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An Analysis of Fitness Policies and Programs Aimed at 

Improving the Physical Deterioration of Police Officers  

Abstract 

Ann E. Kennedy 

Under the Supervision of Dr. Dedra Tentis 

Statement of Problem 

 Law enforcement is a unique profession in that it requires physical, mental, and 

emotional demands of officers that many other professionals do not encounter on a daily basis.  

According to Smith and Charles (2010) the constant struggle in finding a healthy balance can 

take a toll on the officer’s health, fitness, and well-being.  Officers have been shown to have 

higher rates of health problems than the average American.  Dempsey and Frost (2012) found 

that the average life expectancy of a police officer is 57 years, compared with 71 for the general 

public and that officers rank at the top among professions in rates of heart disease, hypertension, 

and diabetes. 

     

Method and Procedures 

 This research is a comparative analysis of several fitness programs that have been 

developed in agencies around the United States.  The discussion examined the positive and 

negative influences each program has contributed to this area of study.  Furthermore, this 

research created examples of other methods that can be utilized for agencies that want to develop 

such programs. 

 In addition to the comparative analysis, the research provided a variety of resources 

collected that contain data relevant to health and fitness in law enforcement.  The method of 

approach consisted mostly of secondary sources from scholarly journals.  This research study 

also incorporated statistical data from the Center for Disease Control and Prevention, the Federal 

Bureau of Investigation, the Bureau of Justice, and the National Criminal Justice Resource 

Service among other government and organizational websites. 

   

Summary and Results 

 The comparative analysis demonstrates that currently there are programs implemented 

within several agencies to combat health issues that officers face.  Although some of these 

programs were developed years ago, time has revealed the successes and failures of each.  

Research supports the fact that health and fitness needs to be a priority in the law enforcement 

profession, but these studies emphasize that programs should be executed with care and attention 

to detail.  Many agencies have recognized the importance of healthy officers and have seen the 

positive impact these policies can have, however research has shown this area of concern needs 

further consideration.  Efforts have been established to provide incentives and rewards to those 

who succeed in these programs, but more research is needed to determine which programs are 
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the most effective and how agencies can continue to afford these programs with restricted 

budgets. 
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An Analysis of Fitness Policies and Programs Aimed at 

Improving the Physical Deterioration of Police Officers 

  

Ann E. Kennedy 

 

I. Introduction 

Police officers encounter an array of stressors that most people who work nine-to-five 

jobs could never imagine.  Officers are required to place their lives on the line for the safety of 

the community on a daily basis.  Law enforcement officials are sworn to uphold the law and 

protect everyone in the respective community, even individuals who may not want the police 

involved.  The variety of tasks required of officers mandates them not only to be mentally 

prepared and aware of their surroundings, but also commands police officers to be physically 

able to perform the duties encountered.  Smith and Charles (2010) state these tribulations require 

officers to repeatedly deal with death, serious injury, horrific crime scenes, and ostracization by 

the community members, friends, and even family.  Officers who are healthy and fit will often 

find they are physically prepared to perform the strenuous and critical tasks of this career 

(National Park Service, 2012). The many challenges officers face demand that the physical body 

be able to adapt to rapid changes in emotions, fears, and physical activity.  This suggests the 

physical health of an officer be a priority for law enforcement officials and administrators who 

implement the programs and policies within the agency. 

A healthy (i.e., mentally and physically fit) officer is an essential component within this 

career.  Grawitch, Barber, and Kruger (2009) found that when job demands are high and 

available resources are low, the two components interact to produce a variety of negative 
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outcomes in the workforce, including emotional exhaustion and organizational commitment.  

This is one reason why many departments may require applicants to complete several stages in 

the hiring process.  Table 1 reveals the selection process utilized in local police departments in 

conjunction with the population served.   

Table 1 

 

Note: Adapted from “Local police departments, 2003,” by  Matthew J. Hickman and Brian A. Reaves, 2003, Bureau 

of Justice Statistics: Law Enforcement Management and Administration.  Retrieved on October 1, 2012 from 

http://bjs.ojp.usdoj.gov/content/pub/pdf/lpd03.pdf. 

 

Local agencies are not the only law enforcement department with these mandates.  County, state, 

and federal law enforcement agencies also have several testing stages.  Physical Fitness 

requirements are the focus of this evaluation. 

The Federal Bureau of Investigation’s (FBI) physical fitness test consists of four events: 

maximum number of sit-ups in one minute, a timed 300-meter sprint, maximum number of push-

ups (not timed), and a timed one and one-half mile run, with pre-existing standards for each test 

that must be met in order to proceed in the hiring process (FBI, n.d.).  State law enforcement 

physical fitness requirements are quite similar.  The Illinois State Trooper test mandates 

candidates must successfully complete the sit and reach, one minute sit-up, maximum repetition 

http://bjs.ojp.usdoj.gov/content/pub/pdf/lpd03.pdf
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bench press, and the one and one-half mile run (Illinois State Police, 2012).  This test has pre-

established minimum requirements categorized by age and gender that applicants must meet in 

order to receive a passing score.  According to Table 1, city agencies have varying standards that 

must be met in order for an officer to obtain a position in law enforcement.  This research has 

found that although this is a step in the right direction, continued research should be compiled on 

the benefits of physical fitness upon employment to improve and maintain an officers overall 

health. 

The application process can also be rigorous and time consuming for the applicant.  

According to Schmalleger (2009) nearly all municipal police use personal interviews, and most 

use basic skills tests, physical agility measurements, medical exams, drug tests, psychological 

exams, and background checks.  The purpose behind some of the tests may be more evident than 

others, but how is physical fitness and the medical examinations relevant to law enforcement?  

Not possessing the strength, endurance, or flexibility needed to perform some of the job 

requirements can result in injury or death, as well as an increased probability in the use of deadly 

force (Dempsey and Frost, 2012). 

Health and fitness are two topics that continue to bring attention to the soaring rate of 

overweight and obese people in society.  This problem is no different for officers who spend 

hours in a sedentary life style while on patrol, then rush to seconds of pure chaos and terror, 

which often requires stamina and physical endurance.  Research indicates the main cause for 

weight gain and obesity is consuming more calories than the body needs and living a sedentary 

lifestyle (Obesity in America, 2012).  According to the Center for Disease Control and 

Prevention (2011), 34.4% of adults 20 years or older are considered overweight, with an 

additional 33.9% of that age group being classified as obese.  This is quite different from the 
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early 1960s when it was found that 31.5% of those 20 and older were overweight and 13.4% 

were obese (Ogden & Carroll, 2010).  Research reveals that police officers are more likely to be 

overweight and obese than the general population.  Shell (2005) administered a questionnaire to 

75 law enforcement executives and professionals finding that 80% of all respondents were 

classified as overweight and approximately one-third of those were considered obese.  The 

constant change in routine demands officers have physical strength and endurance in order for 

the body to properly respond to the obstacles faced.  The excitement an officer feels during a 

critical incident is often associated with an “adrenaline rush.”  This refers to the process where 

the adrenal glands secrete the adrenaline hormone which elevates an individual’s blood pressure, 

heart rate, sweat glands, and metabolism (of fats, proteins, and carbohydrates), resulting in a 

heightened sense of awareness and strength (American Urological Association Foundation, 

2011).  However, if an officer is unable to release this energy in an effective manner, the 

officer’s body will naturally respond in a negative way leading to headaches, nausea, irritability, 

and often other physical symptoms (Dempsey & Frost, 2012).  Additionally, this career can also 

lead to other types of stressful situations that may cause physical health issues.   

