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Building and maintaining police workforces is a complex, ongoing challenge
requiring much thought and care to balance organizational objectives, community
needs, existing circumstances, and available resources. This report is part of
the Workforce Development Series, which features resources supported by the
COPS Office to facilitate police staffing efforts. Contributions to this series
span the police staffing system, from recruitment, selection, and retention to
allocation, work schedules, and organizational learning.




It is often difficult for law enforcement workforce planners to systematically address allocation, recruitment,
training, and retention to effectively address staffing challenges (Wilson and Weiss 2014). Taking up these broader
discussions of police workload and how best to manage it, however, enables certain key questions to be posed,
including the following:

e  How does an agency know when it is understaffed?
e  How does an agency address the effects of understaffing?

e  What can be done to build better workforces (e.g., in terms of quality, skill differentiation, and
community representation?)

e Are there solutions other than staffing for managing workload demand?

Summarizing a 2024 research study (Wilson and Grammich), this publication illustrates elements of the police
staffing challenge and how they form a broader ecosystem that agencies should consider when assessing staffing
issues, contemplating goals and strategies, and implementing solutions. It presents a six-step approach for police
workforce planning and managing workload demand.

The analysis draws on a broad review of academic and professional research, as well as experience in working with
hundreds of practitioners in the course of three decades. The authors draw across these experiences to articulate a
more evidence-based, comprehensive, field-tested, and efficient approach to workforce planning.



Critical Issues and Gomponents
of the Staffing Ecosystem

This publication classifies the elements of the police staffing ecosystem in three ways. First, it reviews elements of

strategy for staffing: workload, performance objectives, and workforce goals. Second, it reviews elements of workforce

context: allocation, deployment, recruitment and selection, retention, training, productivity, and succession planning.

Third, it reviews elements of operational environment: leadership, culture, resources, nonsworn staff alternatives, and

organizational learning.

Strategy

Workforce context

Workload

Workload is at the core of managing police workforces. The
primary metric for workload is calls for service. Agencies
respond to an enormous variety of calls (Lum, Koper,

and Wu 2022). The proportion of calls, and therefore

type of workload, will vary by community—as will time
spent on each call. However, workload comes in other
important forms as well, such as investigations; community
engagement; administration; and activities performed

by reactive, proactive, and support units throughout

the organization.

Performance objectives

How communities choose to direct their agencies in
responding to calls or performing additional duties
determines police performance objectives. Performance
objectives flow from the style of agency and type of service
a community prefers (Wilson 1968). Community policing
requires giving officers time for proactive work, while

preventative patrol requires more uncommitted officer time.

What an agency wants to do and how it chooses to do it help
shape the workforce.

Workforce goals

A community may have goals for its police workforce
beyond its staffing level. These goals may include ensuring
the workforce manages its cohort distribution (Wilson and
Heinonen 2012) and develops special skills (PERF 2019).
Each requires different strategies to fulfill. The qualities
and attributes of staff are important determinants of
organizational performance.

Allocation

Communities will allocate resources for their police
agencies to accomplish their desired work. Traditionally,
there have been four methods for determining how many
officers an agency should have: (1) per capita (Adams 1994),
(2) minimum staffing (Orrick 2008), (3) authorized level
(Wilson et al. 2009), and (4) workload-based (Wilson and
Weiss 2014). Of these, the workload-based approach is the
only approach to systematically analyze and determine
staffing needs based on demand (e.g., calls for service),
service style or performance (e.g., how much discretionary
time an agency wishes officers to have), and other

agency characteristics.

Deployment

Allocation determines the number of officers an agency has,
and deployment determines the distribution of the work the
officers provide. Deployment determines what work officers
should do, where they should do it, and when. Each of these
questions can raise others. For example, moving officers
from an eight-hour shift to a 10-hour shift can offer some
benefits, such as higher quality of life and reduced overtime
(Amendola et al. 2011). However, it can also significantly
affect the proportion of officers on duty during some times
(Wilson and Weiss 2014). Each agency must consider the
tradeoffs it is willing to accept in making employment
decisions. The point here is that one decision can affect
many others in a staffing system.
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Recruitment and selection

To perform its work, a police agency must recruit and

select officers. Recruiting and selecting personnel is a large,
continuing, and growing problem. It is also increasingly
challenging, with many agencies losing officers faster than
they can hire new ones (PERF 2023). Given that it can take
at least a year to select and train a recruit but only two weeks
(or less) for an officer to leave an agency or even policing
altogether, officer retention may offer a more efficient means
for addressing many staffing concerns (Wilson et al. 2023).

