 20, 
but it just hurts a whole lot more and it takes about five times 
longer to recover. So I tell them that they still have to do some 
things that are potentially very athletic, so we’ve got to make 
sure that they are ready for that physically should that arise. 

GRF: Can you please describe some of the core principles 
of the training and approach that you take with these first 
responder communities? 

Dawes: We really are trying to create a good base or foun-
dation of general fitness before we start building on some 
of those high-level athletic skills. Once we make sure the 
base-level fitness skills are there, and as they develop those 
and get better at those, we start adding in higher-end levels 
of strength and power and speed and performance. It really 
is trying to build and rebuild the body’s functioning from the 
ground up, as far as from a movement perspective. One of 
the challenges is trying to let them know that it is not how 
much you push, but the quality of that movement. We want 
to make sure that they are going to reach those high levels 
of performance, so that they are not just good officers today 
but 10 years from now, and still able to do a lot of the same 
things they could do when they were 20. 

Ultimately, we try to make them more proficient and effi-
cient movers. You get some guys that are really strong — they 
can squat a Buick — but the quality of the movement is not 
necessarily all that great. So, yeah, you can do that now, but 
can you do that in a decade after all of the wear and tear and 
stress on the body? We really need to back this up a little bit 
and make sure that you are doing this correctly before we 
worry about whether or not you are reaching upper echelons 
of performance; it is a “One step back, and two steps forward” 
kind of mentality sometimes. 

GRF: From an injury prevention standpoint, this should 
translate to fewer injuries, right?

Dawes: Developing a good base for movement, and mak-
ing sure they have good stability and mobility, will lead to 
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