Officers are widely recognized to suffer from very high levels of stress due to performing 

work that is both physically and emotionally draining (Gachter, Savage, & Torgler, 2011).  The 

irregular long hours in combination with demands made by family, friends, and co-workers, can 

lead an officer to increased stress.  Additionally, Smith and Charles (2010) found that there are 

still high levels of absenteeism, ill health, and alcohol/drug-related problems within law 

enforcement.  Gachter, et al., (2011) found that high levels of stress directly correlates with an 

increased level of short and long term negative health issues.  Gaines and Kappeler (2008) also 

found that police officers have higher rates of heart disease, diabetes, colon cancer, and liver 
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cancer, all of which can lead to a higher rate of mortality.  An officer who is fatigued or 

physically exhausted can also see a detrimental impact on his or her work performance and job 

satisfaction.   

On average, one law enforcement officer in the United States is killed in the line of duty 

every 53 hours (National Law Enforcement Memorial Fund, 2012).  According to the Federal 

Bureau of Investigation (2010), 72 officers were accidentally killed in the line duty due to the 

following causes of death: automobile accidents (45), struck by a vehicle (11), motorcycle 

accidents (7), accidental crossfire (3), and other types of accidents/health-related issues (6).  In 

2011, the number of law enforcement deaths increased at a dangerously concerning rate.  The 

number of officers killed in the line of duty was recorded at 173: eleven deaths were due to heart 

attacks, seven were a result of duty related illnesses, and six were caused by 9/11 related 

illnesses (Officer Down Memorial Page, 2012).  Although the number of deaths due to health 

related issues are rather low, the data should lead law enforcement officials to question what 

steps may need to be taken to help decrease the number of deaths.  This could include providing 

additional training, education, rotating schedules, and/or incorporating health and fitness 

programs into department policies and practices. 

Physically fit officers may also benefit their agency and medical provider in other ways.  

For example, the Glendale Arizona Police Department initiated a comprehensive health 

assessment, intervention, and educational program, which ultimately decreased the number of 

medical claims.  This resulted in the medical provider offering a refund to the department 

(Brown, Krueger, and Berner, 1986).  The Fresno Police Department gained the support of city 

council members who now allocate monetary rewards for successful participation in the health 

and fitness program (Fresno Police Officer Association, 2012).  Although this is only one 
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example, it is a bargaining tool for agencies interested in developing wellness programs and 

policies.  It can be used as an incentive to get the officers, agency, and health insurance provider 

on board for offering such a service. 

One argument that could be made against this requirement is that officers do not spend 

enough of their time in situations that require the use of physical force.  By looking at the data on 

how officers spend time on duty, this may be a relevant argument.  The daily routines of a police 

officer typically may not require them to be physically fit, rather the small number of situations 

where officers must be prepared to pursue a suspect on foot, endure the struggle of a subject 

being placed under arrest, or separate two people involved in a physical altercation.  Mastrofski, 

Parks, Worden, DeJong, Snipes, & Terrell (1998) have found that officers spend 22% of their 

shift encountering citizens, 21% on general patrol, 18% on personal issues, 15% en route to a 

call for service, 9% directing problems, 9% gathering information, and 5% conducting 

administrative duties.  Just by reviewing these percentages, it is evident that on a daily basis 

physical fitness may not be necessary, but it should be noted that it is beneficial for those 

circumstances where the situation escalates to the use of force.  Mastrofski, et al. (1998) added 

that only 2.4% of an officer’s shift is dedicated to physical force which includes things such as 

handcuffing, searching subjects, and even threatening to use force.   

Plecas, McCormick, and Cohen (2010) supported the Mastrofski et al. study when they 

found that three hours are spent on report writing and case follow-up, two hours on patrol, one 

hour driving to calls for service, and the remainder of the time on other job related activities 

during a typical 12-hour shift (see Table 2).   
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Table 2 

 

Note: Adapted from “RCMP Surrey Ride Along Study: General Findings,” by Dr. D. Plecas, Dr. A. McCormick, 

and Dr. I.M. Cohen, 2010.  University of Fraser Valley: Centre for Public Safety and Criminal Justice Research.  

Retrieved on October 1, 2012 from 

http://www.ufv.ca/Assets/CCJR/Reports+and+Publications/Surrey_General_Findings.pdf.  

 

As shown, the majority of an officer’s shift may not require physical strength or endurance, but 

there always remains the chance that a situation could require an officer to use force. 

Additionally, other issues that incorporate the need for physical fitness have nothing to do 

with citizens on the street.  The other concern, as discussed earlier, is the risk of a life-

threatening illness or on-duty injuries.  Stress does not cause disease, but it may contribute to the 

development of such things as hypertension, ulcers, cardiovascular disease, and even some 

cancers due to its ability to weaken and disrupt the body’s defense mechanisms against these 

illnesses (Dempsey & Frost, 2012).  Once again, it could be argued that some officers may 

already have pre-existing diseases when they are hired.  With approximately 95% of law 

enforcement agencies requiring medical exams prior to employment, it is easier for agencies to 

determine if the condition existed previously or if it developed after employment (Schmalleger, 

2009).  Although a very relevant concern to consider, it is a topic that can be dismissed after 

reviewing an officer’s medical history.  Based on the many facts introduced, the focus is that 

http://www.ufv.ca/Assets/CCJR/Reports+and+Publications/Surrey_General_Findings.pdf
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wellness plays an important role in a career in law enforcement.  What needs to be examined is 

the continuance of a wellness plan after the initial hiring process.  

This study discussed programs and policies that have already been developed, while also 

suggesting how those programs could be implemented more effectively.  It included a 

comparative analysis on several wellness programs that have been established in agencies around 

the United States.  The research dived into how those agencies administered their fitness 

programs, while also examining the successes and failures of each.  Additionally, it 

recommended new ways in which agencies can incorporate wellness into the department’s 

agenda as some agencies currently do not have any programs in place.  Finally, the research 

educated and informed administrators in the criminal justice field on the significance of offering 

wellness programs.   

II. Literature Review 

The comparative analysis consists of five different wellness programs that have been 

utilized throughout the United States.  Some of these programs were created years ago, but that 

should not deter from the value and success these studies have brought to this topic.  Before 

wellness programs are discussed, it is essential to define certain terms that may reoccur 

throughout this analysis. 

Definitions 

Terms including body mass index (BMI), overweight, obesity, cardiovascular activity, 

strength training, flexibility, and endurance are used throughout this study and can often be 

interchanged in discussions on wellness. It is essential to begin with BMI as this is often the 

beginning step in determining an individual’s level of physical fitness.  BMI is a number 

calculated from an individual’s height and weight providing a reliable indicator of body fatness 
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(for most people) and is used to screen for future health problems (Centers for Disease Control 

and Prevention, 2011a).  Although many websites now provide a calculator readily available to 

determine one’s BMI, the formula according to the BMICalculator.org (2009) when written out 

is as follows: 

Weight in pounds x 703 

     Square of height 

 

Once the BMI has been calculated, this number can be used in accordance with the table 

originally established by the Center for Disease Control and Prevention as shown in Table 3. 

Table 3 

 

BMI   Weight Category 
Below 18.5   Underweight 

18.5 to 24.9   Normal 

25.0 to 29.9   Overweight 

30.0 and above   Obese 
Note: Adapted from “Defining Overweight and Obese,” by Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics, 2012, Academy of 

Nutrition and Dietetics: Eatright.org.  Retrieved on August 21, 2012 from 

http://www.eatright.org/public/content.aspx?id=6845.  
 

