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Abstract 

Policing is a career full of occupational stressors. At times, these stressors may contribute to a 

police officer’s decision to resign from their position. Urban police departments across the 

United States are struggling to retain employees. While employee retention is seen as a problem 

at many police departments across the country, police administrators, government officials, and 

research organizations are doing little to directly address the problem. This is partially 

attributable to a lack of empirical research or meaningful analysis of employee retention 

strategies implemented within urban police departments. To identify data driven employee 

retention strategies, peer reviewed empirical research articles evaluating the efficacy of 

employee retention strategies outside of policing were examined. Employee retention strategies 

proven to be successful outside of policing were analyzed to generate a set of employee retention 

recommendations to be implemented within urban police agencies. Police administrators should 

develop written retention plans, deliver realistic job previews to applicants, create a mechanism 

for an employee’s voice to be heard, ensure the availability and accessibility of career 

development opportunities, conduct exit interviews, and evaluate the efficacy of their employee 

retention strategies to increase employee retention. This paper serves as a framework for police 

administrators seeking to implement data driven employee retention strategies to improve 

employee retention. 
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Why won’t they stay? An analysis of employee retention struggles in urban police 

departments 

Police officers frequently experience occupational stress related to various components of 

their work (Queirós et al., 2020). Occupational stress experienced by police officers can be 

traced back to physical danger, safety concerns, exposure to traumatic events, lack of physical 

resources, inadequate staffing, lack of support from department leaders, and scrutiny from 

members of the public and society at large (Violanti et al., 2016). Many of these stressors can 

contribute to a police officer’s decision to resign from their position (Orrick, 2008). These 

occupational stressors can make it very difficult for a police officer to remain in the profession 

for an extended period of time. Over time, police officers accumulate additional training and 

professional experience. Previous training and experience becomes invaluable to police officers 

as they respond to a diverse array of societal problems characterized by unique and challenging 

circumstances. A lack of training or experience can reduce the quality of service a police officer 

provides. Therefore, employee turnover presents a significant obstacle for police departments to 

overcome in pursuit of the common goal of providing high quality police service. 

The year 2020 has been a tumultuous year for police officers across the country. The 

COVID-19 pandemic has forced police officers to quickly alter the manner in which they 

perform their jobs while adding additional stressors including the possibility of contracting a 

potentially fatal virus in the performance of their duties (Stogner et al., 2020).  Furthermore, 

controversial police incidents including the in-custody death of George Floyd in Minneapolis and 

the fatal shooting of Rayshard Brooks in Atlanta have resulted in unrest across the country 

including violent clashes between police and protestors, the burning of police stations, public 

calls for police reform at the federal, state, and local level, and demands to defund and even 



8 

 

abolish the police (Associated Press, 2020; Caputo et al., 2020; Culver et al., 2020; Kesslen, 

2020; Lampe, 2020; Lo, 2020; Paul & Brown, 2020). A combination of the devastating impact of 

the COVID-19 pandemic on government budgets and the public demands to defund the police 

will likely result in budget cuts to many police departments. In July 2020, the Police Executive 

Research Forum (PERF) surveyed police departments regarding upcoming budget changes. 

According to the survey, 48% of the 258 police departments that responded to the survey 

reported actual or anticipated budget cuts in the coming year (PERF, 2020). The future of 

policing in the United States is full of uncertainty. With significant challenges facing the 

profession of policing, it is now more important than ever for police administrators to combat 

employee turnover and focus on employee retention.  

Statement of the Problem 

Employee retention struggles are not a new and emerging issue for police departments. In 

2001, the United States Department of Justice published a report on issues related to hiring and 

retaining police employees (Koper et al., 2001). According to the report, “substantial numbers of 

departing officers are leaving their agencies after only a few years of service” (Koper et al., 

2001, p. 4). Koper et al. (2001) theorized that public scrutiny of police related to excessive use of 

force and racial profiling may be pulling officers away from the profession and dissuading 

potential officers from filling vacancies. The report warned that employee retention struggles 

within police departments would likely increase as baby boomers retired from the workforce 

(Koper et al., 2001). 