Retention

Law enforcement agencies face both new and longstanding
difficulties in retaining officers. Morale and legitimacy
suffered in the wake of the murder in police custody of
George Floyd in May 2020 and the resulting protests
(Mourtgos, Adams, and Nix 2021). Job stress and the belief
that police work has little value can increase turnover, as can
lack of supervisor support for front-line personnel (Paoline
and Gau 2020). Police agencies are paying more attention to
retention as a strategy in workforce development (Wilson et
al. 2023). Nevertheless, the attention given to retention still
lags that given to recruitment and selection.

Training

Training is a cornerstone of policing as it contributes to
individual and organizational performance. Leadership
training can reduce turnover (Hilal and Litsey 2020), and
managers with higher levels of education are more likely to
remain in the field (Andreescu and Vito 2021). But training
can fall short of what is needed. Agencies may improve
their training by reconsidering their academy organization,
operation, and philosophy; overhauling the training
curriculum; expanding and professionalizing academy
leadership and instruction; upgrading training facilities;
and ensuring continuity between academy and field training
(PERF 2022).

Productivity

With all else being equal, the productivity (i.e., the efficiency
and success with which an organization accomplishes

its objectives) of police agencies can vary because of any
number of internal or external factors. For example, police
productivity may diminish in times of strained community
relations or incidents causing tension between agencies

and the community. High-profile incidents of police use of
force may lead to reduced police effort and fewer arrests for
low-level offenses (Premkumar 2022). Management quality
can also affect police productivity, with longer-tenured
leadership associated with lower rates of both violent

crime and officer use of force (Kapustin, Neumann, and
Ludwig 2022).

Succession planning

The link between policing management and productivity
raises the question of succession planning. Succession
plans for government agencies can help boost both current
and future capacity. Succession planning for leadership
positions should assess what requirements are needed and
which are present, identifying personnel shortcomings, and
identifying optimal career paths for career development
(Lim, Matthiew, and Keller 2012).

Operational environment

Leadership

Few components affect the efficiency of work management
as much as leadership. Contemporary police leaders must
manage and balance a complex array of external (e.g., city
managers and offices, neighborhood groups, business
interests, legislators) and internal (e.g., multiple types and
ranks of staff, employee organizations, functional units)
forces and constituencies, many of which relate to building
and maintaining a quality workforce (IACP 1999). The skill
in navigating these relationships and meeting their demands
drives organizational performance (Wexler, Wycoff, and
Fischer 2007).
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Culture

Much of what makes a police agency attractive to employees
is its culture. Culture can be set by leadership expectations,
departmental sense of purpose, and professional growth and
development opportunities (Francis 2020). Organizations
that are slow to change recruitment practices, respond to
what motivates officers, or alter their leadership profile

may not be able to attract capable staff who reflect their
communities (Rigaux and Cunningham 2021).

Resources

Police organizations struggle with determining how

to perform their work while balancing changes in

the supply and demand for qualified officers, officer
attrition, expanding responsibilities, and decreasing
resources (Wilson 2012). There are as many ways for
managing resources to provide police services as there

are communities that demand and fund those services.
Resources will influence all aspects of an organization and
its operations and must be considered in managing the
overall police staffing ecosystem.

Nonsworn staff alternatives

Not all police work needs to be done by sworn officers
(King and Wilson 2014). Civilian employees, for example,
may manage 311 systems, handle reports of offenses that
are not in progress, and investigate traffic accidents. Such
civilianization can increase budget flexibility, enhance
skill mix, and reduce the use of force, particularly when
crisis intervention teams respond to community members
experiencing mental health crises (Brock, 2022).

Organizational learning

To reach the highest levels of performance, organizations
must become learning organizations, i.e., organizations
whose personnel continually expand their capacity,
developing new ways of thinking about and solving
problems (Senge 1990). Such organizations must also
become adept at problem solving, experimenting, learning
from others and their experiences, and transferring
knowledge (Garvin 1993). Learning organizations must
continuously leverage information from their experience
and translate it into lessons for operations that adapt to
changing circumstances.



Staffing as an Organic System

Police agencies have long been considered open, organic
systems whose structures and activities are affected by
contextual and internal features of their organizational
context (Maguire 2003). Staffing can then be considered an
ecosystem within the larger, fluid framework with strategy
at its core, workforce context affecting how it can execute
its strategy, and an operational environment shaping its
workforce context.

Figure 1 presents all these elements and how they contribute
to staffing and accomplishing police work. It illustrates the
key elements identified in previous research as important in
staffing systems and their placement in workforce strategy,
workforce context, or operational environment. Field
experience provides a framework for organizing these in a
meaningful way. This categorization is not exhaustive or
definitive but highlights key issues and relationships and the
need to consider staffing issues more broadly.