These numbers provide an indication as to whether or not one is considered underweight, 

normal, overweight, or obese.  One aspect to keep in mind with this table is that it does not 

account for athletes or body builders who have excellent health, yet because of their muscle 

development, weigh more than what is expected in conjunction with their height.  Now that it has 

discussed what the difference between an overweight and an obese individual is defined as, it’s 

important to identify the difference between cardiovascular exercise, strength training, and 

flexibility. 

 Cardiovascular exercise, also referred to as aerobic exercise, is when the body uses 

oxygen more efficiently to deliver the maximum benefits to the body’s heart, lungs, and 

circulatory system, which is designed to increase the heart rate (Texas Heart Institute, 2012).  

http://www.eatright.org/public/content.aspx?id=6845
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Conversely, strength training prepares the body’s muscles in a more direct fashion.  This type of 

exercise, also known as anaerobic exercise, not only improves the functional strength and force-

producing capabilities of a muscle or group of muscles, it also enhances the coordinated working 

relationship between the nervous and muscular system developing an increased ease to everyday 

activities and metabolism (American Council on Exercise, 2012).  In addition to cardiovascular 

exercise and strength training, the third and final component that is essential to a healthy body is 

flexibility.  Flexibility training is just as imperative to an individual’s health as the other two 

types of exercise because it increases the full and natural movements of a joint while also 

supporting how the muscles, ligaments, and tendons surrounding the joint can stretch (Arthritis 

Foundation, 2012).  Flexibility exercises can also improve posture, reduce the risk of injuries, 

and allow more room for movement, while releasing muscle tension and soreness (Texas Heart 

Institute, 2012).  When all of these exercises are combined, an officer can begin to see an 

increase in his or her endurance, which becomes crucial in situations that involve foot pursuits or 

combative subjects. 

An increase in endurance refers to the body’s ability to supply the circulatory and 

muscular systems with energy through an increase in blood flow and processing of oxygen and 

nutrients (Health Guidance, 2012; Arthritis Foundation, 2012).  Building endurance has both 

physical and mental effects which include, but are not limited to, increased stamina for daily 

tasks, reduced fatigue, a lowered risk of chronic health problems and injuries, weight loss, and 

reduced pain (Arthritis Foundation, 2012).  It is evident that after discussing all of the above 

listed terms that each works in connection with the other to improve an individual’s overall 

health.  Although all are imperative to improve wellness, even the slightest change in one area 

can enhance an officer’s physical health, thus bringing into perspective the comparative analysis. 
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Comparative Analysis 

 In the following section of this research, there are five different physical wellness 

programs examined that have been administered in various departments across the United States.  

It is essential to recognize the contribution these studies have made toward this topic as the 

success of the programs has made the more recent wellness policies possible.  By identifying the 

advancements that have been made in this area, departments can examine these examples to 

determine if, and/or what type of wellness program would be most beneficial for that agency.   

Physical Fitness Programs for Law Enforcement Officers: A Manual for Police Administrators 

 The first study examined comes from the early stages of research into this topic.  Pollock, 

Gettman, Price, and Kent (1977) developed a study that tested nearly 2,000 police officers from 

two different age groups of male participants; one group ages 21 through 35 and the other ages 

36 through 52 all with similar height and weight.  The researchers wanted to discover the effect 

cardio or strength training had on an individual, as well as how a combination of both would 

influence an officer’s well-being.  The study took place over a 20-week period and required that 

participants exercise for at least 45 minutes three times a week.  The results of the study revealed 

that although any form of physical activity will positively affect an officer’s well-being, the 

combination of strength training in conjunction with aerobic training helped decrease blood 

pressure, increase cardio-respiratory ability and overall strength and endurance (Pollock, et al., 

1977).  As discussed in the definitions section of this research, it is apparent from those 

explanations that even the slightest amount of dedication to physical fitness can have a positive 

impact on an officer’s health, yet a combination of aerobic, anaerobic, and flexibility training are 

essential for optimum health.  Additionally, this study was conducted early on in the discovery of 
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wellness training for law enforcement officers, thus it left room for many improvements to the 

program. 

 Two areas in particular that were not addressed in this study were: the importance of 

flexibility training, and education on nutritional health.  Officers need not only be active to stay 

fit and physically prepared for whatever tasks the job demands, but they must also be educated 

on how to properly care for and fuel their body so they may respond with an adequate amount of 

energy.  The type, amount, composition, and timing of food intake can dramatically affect 

exercise performance, recovery from exercise, body weight and composition, and overall health 

(Manore, 2004, p.1).  Understanding how and why the body responds the way that it does can 

drastically alter the method in which the body processes the nutrients it is given.  Furthermore, 

the lack of recognition toward flexibility training also left out the benefits included with being 

more flexible.  These benefits include more: freedom with movements and improved posture, 

increased physical and mental relaxation, released muscle tension and soreness, and a reduction 

in the risk of injury (American Council of Exercise, 2012a).  Just as with nutrition, this is also a 

step in the wellness process that is often neglected, but can easily be developed into a program 

that law enforcement administrators may consider if interested in improving the health of 

officers.  The following study incorporates a variety of programs, but through a slightly different 

approach than described in the previous study. 

Fitness Promotion Programs in Law Enforcement: A Review of Current Practices 

 The next study analyzed three different fitness programs utilized throughout California‘s 

law enforcement agencies that includes the option of voluntary or mandatory fitness programs.  

The groups consisted of a fitness assessment group (medical exam, job-related physical agility 

tests, and health-related physical agility tests), a fitness intervention group (weight control and 
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exercise programs), and a health education group (Brown, et al., 1986).  Researchers collected 

data from 333 of the 412 departments in California on the type of program that was implemented 

and how much the officers participated. Statewide, the overall participation rate in a physical 

fitness program was low.  The study indicated that of the 54 agencies that were interviewed, 48 

offered some type of fitness assessment program, 14 had a fitness intervention program, and only 

two provided a health education program (Brown et al., 1986).  Considering the size and number 

of departments in the state of California, these numbers were surprisingly low.  One aspect this 

study revealed is that wellness programs can come in a variety of packages.  Additionally, this 

research discussed the downfalls associated with some of the programs that have already been 

established and implemented in California. 

This study, as with the last, demonstrated that health and fitness can have a positive 

impact on job performance and the overall health of an officer, but not without its own flaws.  

Certainly there are issues with mandatory health and fitness programs, some of which include 

legal ramifications.  Yet contrary to this argument, if pre-established guidelines are already 

included in an officer’s contract, the violation of an individual’s rights is rarely an issue.  The 

National Park Service mandates that employees who are exposed to high levels of occupational 

health hazards or on-the-job injuries are required to engage in the Health and Fitness Program as 

a way to reduce the risk of illness, disease and injury, to assist in lowering health care costs, and 

to improve employee morale and productivity (National Park Service, 1999).  If this information 

is provided prior to employment, then the debate concerning an officer’s rights no longer exists.  

However, if mandatory programs were initiated after an officer was hired, the officer could 

maintain the argument that the mandatory program was against his or her rights.  
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 A few of the other issues that developed included the associated costs of the programs, 

potential injuries sustained during a workout, employee resistance, and administrative resistance 

(Brown et al., 1986).  Once again, several of these problems can be addressed prior to the 

implementation of the program if carefully planned and initiated.  It is certainly a difficult task to 

get both the officers and administrators on board with this idea, but it comes down to marketing 

the benefits, effectively implementing, and recognizing areas of concern for the programs 

created. 