Law enforcement leaders of urban police agencies across the United States are publicly 

announcing their ongoing struggle to retain employees (Lee, 2019; Saenz, 2018). The number of 

sworn law enforcement officers in the United States has decreased by approximately 23,000 
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officers since 2013 despite the United States continuing to experience population growth and a 

strengthened economy (Kaste, 2018). Approximately 50% of police officers that leave large law 

enforcement agencies remain in the workforce and are not retiring (Koper et al., 2001).  

Employee turnover can have an adverse impact on organizations in a variety of ways 

including the financial cost of recruiting, hiring, training, and equipping new officers, overtime 

costs to fill vacancies, decreased morale, erosion of community relationships, and loss of 

institutional knowledge and experience (Orrick, 2008). Low retention rates can also result in low 

morale throughout the agency and reputational harm to the organization (California Commission 

on Peace Officer Standards and Training, 2006). 

There is a tremendous amount of literature surrounding employee retention strategies in 

private sector organizations (Cardy & Lengnick-Hall, 2011; Dickin et al., 2010; Hannay & 

Northam, 2000; Martin & Anthony, 2006; Messmer, 2000; Peterson, 2005; Sheraz et al., 2019). 

However, minimal research exists specific to what urban police agencies can do to retain 

employees. What research does exist in the realm of urban police agencies is supported largely 

by anecdotal evidence rather than empirical analysis (Wilson et al., 2010). For example, 

empirical studies related to law enforcement employee retention were conducted in Florida and 

North Carolina. Neither of these studies include examples of law enforcement retention 

strategies or their efficacy (Litcher et al., 2006; Yearwood, 2003). Moreover, the best practices 

guide for recruitment, retention, and turnover of law enforcement personnel published by the 

International Association of Chiefs of Police failed to include an example of any of the best 

practices being implemented nor did it include any empirical analysis of the listed best practices 

(Orrick, 2018b). A report on the workforce crisis in policing and the response of police 

departments published by the PERF included anecdotal examples of what police departments are 



10 

 

doing to increase officer retention. This included career development programs in Phoenix, 

lactation rooms made available to new mothers returning to the police department in Tempe, and 

a fellowship program at Georgetown University made available to Washington D.C. 

Metropolitan officers (PERF, 2019). However, this report failed to include any empirical 

evaluation of these programs or any meaningful analysis of the impact of these programs on 

employee retention rates. This is evidence of a glaring gap in the research. Urban police 

departments lack sufficient empirical evidence specific to urban police agencies to create data 

driven employee retention programs to address decreasing retention rates.  

The California Commission on Peace Officer Standards and Training (CCPOST) (2006) 

recommends that police agencies develop a written retention plan to increase employee retention 

rates. However, only 10% of law enforcement agencies in California that attended the 2005 

recruitment and retention symposium reported having a written retention plan (CCPOST, 2006).  

Law enforcement administrators should analyze compensation, employee characteristics, 

organizational health, policy, culture, and employee needs as an interconnected network of 

factors that share a common influence on employee retention.  

 Administrators at urban law enforcement agencies should develop written employee 

retention plans. Due to the lack of existing research on employee retention strategies proven to 

be successful within urban police departments, police administrators should look to empirical 

research related to employee retention programs and practices in organizations that are not urban 

law enforcement agencies when crafting their retention plans. Furthermore, a meaningful 

analysis of the efficacy of these efforts should be conducted to begin to fill the gap in the 

literature. 

 Purpose of the Research 
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The purpose of this research is to identify data driven employee retention strategies that 

urban police departments can implement in an effort to improve poor employee retention. 

Moreover, this research will recommend that these strategies be empirically evaluated within the 

context of urban police departments to begin to fill the glaring gap in the literature.  

Significance of the Research 

The significance of this research is twofold. The first significant element of this research is 

to provide law enforcement administrators with recommended employee retention practices 

rooted in empirical research conducted in fields outside of policing. There is a trend occurring 

within law enforcement agencies where operational and policymaking decisions are becoming 

increasingly data driven (Fagan et al., 2016; Fan, 2012; Morgan et al., 2017). Employee retention 

strategies should involve a combination of operational decisions and policymaking decisions. 