These elements shape, reinforce, and interact with one
another, indicating the need to take a holistic approach

to managing the police staffing ecosystem. Recruitment
and retention can offset each other; retention, for example,
may mitigate the need for recruitment. Both can help

overcome problems with attrition although they have not
tended to do so from 2000 to 2023 (PERF 2023; PERF 2019).
Organizational learning and performance assessment can
improve recruitment, deployment, retention, training,
succession planning, and workforce goals. Culture can affect
recruitment, retention, productivity, workforce goals, and
acceptance of nonsworn staff alternatives. Nonsworn staff
alternatives can affect the need for sworn staff recruitment,
training, deployment, and retention. Organizational
learning can determine how effectively an agency allocates
and deploys resources and also—through time—improve
recruitment, selection, retention, and training. Retention
can affect succession planning for future leaders. Resources
affect every part of the organization.

Police organizations need to consider their entire structure
and how that structure will affect certain elements of the
organization when leadership makes personnel decisions
(Wilson and Heinonen 2012). Different elements of the
staffing ecosystem can affect one another through time,
but actions taken at one point can have consequences for
such things as balanced force structure, and perhaps even
succession planning, in the future.
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How, then, should a police agency approach workforce planning and meet its workload demand? This publication

suggests a six-step approach, derived from field research and providing technical assistance to agencies.

1. Determine efficient allocation level

4. Formulate strategy

As noted, typical allocation approaches—per capita,
minimum staffing, and authorized level—have strengths
and weaknesses. The workload-based approach can offer

a more comprehensive approach than the others. While it
can be difficult to use in communities with fewer calls for
service, it grounds the discussion of service provision in
objectivity, evidence, and analysis. It enables a conversation
about what is needed rather than what is wanted and keeps
the conversation in the context of what a community

can afford.

2. Establish workforce goals

Police agencies may have many goals in workforce
management, some of which may conflict. There are

many commonly considered. Special skills and qualities,

for instance, might include language and interpersonal
communication abilities, technical or analytical expertise,
or problem-solving capabilities. Likewise, agencies may wish
to consider the distribution of staff among the experience
continuum so they don’t get too many or too few in junior or
senior cohorts (Wilson and Heinonen 2012). They may wish
to form a coalition of stakeholders to identify which goals
are most important for community and agency purposes.

3. Assess existing circumstances

Communities should consider the difference between their
current and optimal police workforce. This consideration
requires knowing what they want their agency to do before
determining the optimal size. Once communities have
determined what they want their agency to do—as well

as their other workforce goals—they should consider how
existing staff can fulfill their needs. This assessment can
include desired qualities, special skills, and, for long-term
planning, cohort distribution.

In formulating a police workforce strategy, communities
should identify, assess, and select the features they wish to
introduce to their staff and how to optimize the alignment
between their staff and workload demand. This will include
elements of staffing, efficiency, alternative delivery systems,
needs and supports for the agency, and performance metrics
and analysis.

5. Implement strategy

Executing a police workforce strategy requires the agency
to be operationally aware. It should continually seek how to
best leverage its resources—whether through funding, staff
capabilities, or other opportunities—and account for and
adjust as needed to obstacles such as changes in budget or
staffing, high-profile incidents, or new policies.

6. Monitor and assess performance

As part of their management practices, grounded in
organizational learning principles, police agencies should
have routine systematic and comprehensive reviews.
Continuous operational assessments can enable mid-
course corrections. Such assessments should consider
questions such as how well the strategy is working and
whether adjustments are needed to account for incorrect
assumptions or changes in the operational environment.
Agencies that adopt organizational learning principles and
embrace innovation can better implement routine reviews
and benefit from them.



What do the principles discussed in this publication mean for specific workforce questions? The principles’

implications for three such questions are considered here.

1. When an agency is understaffed

When an agency believes that it is understaffed, the first
question it should ask is how does it know? Considering
its workload and performance objectives is one way to
determine whether it is understaffed and, if so, the extent
of understaffing.

If an agency truly is understaffed, it can use recruitment
and retention strategies to selectively boost staffing,
increase efficiency, or employ alternative delivery systems.
Before using recruitment and retention, it should learn the
nature of its problem and implement strategies grounded
in research. Some agencies may find they are understaffed
because of an inability to retain staff. Given that retention
is more cost effective than recruiting, such agencies should
explore what they might do to retain officers. To increase
efficiency, agencies may wish to respond to problems
rather than incidents or focus on targeted crime rather
than patrol (Braga 2008). Work schedules can also affect
staff availability (Wilson and Weiss 2014). Civilians might
perform many police tasks and may even have the skills to
perform them more effectively than sworn officers (King
and Wilson 2014). Understaffed agencies may also seek to
deploy alternative delivery systems, such as implementing a
311 system or differential police response.