Physical Fitness of Police Officers as they Progress from Supervised Recruit to Unsupervised 

Sworn Officer Fitness Programs 

 The third study to be examined takes a slightly different approach to health and fitness by 

offering participants the opportunity to engage in either supervised or unsupervised programs.  

This study researched a group of participants over a three-year period who participated in a 12-to 

14-week physical fitness program consisting of cardiovascular training, strength training, 

flexibility, and muscular endurance (Boyce and Hiatt, 1992).  This research project was different 

in that the experiment group consisted of both supervised and unsupervised sessions.  This 

allowed the researchers to determine what type of impact, if any; there was when officers were 

supervised in health and fitness programs.  The results of this study indicated that those in the 

supervised program had significant improvements in strength training, cardiovascular training, 

muscular endurance, and flexibility; in contrast to the unsupervised group of participants who 

were found to only have maintained or improved health in all areas, other than cardiovascular 

training (Boyce & Hiatt, 1992).  Although the results of this study were not significant, it did 

provide insight into the fact that having a personal trainer or support system can help to motivate 

the participant. 
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 This study highlighted an important aspect that the previous studies did not mention.  

Having a support system when working out can have a positive impact on how much energy an 

officer puts into his or her efforts.  Fitness trainers lead, instruct, and motivate individuals or 

groups in exercise programs in such areas as cardiovascular training, strength training, and 

flexibility (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2012).  Furthermore, if departments question the cost of 

such a service, it should be noted that this study does not specifically indicate that it needs to be a 

fitness instructor supervising the individuals involved.  It could be a friend, co-worker, or even a 

family member who encourages the participant.  Pagan (2012) confirmed the suggestion of a 

personal trainer, group, or workout partner stating that individuals who have someone present to 

monitor their efforts are more likely to remain committed to the program because they learn to 

make wellness a priority and build supportive relationships with other members in the program.  

This study made several positive contributions to the research on wellness programs in law 

enforcement agencies, but it does come with a few shortcomings.  

 One of the most evident downfalls to this study is the agency involved hired a 

physiologist to conduct all of the testing, screening, periodical evaluations, and recommendations 

for diet and future fitness programs (Boyce & Hiatt, 1992).  This is an excellent service that can 

be offered to participants, but it can also be very costly.  As mentioned earlier, cost is a factor 

that is often addressed with these programs.  Hiring a personal physiologist to conduct the 

testing, evaluations, and consultations for officers may not necessarily be an affordable option 

for most agencies.  According to the Health Career Center (2011), a physiologist working for the 

federal government, which was also noted as the highest paying employer for this service, 

provided a salary upwards to $72,000.  This may be a hard position to justify when many 

departments are struggling to get new positions for additional officers on the street or cutting 
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positions due to financial constraints.  The average police officer only makes approximately 

$55,010 annually (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2012a).   

Another issue with this study was that the researchers did not include a control group, as 

participation in this program was mandatory (Boyce & Hiatt, 1992).  Without a control group it 

may be difficult for researchers to compare and contrast any inconsistencies that developed.  The 

control group, also known as the third variable, elaborates on the bivariate relationship which 

examines the connection between the independent and dependent variable, thus it is the constant 

or standard to which the experiment is measured (Babbie, Halley, Wagner, & Zaino, 2011).  The 

researchers can examine the differences based on the personal health evaluations of the 

participants, but since everyone was required to engage in the program the researchers were 

unable to determine effects on officers who did not participate in any fitness program.  It would 

also exclude officers who were physically active, but have a wellness program designed to fit the 

officer’s personal needs.  Although this program included a wide range of wellness information 

with a few flaws, the next study conducted is one that evaluates health from an entirely different 

angle. 

The Effectiveness of Individual Wellness Counseling on the Wellness of Law Enforcement 

Officers 

 The fourth study researched how to assist officers and administrators in becoming 

healthier.  Unlike the previous studies, this research focused strictly on health assessments and 

education.  The following study took place over a 15-week period, which evaluated the 

importance of and positive impact wellness counseling can have on an officer’s health 

(Tanigoshi, Kontos, & Remley, 2008).   The counseling sessions included evaluations of the 

officer’s current health status, informational sessions on the significant impact a healthy lifestyle 
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can have, and personal goals the officer could apply to his or her lifestyle to become healthier.  

The study revealed a dramatic increase in the overall health of the participants, as well as the 

officer’s understanding of how to live healthier.  Health education can be beneficial as it builds 

knowledge, skills, and positive attitudes about health while also motivating individuals to 

become physically fit (New Hampshire Department of Education, 2012).  Health counselors have 

the ability to identify and inform officers of current health issues, as well as design an exercise 

and nutrition program that would best fit the officer’s needs.  Although this study brought into 

perspective a new approach to a wellness program, it also had potential issues that should have 

been addressed prior to implementation. 

The main issue agencies are struggling with is the potential cost of the health 

assessments.  This is certainly a reoccurring topic within the discussion of health and fitness 

programs. Other concerns relevant to only this study include that it was conducted in a limited 

timeframe, it contained only a small experimental and control group (60 total participants), and 

the self assessments completed by officers prior to counseling may not have been accurate 

portrayals of an officer’s health (Tansigoshi, et al., 2008).  Furthermore, this study also had 

included the use of counselors who were not yet certified or licensed in their field of study.  

Although this is an excellent resource to keep the cost of the program down, it also alters the 

validity of the information collected and given to officers.  This study not only contained several 

weaknesses, it also failed to incorporate an actual fitness program.  The final research project 

examined in the comparative analysis includes many of the positive influences the previous four 

studies had to provide a comprehensive health and fitness program. 

Health and Fitness in Law Enforcement: A Voluntary Model Program Response to a Critical 

Issue 
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 This study is one of the most recent efforts made to include physical fitness mandates for 

law enforcement officers.  Several nationally recognized law enforcement-related commissions 

combined resources to develop the Law Enforcement Voluntary Fitness/Wellness Model 

Program (Fit Force, 2010).  This program, with the help of a certified instructor, took a 

comprehensive approach to officer wellness.  It incorporated regular exercise, nutrition, weight 

management, stress management, tobacco cessation, substance abuse counseling, health 

screenings, fitness assessments, and planned educational sessions (Commission on Accreditation 

for Law Enforcement Agencies, 2010). The program encompassed a wide variety of health and 

fitness measures to adequately address an officer’s health concerns. 

This wellness program includes successful elements from each of the programs 

previously discussed.  It has the positive impact of cardiovascular training, strength training, and 

flexibility that was discussed with the study conducted by Polluck, et al.  This study also 

incorporates the option of voluntary involvement in a program as covered in the Brown, et al. 

study.  It promoted the positive influence of a supervised program as mentioned in Boyce and 

Hiatt.  Finally, this study also included the use of health education and assessments to complete 

the overall grasp on a thorough wellness plan.  Although it took several years for researchers to 

develop a program that incorporated all of the positive contributions of each, this development 

looks to be a promising and financially beneficial addition to any law enforcement agency.          

Overall, this program is new in the sense of studies on this topic, thus researchers have 

not had an adequate amount of time to discover major issues or weaknesses to this regimen.  This 

program shows promising results, but certainly will require more research before a determination 

can be made on its successfulness.  It has been suggested that fit and healthy officers will reduce 

their absenteeism by 40-70% (Fit Force, 2010). Although this is encouraging data, it should be 
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read with caution.  The results of this study are sill ongoing, therefore it is unknown at the time 

of this research if it has proven to be an effective program.  It is also evident that a program as 

elaborate and comprehensive as this can be financially straining for some agencies.  There are 

several components included with this program, and if not provided simultaneously, the 

exclusion of one or many aspects could raise the final total cost of the entire development.  