According to the International Association of Chiefs of Police (IACP), law enforcement 

administrators should utilize academic research journals when formulating department policy 

(Orrick, 2018a). However, there is little preexisting research or data in the policing profession 

for administrators to guide their decision making when crafting an employee retention plan. This 

research will serve as a launching point for administrators as they begin the difficult task of 

actively working to improve their agency’s employee retention capabilities. The second 

significant element of this research is the recommendation to law enforcement administrators to 

meaningfully analyze these retention strategies to measure their efficacy. It is important that 

these strategies be evaluated in the context of a police environment, as an employee retention 

strategy deemed effective in a non-police environment may not achieve success in a police 

environment.  
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The contribution of this research to urban police departments and the field of criminal 

justice will be a set of data driven employee retention recommendations rooted in empirical 

research coupled with the recommendation to conduct a meaningful analysis of the 

implementation of employee retention strategies to identify successful retention practices. This 

research will help further the discussion on employee retention within urban police departments 

and continue the trend of data driven policymaking within police departments.  

Method of Approach 

The method of approach for this research paper will be to collect, review, and analyze 

research and statistics from a myriad of sources. Research and statistics will be obtained from 

books, scholarly articles, reports published by professional police organizations, and reports 

published by police departments to identify the nature and scope of the employee retention 

problem plaguing urban police agencies. Peer reviewed empirical research studies will be 

reviewed to identify employee retention strategies proven to be successful in non-policing 

environments. These strategies will be analyzed in order to develop a set of recommended 

employee retention strategies for law enforcement administrators to implement within urban 

police agencies.  

Limitations of the Research 

The primary limitation of this study is that the study does not involve the implementation of 

the employee retention recommendations nor does it include an empirical analysis of the 

recommendations in a police environment. These recommendations remain merely 

recommendations that are untested and unproven in the realm of police agencies until they are 

implemented and evaluated in a police environment. This paper will serve as a framework for 
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police administrators wishing to implement employee retention strategies and evaluate their 

efficacy.  

Literature Review 

Employee Retention 

 When seeking to improve a police department’s employee retention capabilities, law 

enforcement administrators must understand what employee retention is. Employee retention 

describes an organization’s ability to maintain the ongoing employment status of valued 

employees (Coldwell et al., 2007). Organizations should implement employee retention 

strategies to retain employees and combat employee turnover (Orrick, 2008). Limiting employee 

turnover by strengthening employee retention is crucial to the operation of a functional police 

organization. The purpose of a police department is to provide high quality police services 

throughout the community they serve. Police departments require competent, skilled, and well-

trained police officers to accomplish this goal. There are a limited number of qualified police 

applicants (Koper et al., 2001). Replacing police officers is a time consuming, expensive, and 

difficult task. Therefore, to achieve their goal of providing high quality police services to the 

community they serve, police administrators must make the retention of competent, skilled, and 

well-trained police officers a department priority. 

Employee Turnover 

Employee turnover describes the process of an employee departing from the organization 

for which they were employed and includes any mechanism of departure following any length of 

employment (Adams & Beehr, 1998). There are two types of turnover, voluntary turnover and 

involuntary turnover (Lee & Mitchell, 1994; Prasad & Salih, 2003). Involuntary turnover can 
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have a positive impact on an agency. For example, when an employee with performance 

problems is terminated, it is considered involuntary turnover (Lee & Mitchell, 1994). 

There are two types of involuntary turnover, discharge turnover and downsize turnover 

(Iqbal, 2010). Discharge turnover is aimed at an individual employee and occurs when an 

employer terminates an employee due to poor performance or violating work rules (Iqbal, 2010). 

Downsize turnover occurs when employees are terminated by their employer in an effort to 

reduce costs or restructure the organization (Iqbal, 2010). Iqbal (2010) identifies two forms of 

voluntary turnover which are described as avoidable turnover and unavoidable turnover. 