2. When an agency is not
understaffed but “feels” it is

A workload analysis may indicate that a police agency has
sufficient staff to address calls, but officers may still find
themselves constantly responding to calls without time for
other initiatives or proactive responses. In such a case, the
agency should consider strategies and activities that place
more staff on patrol or otherwise free up officer time. It
may find there are too many officers allocated elsewhere
in the department or on non-peak shifts. An agency may
also find there are more efficient ways of accomplishing
organizational goals, including non-staff options. Use of
good data by senior leaders can help navigate the process of
determining whether an agency is truly understaffed and
how best to increase staffing or allocate existing resources.

3. When an agency is not meeting
workforce attribute goals

Developing officers with desired attributes takes time. If

an agency finds that it lacks sufficient officers of a given
attribute, its first step should be to work to retain officers
with the desired attribute. This will not solve the problem
but will prevent it from worsening. Specific retention
strategies for certain skills, such as pay incentives for
officers who can speak multiple languages, can bolster
general retention strategies. As vacancies arise, agencies can
use their recruitment strategies to target those with desired
attributes. Recruitment might focus on college students who
are studying fields (e.g., languages, psychology) particularly
needed by an agency (Terpstra, White, and Fradella 2022).



This analysis suggests assessing workload demand to determine whether a police agency is truly understaffed. It

also suggests there are multiple solutions for addressing an understaffed agency when its primary goal is addressing
workload demand and performance objectives. Finally, it suggests that staffing is a robust ecosystem that is
dynamic and multidimensional. Each component of such a system is necessary for building workforces. There may
be still additional components to consider.

The central lesson of this publication is that it is not just the number of officers that matter: What they do and
how they do it also matter. Forming a coalition of stakeholders can help frame the challenge and responses

to it. Framing the challenge as one of workload demand and performance objectives is key to solving it. Such
framing can help reveal preferences of what stakeholders want the agency to do, the realities of what it must do,
and the costs and tradeoffs involved in performing necessary and desired work. Identifying workload demand
and performance objectives can help remove subjectivity from resource allocation decisions. Increasing staff, or
workload supply, is just one solution. Community stakeholder discussion should consider that what staff do and
how they do it are just as important as how many staff there are. In sum, the most efficient solution to managing
police workload is one that balances strategy, staff, and process.
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The Office of Community Oriented Policing Services (COPS Office) is the component of the U.S. Department
of Justice responsible for advancing the practice of community policing by the nation’s state, local, territorial, and
tribal law enforcement agencies through information and grant resources.

Community policing begins with a commitment to building trust and mutual respect between police and
communities. It supports public safety by encouraging all stakeholders to work together to address our nation’s
crime challenges. When law enforcement and communities collaborate, they more effectively address underlying
issues, change negative behavioral patterns, and allocate resources.

Rather than simply responding to crime, community policing focuses on preventing it through strategic problem-
solving approaches based on collaboration. The COPS Office awards grants to hire community policing officers
and support the development and testing of innovative policing strategies. COPS Office funding also provides
training and technical assistance to community members and local government leaders, as well as all levels of law
enforcement.

Since 1994, the COPS Office has been appropriated more than $20 billion to add community policing officers to the
nation’s streets, enhance crime fighting technology, support crime prevention initiatives, and provide training and
technical assistance to help advance community policing. Other achievements include the following:

e To date, the COPS Office has funded the hiring of approximately 138,000 additional officers by more than
13,000 of the nation’s 18,000 law enforcement agencies in both small and large jurisdictions.

e More than 800,000 law enforcement personnel, community members, and government leaders have been
trained through COPS Office-funded training organizations and the COPS Training Portal.

e  More than 1,000 agencies have received customized advice and peer-led technical assistance through the
COPS Office Collaborative Reform Initiative Technical Assistance Center.

e To date, the COPS Office has distributed more than nine million topic-specific publications, training
curricula, white papers, and resource CDs and flash drives.

The COPS Office also sponsors conferences, roundtables, and other forums focused on issues critical to law
enforcement. COPS Office information resources, covering a wide range of community policing topics such as
school and campus safety, violent crime, and officer safety and wellness, can be downloaded via the COPS Office’s
home page, https://cops.usdoj.gov.
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This publication illustrates elements of the police staffing challenge and explores how they

form a broader ecosystem that agencies should consider when assessing staffing issues,
contemplating goals and strategies, and implementing solutions. It presents a six-step
approach for police workforce planning and managing workload demand and addresses
planning for three common staffing scenarios.
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