Brown, et al., (1986) found the cost of fitness assessments to be estimated at $15 to $1,500, 

smoking cessations were approximately $650 per participant, weight training memberships 

varied from $20 per month up to $500, and health education classes cost anywhere from $2 to 

$50 per participant.  Although these numbers are dated, one can expect higher costs in today’s 

market.  In addition, a fitness trainer is estimated to cost approximately $31,090 a year or about 

$14.95 an hour (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2012).  Overall, these estimated expenses leave a 

clear indication of the varying cost that could be associated with each program.  At this point in 

the study cost appears to be the main concern for law enforcement agencies, but another factor to 

take into consideration is administrative support for such a plan.  The following section 

addresses two theories that may explain why programs such as those listed above have not 

flourished in the law enforcement environment. 

III. Theoretical Framework 

 One area in particular that should be examined is how those in management and 

administrative positions can motivate and encourage their employees to become concerned about 

wellness.  There are two different theories: Theory X/Theory Y and Achievement-Power-

Affiliation Theory that help analyze how administrators can actively and effectively implement 

wellness programs in the law enforcement profession.  By briefly reviewing these theories one 

can see the power and influence each may have on getting officers focused on a wellness plan. 
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Theory X/Theory Y 

Theory X/Theory Y has two stages, but in order for it to be adequately applied, it requires 

the combination of both theories.  With that in mind, the definition of this theory is a 

collaboration of both.  Theory X/Theory Y state:  

Management is responsible for organizing the elements that lead employees to become 

productive; people are not resistant to change, they have only become so because of their 

experiences; it is the responsibility of those in management to direct officers toward their 

personal goals; and finally it is the responsibility of those in management to arrange 

organizational methods and operations in order to achieve their goals (Stojkovic, 

Kalinich, & Klofas, 2008, p. 120).  

These theorists reveal several aspects that can alter the development of a new program or idea.  

Engel (2003) agrees with this theory by stating that the style or quality of a supervisor has a 

greater impact on the officer’s behavior than the quantity of supervisors.  Furthermore, Stojkovic 

et al. (2008) adds that true leadership is a process that effectively accomplishes organizational 

goals, influences a number of people, and convinces subordinates that a particular method is the 

best one for achieving these goals.  It is essential for management to be aware of the power they 

have in motivating employees to become productive workers. 

Managers and supervisors play a key role in selecting, training, motivating, appraising, 

and promoting employees (Snell & Bohlander, 2013).  According to Engel (2003) supervisors 

who are supportive of employees often encourage officers through praise and recognition to 

embrace new philosophies.  Additionally, McNamara (n.d.) adds that in order to be an effective 

leader one must be a coach, mentor, advocate for the organization, and be an advocate for the 

employee.  A personable leader can become a role model to subordinates, which may be the 
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stepping stone for implementing a new program.  The nature of interpersonal relationships that 

develop can vary among individuals, but this connection can be both positive and personal, 

enhancing the effectiveness of the agency’s desire to encourage participation in the program 

(Griffin & Moorhead, 2012).  Once those in management positions have adequately addressed 

how to increase productivity and participation in a program the second portion of Theory 

X/Theory Y can be discussed. 

 Changing an officer’s routine, or any other individual’s for that matter, can be a difficult 

task to overcome.  It is a process that requires time and dedication.  Martin (2010) states that 

people are naturally adverse to change.  This may be true, but the feeling of apprehension as 

revealed in the definition of this theory defines those feelings as simply a realization of past 

experiences that may have been troublesome or difficult to adjust to.  McNamara (n.d.) found it 

is not uncommon for employees to become confused or resistant to new policies or programs, but 

it is the job of the leader to effectively communicate the new action plan and attentively listen to 

the concerns of the employees.  Change can and does occur, but it must be done with the utmost 

attention to fears or reluctance of those who will be affected the most.  Snell and Bohlander 

(2013) state supervisors should be conscientious of these apprehensions by thoroughly 

envisioning the future, communicating this vision to employees, setting clear expectations, and 

developing the means to execute the plan by reorganizing people and reallocating assets.  They 

could also promote the use of an evaluation period where officers may express feelings or 

opinions on the program.  This will not only allow the officers to feel included in the 

development, but could also reveal positive changes that may be enforced to enhance what the 

program offers.   
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 When applying the second stage of Theory X/Theory Y to the development of a wellness 

plan it can have several different outcomes.  The wellness program could include providing 

health assessments for officers so they may become aware of any current health issues.  It may 

also mean utilizing a fitness trainer or health expert to guide the officers toward a fitness plan 

that best serves their needs.  Finally, in an attempt to overcome resistance to change, 

administrators can consider incorporating the use of a supervisor as demonstrated in the Boyce 

and Hiatt study.  Engel (2003) found that supportive supervisors often serve as a connecting 

block between the officer, administrative staff, and/or the implementation of new policies and 

programs. 

 Finally, Stojkovic, et al., (2003) claim management is responsible for arranging the 

organizational conditions to work toward the goals created and motivating employees to 

accomplish those goals.  This suggests the agency could work to provide the resources or 

equipment needed to promote a wellness program.  It may mean the agency would allow time 

during work to engage in a health and fitness plan.  This section of Theory X/Theory Y may also 

suggest providing incentives to those who have demonstrated success in personal goals 

established or incentives to participants who use personal time to engage in this activity.      

 Theory X/Theory Y can be applied and play an imperative role in the initial steps of a 

wellness program.  It demonstrates the strong influence managers have in whether or not such a 

program is developed and sustained.  This should not be seen as the only method to implement 

and encourage officers to be a part of this function.  Achievement-Power-Affiliation theorists 

expose another way in which management can get officers interested in a wellness plan. 

Achievement-Power-Affiliation Theory   
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 Proponents of the Achievement-Power-Affiliation Theory look at motivation from a 

slightly different perspective.  This theory focuses on the individual’s self-proclamation for 

success rather than a push from management to become involved.  Gagne and Deci (2005) state 

that internal or intrinsic motivation involves people doing an activity because it is interesting and 

provides some form of personal satisfaction.  This can be essential to the program’s success if 

those in management are not as influential with officers as described and needed in the 

application of Theory X/Theory Y.  The Achievement-Power-Affiliation theory suggests people 

with high achievement values seek to attain success through individual efforts and to not have 

that success attributed to other factors; they seek out challenging projects, and strive to receive 

noticeable and recurring feedback about their work performance (McCelland, 1971).  When 

applying this theory to wellness programs, it may only be attributable if the individual recognizes 

the benefits of good health and wants to pursue those changes.   

This theory finds that the officer aims to achieve goals he or she has set.  Gagne and Deci 

(2005) found that individuals who establish personal goals develop those that are difficult with a 

high valance and are more likely to put forth a maximum effort to achieve the goals because 

there is an understanding of the capabilities needed to accomplish those desires.  Goal setting has 

been proven to be one of the most effective motivational devices as it gives direction, is a 

reminder to the individual of what needs to be accomplished, and increases the effort, 

persistence, and quality of performance (Special Olympics, n.d.).  For example, if an officer 

strives to become healthy, he or she sets a challenge yet an attainable goal, and stays motivated 

throughout the process from positive feedback on the success of that goal.  This theory not only 

places responsibility of success on the officer, but it also allows the officer to feel empowered by 

the personalized approach.  Employee empowerment grants officers the capability to initiate 
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change, thereby it encourages a “take charge” mentality and motivates the officer to accomplish 

the goals established (Snell & Bohlander, 2013).  The more the officer feels the program is 

individualized and intended to meet his or her needs, the more likely the officer’s dedication is to 

the wellness program.  

 Each theory is unique and requires a different style of motivation, but it is essential for 

administrators to discover what works best for the individual officer in order to get employees 

interested in a wellness program.  Furthermore, both provide positive methods on how to 

encourage officers to become active in health and fitness programs.  Stojkovic et al., (2008) state 

that a number of theories of motivation are applicable in the criminal justice field, but the 

reoccurring theme is that management needs to recognize that subordinates have needs, abilities, 

and opinions which ultimately impact the effectiveness of the organization.  Not every officer 

will admire or get along with their direct supervisor which may mean the Achievement-Power-

Affiliation Theory would be more influential for this officer.  Conversely, another officer may 

need the support and admiration of a leader to get them proactive about their health.  Engel 

(2003) states effective supervisors have the ability to inspire officers who are the hardest to 

monitor, motivate, and measure for success.  Although these theories are an excellent start to the 

explanation of how successful wellness programs can flourish, the following portion of this 

research examines several departments in the United States that currently have programs in 

place.  Unlike the comparative analysis, these are not based on empirical evidence, but rather the 

examples are intended to demonstrate how a few agencies have incorporated wellness programs 

into the department’s agenda.  
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VI. Current Health and Fitness Programs 

 This section of the research examines several different wellness programs currently in 

place in larger law enforcement departments across the United States.  The first agency 

discussed, from St. Paul, Minnesota, has been included in research studies and continues to 

receive positive feedback on its success. 

St. Paul Police Department, Minnesota 

 Panos (2010) found there is a correlation between time on the job and a decline in the 

wellness of officers; therefore administrators are lead to propose mandatory fitness testing rather 

than mandatory fitness standards.  The St. Paul program has found that by mandating officers to 

be active, in contrast to mandating them to meet certain standards, the program has received 

favorable participation and efforts by the officers involved.  The researchers who created this 

program enabled management to develop exercises that would enhance an individual’s fitness 

level, increase an officer’s mental preparedness, and minimize the risk of injuries, diseases, and 

poor health risks that are often associated with this career (St. Paul Minnesota, n.d.).  This 

program may lead to some confusion as there are still minimum standards as shown in Table 4.  

In contrast, what has been removed is the demand that all genders and age groups must qualify 

under the same standards.  The researchers of this program developed charts based on age and 

gender that are applied to currently employed officers when testing with the department.  

Table 4 

Minimum Fitness Test Standards 
Explosive Power - Vertical Jump 

Males 

Age Inches 

20-29 21.5 

30-39 20.0 

40-49 17.0 

50-59 15.0 
 

Females 

Age Inches 

20-29 15.9 

30-39 13.2 

40-49 11.5 

50-59 10.0 
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Anaerobic Power - 300 Meter Run 

Males 

Age Seconds 

20-29 54.0 

30-39 55.0 

40-49 64.0 

50-59 74.0 
 

Females 

Age Seconds 

20-29 61.0 

30-39 71.0 

40-49 79.0 

50-59 79.0 

  

Body Composition - Percent Body Fat 
Males 

Age 
Percent  

Body Fat 

20-29 18.3% 

30-39 21.4% 

40-49 23.3% 
 

Females 

Age 
Percent 

Body Fat 

20-29 24.4% 

30-39 26.0% 

40-49 29.0% 

  

Cardiovascular Endurance - 1.5 Mile Run 
The single standard for males and females is 14:43. 
 

Flexibility - Sit & Reach Test 
Males 

Age Inches 

20-29 16.5" 

30-39 15.5" 

40-49 14.3" 
 

Females 

Age Inches 

20-29 19.3" 

30-39 18.3" 

40-49 19.0" 

  

Muscular Endurance - One Minute Timed Sit-Ups 

Males 

Age 
Number of 

Sit-Ups 

20-29 42 

30-39 39 

40-49 34 
 

Females 

Age 
Number of 

Sit-Ups 

20-29 38 

30-39 29 

40-49 24 

  

Muscular Strength - Total Number of Push-Ups 

Males 

Age 
Number of 

Push-Ups 

20-29 37 

30-39 30 

40-49 24 

50-59 19 
 

Females 

Age 
Number of 

Push-Ups 

20-29 20 

30-39 18 

40-49 14 

50-59 10 
 

Note: Adapted from “Minimum Fitness Testing Standards,” by St. Paul Minnesota, n.d.a., St. Paul Minnesota: Most 

Livable City.  Retrieved on August 28, 2012 from http://www.stpaul.gov/index.aspx?NID=2283. 

 

http://www.stpaul.gov/index.aspx?NID=2283
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The wellness program consisted of an annual mandatory fitness test which encouraged 

employees to meet the minimum standards listed in Table 4 and concluded with a medical 

screening of the officer (Panos, 2010).  This program has been received well by officers and 

reveals to the participants how physically fit they are in conjunction with individuals who are in 

similar age and gender categories.  One explanation as to why this program may be highly 

respected is that it incorporates the Theory X/Theory Y approach. 

This theory can be seen in several aspects of the St. Paul Police Department’s wellness 

program.  Management officials have created guidelines with minimum standards that officers 

strive to accomplish.  Additionally, administrative staff has established this test as a mandatory 

requirement, thus adequately applying it to each participant’s schedule.  Problems that are often 

associated with change, as discussed in the theoretical framework section of this research, are 

nearly nonexistent for this agency as the program has been in operation for several decades.  

Theory X/Theory Y are also evident in this program as the administrative staff with the St. Paul 

Police Department support the wellness plan and regard it as having a positive influence on the 

officers and the entire agency (Panos, 2010).  Stojkovic, et al., (2008) confirms the presence of 

Theory X/Theory Y in that management is responsible for organizing the elements for 

productivity, for motivating and directing behaviors toward the agency’s goals, and for 

classifying the physical conditions needed to accomplish those goals.  As stated by McNamara 

(n.d.) it is imperative for supervisors to be tactful, yet authentic about policies and programs that 

are implemented by management.  The St. Paul Police Department has done this by providing a 

website that lists the minimum standards needed for successful completion of the test.  They 

have also provided training centers and instructors to help officers reach wellness goals.  Theory 
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X/Theory Y is evident in the structure and operation of this program, which has led it to be 

highly supported and considered a successful wellness project.  

Panos’ (2010) research on the successful components of the St. Paul Police Department’s 

Physical Fitness program can be used as a guideline referenced by officers and management staff 

throughout the United States.  The St. Paul Police Department’s program brings into perspective 

one method in which a department can implement wellness into the agency’s agenda, but it is 

certainly not the only technique available.  Anne Arundel County Police Department in 

Maryland provides another example of a wellness program currently being implemented. 

Anne Arundel County Police Department, Maryland 

Anne Arundel County has a population of 544,403 people (United States Census Bureau, 

2012a), with a police department of over a 1,000 sworn and civilian members (Anne Arundel 

County Maryland, 2008). This program offers a different tactic to health and fitness than what 

was described in the St. Paul program.   

The Anne Arundel County Police Department has readily established wellness guidelines 

in the policy manual.  The policy not only requires all potential applicants to complete a physical 

exam with a licensed doctor, but it also includes a fitness for duty examination that may be 

mandated if a supervisor finds an officer’s health substandard for job requirements (Anne 

Arundel County Police Department Written Directive, 2009).  By encouraging supervisors to be 

attentive to an officer’s abilities, it is an incentive to promote the officer to remain fit and 

prepared for duty.  A greater danger is posed to co-workers, the community and in particular, the 

officer, if he or she responds to high alert or life-and-death situations when fatigued, unhealthy, 

or inadequately prepared to control the situation (Price, 2011).  This agency has taken a stance 

against such behavior by granting supervisors the ability to get officers healthy.  In comparison 
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to the St. Paul program, this may appear to be another ploy by the department to get officers 

involved, but that is not the case as Anne Arundel County Police Department also has a 

voluntary program officers can participate in. 

The voluntary program is an annual fitness test that incorporates push-ups, sit-ups and a 

one and one-half mile run; granting ribbons (sergeants and above receive monetary awards) to 

successful candidates who complete the test (Anne Arundel County Police Department Written 

Directive, 2009).  The ribbon system is a creative and cost effective method that acknowledges 

employees for their participation and dedicated efforts.  This fitness program is focused more 

closely on personal accomplishments rather than a corporate goal.  Considerations when 

implementing wellness programs should include whether or not to make a mandatory or 

voluntary program (Moulson-Litchfield & Freedson, 1986). Management may want to evaluate 

the motivational level and interest of employees prior to making such a decision.  This portion of 

the Anne Arundel wellness policy is quite different from the St. Paul Police Department’s 

recommendations in that it allows officers the choice to participate.  The voluntary section of the 

policy relates strongly to the Achievement-Power-Affiliation theory.  

As discussed in the theoretical framework section of this research, the Achievement-

Power-Affiliation Theory is based on a personalized approach.  It does not derive from the 

administrative pressure to be involved or motivated, but rather on the goal to succeed established 

by the officer.  This theory suggests that the officer achieves success through his or her own 

efforts, and does not have successes attributed to any other factors (Stojkovic, et al., 2008).  This 

is different from the St. Paul model which mandates officers to be involved and has no reward 

system.  Although a reward system is not necessary for a wellness program it does exhibit a 

method that could be applied and would not necessarily constrict the department’s budget.   
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According to Lindner (1998) motivating factors include interesting work, good wages, 

appreciation, job security, good working conditions, loyalty, and help with personal issues.  

Monetary demands are included in this list, but the general emphasis comes from aspects that do 

not cost an agency anything.  The third and final department with a wellness program that was 

examined provides an example of what some agencies are able to offer when monetary rewards 

are granted. 

Fresno Police Department, California 

 The City of Fresno, California, is able to offer monetary incentives to officers who 

actively engage in the wellness program.  Although this may be the ideal system for both the 

officer and the department in promoting participation, it is certainly a rare reward in the law 

enforcement field.  The area of Fresno boasts a population of 501,362 (United States Census 

Bureau, 2012b).  With the city council on board with a wellness program for the police 

department, the agency is able to offer elaborate incentives that are nearly impossible for most 

other agencies.  The Fresno Police Department has an agreement with a private full-time 

wellness coordinator who develops, manages, and coordinates a voluntary program to improve 

the overall health of sworn personnel (Edwards & Dyer, 2010).  Additionally, the wellness 

coordinator establishes individually tailored consultations and screenings, educational 

components, and assists with the implementation of the fitness routine (Fresno Police Officers 

Association, 2012).  This program incorporates several aspects of wellness which include both 

the physical and educational portions on how to live a healthier life. 

In contrast to the St. Paul and the Anne Arundel programs, Fresno is able to offer 

employees an individualized fitness session, in addition to a consultation.  The Fresno Police 

Department joined forces with the city council to include a small portion of their yearly budget 
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as an incentive for participants who have successful reached a wellness goal.  The program has 

proven to be very successful in improving the overall health and fitness of the police officers 

(Edwards & Dyer, 2010).  The Fresno Police Officers Association (2012) revealed that 

participants can earn as much as $966 a year for proven success in this program.  Although 

money can be a motivator for many individuals, astonishingly money has not been found to 

increase productivity or motivation any more than any other type of incentive (Griffin & 

Moorhead, 2012).  The question remains then, what makes this program successful if monetary 

incentives are not the motivator?  Once again the Achievement-Power-Affiliation Theory is 

brought into perspective. 

Through this program officers see achievement when there is an improvement in health, 

when a fitness goal is accomplished, and when the officer is granted a monetary reward.  The 

consistent feedback from the wellness coordinator can promote increased productivity and 

participation in the wellness program (Roberg, 1979).  Power is evident in this program once an 

officer has chosen to participate and then earns more money than a co-worker just for being 

involved.  Finally, affiliation can be accomplished when officers become motivated by not only 

the money, but also by the relationships that have developed with the wellness coordinator, other 

participants, and co-workers who have witnessed the officer’s success (Stojkovic, et al., 2008).  

Although each of these health and fitness agendas come from larger agencies, the variety of 

wellness programs available to management and administrative staff who are considering such a 

plan should be further researched.   

V. Recommendations 

Whether from the comparative analysis or a brief look into some of the current programs 

available, it is evident that physical fitness programs are becoming prominent in the law 
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enforcement profession.  The benefits of these programs show an improved capability to perform 

specific physical tasks, improved flexibility and joint mobility, increased energy, a reduced risk 

of injury or illness, reduced levels of stress, and an enhanced level of psychological preparedness 

(Commission on Accreditation for Law Enforcement Agencies, 2010).  Each of the studies 

brings forth essential tools that can be utilized to develop a well-planned and thoroughly 

organized wellness program.  The programs listed provide examples of possibilities other 

agencies can consider in designing similar wellness plans. 

 In recent years there have been an increasing number of reductions in the avocation for 

health and fitness within law enforcement agencies across the country (Quigley, 2008).  One of 

the main reasons for this is due to the decreasing budgets many agencies are struggling with.  

Sanberg, et al. (2010) state many police executives have reported spending nearly 80% of their 

operational budget on personnel costs.  With that portion of the budget being allocated for 

employees, it does not allow flexibility for spending on other resources. Wexler (2010) found 

that 68% of departments nationwide have reduced or discontinued training as a result of strained 

budgets.  The main concern for many agencies during the economic downturn has been keeping 

officers employed and on the streets rather than directing that money toward other areas.  The 

factor that needs to be emphasized is that overall healthy officers can actually reduce financial 

strains on a department. 

Many of the diseases and health risks suffered by police officers are considered 

“modifiable risk factors,” meaning health conditions and related costs that can ultimately be 

prevented (Bullock, 2007).  A study of Milwaukee police retirees found that retired officers in 

comparison to the general population have a 15.2% versus a 9.5% chance of suffering from 

cardiovascular disease, 51.5% versus 36.2% chance of having hypertension, and 85.1% versus 
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74.7% likelihood of being overweight or obese (Ramey, Downing, & Franke, 2009).  

Additionally, it has been found that the calculated costs of an in-service heart attack (those that 

occur on duty) can cost the department anywhere between $400,000 and $750,000 (Fit Force, 

2010).  This may be data to consider if debating the advantages and disadvantages of a wellness 

program.   

 Collingwood, Hoffman, and Smith (2004) confirm that agencies need to be providing 

physical training programs to guarantee officers have the skills and knowledge to maintain 

personal conditioning throughout the officer’s career.  Administrators should consider the 

positive impact a healthy body can have on an officer’s ability to perform the tasks required of 

this job.  A system of supportive management is the most effective tool as it leads to a satisfying 

work environment for the individual officer, as well as the encouragement that the officer may 

need to maintain good health (Stojkovic, et al., 2008).  When supervisors and administrative staff 

believe in the benefits of these programs, they become the resources who can sell the wellness 

plans to the officers.  Additionally, McNamara (n.d.) states that a good supervisor places a high 

priority on providing ongoing guidance and support to employees as new programs and policies 

are initiated.  Administrative staff should be made aware that there is evidence which reveals 

officers who are physically healthy are less likely to suffer injuries at work, more likely to return 

to duty quicker after an injury, and are more satisfied with the overall career (Sandberg, et al., 

2010).  Wellness programs not only save the department money, but in some jurisdictions they 

can result in an insurance rebate.  If a wellness program is not already implemented, it could be 

another option to negotiate if increases in insurance premiums are being considered. 

 The example included in the introduction of the Glendale Arizona Police Department 

proved to be a promising light in the area of insurance assistance for health and fitness programs 
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in law enforcement agencies.  An agency will also profit in other ways such as increased moral, 

increased officer confidence, increased ability to perform critical job-related tasks, decreased 

absenteeism, and decreased work-related injuries (Bullock, 2007).  All of these concerns can 

have a positive impact on the department’s budget.  The savings generated by a decrease in the 

number of medical claims and overtime pay for absent or injured officers could be allocated into 

a wellness program budget. 

 Once administrators have acknowledged the many benefits these programs can offer, the 

next step would be examining affordable options that would best suit the department.  The use of 

counseling sessions, educational programs, or the inclusion of a fitness coordinator are methods 

management may contemplate in getting officers involved.  Wellness counseling examines issues 

that pertain to prevention, early intervention, wellness, and empowerment skills (Tanigoshi, et 

al., 2008).  By explaining to officers the negative effects a destructive lifestyle has, the 

counselors may encourage officers to constructively develop attainable goals that would promote 

a healthier lifestyle.  According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics (2012) personal trainers are 

expected to lead, instruct, and motivate individuals on how to properly perform fitness routines, 

as well as how to live a healthier lifestyle.  The key to this counseling is not intended to make 

dramatic changes that will often not be followed, but rather concentrate on small improvements 

the officer sees as reasonable.  As Roberg (1979) states in conjunction with the Achievement-

Power-Affiliation Theory, participation in problem-solving and decision-making increases an 

officer’s level of commitment to the department and his or her level of motivation (p.114).  Other 

options that could be implemented in law enforcement agencies include offering a free or 

discounted gym membership at a local facility. 
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 For example, some fitness facilities such as Gold’s Gym and Anytime Fitness offer 

discounted memberships to law enforcement personnel.  There may also be the option of the 

department paying for a gym membership at a contracted rate with a local fitness facility.  The 

Thames Valley Police Federation (n.d.) has contracts with several local gyms that offer 

discounted memberships to law enforcement officers.  Another advantage in having a contract or 

discounted rate at local gyms is that officers are provided with a facility, while also given access 

to a personal trainer who can teach the officer about a healthier lifestyle and proper exercise 

techniques.  If having connections with a local fitness center is not an option, some departments 

have the ability to offer fitness facilities within the law enforcement center. 

 The Midland Texas Police Department maintains a well-equipped gym with modern 

weightlifting and cardiovascular equipment in addition to an on-site fitness coordinator (Midland 

Texas Police Department, 2008).  Fundraising is one technique that can be used to pay for the 

equipment if such monetary allowances are not approved by the city council.  Additionally, if a 

department is interested in providing a personal trainer or wellness coordinator, an alternative 

option may include contacting local colleges to set up an internship program with health, 

nutrition, and physiology majors.  Internship programs provide a unique opportunity to gain 

valuable professional experience and build leadership skills (The White House, n.d.).  This 

option would benefit both the officer and a local college student by giving the student a hands-on 

experience as a personal trainer, while also utilizing the knowledge that student has to teach the 

officer how to live a healthier life (Clinical Exercise Physiology Association, 2012).  Depending 

on the department’s budget this could be offered as a paid or unpaid position; whether or not the 

student is compensated it would still provide an internship opportunity, as well as a motivational 

resource for the officer. 
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 Although these are only a few options for departments to consider, it is evident that the 

list of possibilities is endless.  Management has to consider what works best for the employees in 

conjunction with the budget the department has to work with.  If an agency can provide fitness 

equipment or discounts to facilities, it may be viewed as an added benefit to the job.  The same 

can be said for incentives, which are certainly positive motivators for any officer.  Although 

money is a great motivator, other incentives can be included too.  The Dubuque County Sheriff’s 

Office in Iowa mandates that all officers perform the Police Officer’s Standardized Physical 

Fitness Test bi-annually.  Officers are provided with the minimum requirements for age and 

gender on push-ups, sit-ups, stretch and reach, and the one and one-half mile run (as seen in 

Table 4).  Officers who meet all four minimum standards are awarded four hours compensatory 

time, which is time off with pay in exchange for overtime pay (United States Office of Personnel 

Management, 2000).  Time off work is another incentive that can also be considered a motivator 

for employees, if money is not available to reward officers.  Even such examples as the ribbon 

system demonstrated in Anne Arundel can work if officers are supported and encouraged by 

supervisors to get involved.  This reward system represents a personal achievement the officers 

have accomplished; it is not necessary, but a nice addition to include with a wellness program if 

funding allows.  Overall, the improved health of the officer should be considered an award all on 

its own.   

VI. Conclusion 

As this research concludes, it is with great intentions that it has informed management 

and administrative staff of the benefits and various wellness programs available.  It is clear 

throughout this research there is a reoccurring theme within each of the fitness programs studied.  

Each study acknowledged that further research is still needed in this area.  The research has also 



Police Fitness Programs 37 

found that the programs available require certain components to ensure a successful curriculum: 

fitness, education, and supervision.  Although this is a basic summary of those points none of the 

studies indicate one factor is more important than the other.  An argument could be made that 

exercise is the most important aspect of a wellness plan, but an individual must learn what areas 

to concentrate on before engaging in a wellness program.  Why focus on strength training when 

increasing oxygen flow and preventing hypertension are the main health concerns?  Certainly 

strength training can be incorporated into a regimen, but the focus of a personalized and 

supervised training session can teach the officer how to continue building muscle while also 

increasing cardiovascular abilities.  Learning about one’s personalized health status is only the 

beginning step to this process; it must then be followed by a dedicated commitment to a wellness 

program.   

The case studies examined in the comparative analysis provided several examples of 

wellness programs that have been implemented and scientifically evaluated.  Each research 

project revealed the basis for developing a program while also discussing some of the 

shortcomings discovered.  Additionally, several other programs were discussed that gave 

examples of what other departments in the United States are currently offering.  These programs 

are elaborate examples, at best, of potential programs to consider.  If the St. Paul, Anne Arundel, 

or Fresno programs are explored more thoroughly it may reveal money-saving and beneficial 

advantages to any agency.  The current wellness plans available demonstrated what can be done, 

while also leaving room for administrative staff to decide what would be the most appropriate 

response for the agency.  The final section recommends how management and administrative 

staff can creatively and effectively implement a wellness program without cutting drastically into 

the budget. 
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The efforts put forth to apply and maintain a health and fitness program can be precarious 

and possibly straining to initiate, but the overall benefits will outweigh those risks.  Agencies 

should be willing to investigate the possibility of a comprehensive wellness program, yet patient 

to receive overall positive reviews.  The agencies that already have programs should be cautious 

about cutting such courses if budget constraints point in that direction.  This is a topic that needs 

to be brought to the attention of more departments, with an understanding that further research is 

needed to ensure that the most effective programs possible are being offered to those who serve 

and protect the local communities. 
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