Avoidable turnover occurs when an employee’s departure from an organization occurs due to 

factors the employer could have remedied such as increasing the employee’s salary or improving 

working conditions (Iqbal, 2010). Unavoidable turnover occurs when an employee voluntarily 

leaves an organization due to circumstances beyond the employer’s control such as the 

employee’s need to relocate to provide healthcare to a family member with a long-term illness 

(Iqbal, 2010). 

Law enforcement administrators should focus on avoidable voluntary turnover such as an 

employee resigning as a result of poor working conditions when evaluating their organization’s 

employee retention capabilities. However, most law enforcement agencies do not distinguish 

between voluntary and involuntary turnover nor do they differentiate between unavoidable and 

avoidable voluntary turnover when measuring employee attrition (Wilson et al., 2010).  

The Scope of Employee Turnover Within Police Departments 

 The frequency at which police departments experience employee turnover increases and 

decreases over time with turnover occurring in waves and trends (Orrick, 2018b). While prior 

research has documented police officer turnover within specified time frames, little research has 
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been conducted to examine turnover rates over an extended period of time to identify an average 

turnover rate in the law enforcement profession (Orrick, 2018b). Recent data gives cause for 

concern on the state of employee retention within police departments. The number of full-time 

police officers per capita in the United States has decreased from 2.42 officers per 1,000 

residents in 1997 to 2.17 officers per 1,000 residents in 2016 (PERF, 2019). Between 2013 and 

2016, the number of police officers in the United States dropped from approximately 725,000 

officers to 701,000 officers (PERF, 2019). This represent s a 3.2% reduction, despite an overall 

population increase (PERF, 2019). This problem becomes even more significant when 

examining recent recruiting figures. The overall number of police applicants has also dropped in 

recent years, and a 2019 survey found that 41% of responding police agencies reported their 

staffing shortages worsened over the previous five years (PERF, 2019). The decrease in the 

number of police officers and police applicants nationwide should garner the attention of police 

administrators. A decreasing number of police applicants will lead to an increase in demand for 

qualified police officers. This will encourage police officers to seek a police department that 

meets their needs and gives them a sufficient level of job satisfaction. If police administrators do 

not actively work to retain their employees, they may lose their employees to other police 

agencies creating vacancies. Moreover, the decreasing number of police applicants will make 

filling these vacancies a difficult task for police administrators. This makes employee retention 

crucial for police administrators working to maintain a healthy police organization.  

Studies that have measured turnover rates in police departments have been conducted 

across the United States at various points in time. Between 1983 and 1997, Alaska Village Public 

Safety Officers experienced a 35% turnover rate (Wood, 2000). This turnover rate was calculated 

by dividing the number of village public safety officers departing from their employer in a single 
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year by the total number of village public safety officers employed that year (Wood, 2000). In 

1999, the Florida Department of Law Enforcement reported 20% of municipal police officers left 

their department within 18 months of being hired (Orrick, 2018b). Considering the cost of hiring 

and training a new officer, this figure reported by the Florida Department of Law Enforcement is 

alarming. However, no distinction is made between voluntary turnover and involuntary turnover. 

Some newly hired police officers will fail to successfully meet performance standards set early in 

their career. It is estimated that for every 122 police officers hired, 100 will successfully 

complete their pre-service academy training, field training, and achieve a non-probationary 

police officer status (Bureau of Justice Statistics, 2012). Between 2001 and 2006, municipal 

police departments in the State of Vermont averaged an 8.9 percent turnover rate (Litcher et al., 

2006). 

It is often difficult to ascertain how much employee turnover within police agencies is 

due to voluntary turnover and how much is due to involuntary turnover. This is a result of 

inadequate record keeping, as most law enforcement agencies do not differentiate between 

voluntary and involuntary turnover when reporting departmental turnover figures (Wilson et al., 

2010). However, in a North Carolina law enforcement retention study, 75% of Sheriffs 

responding to a survey reported that retirements accounted for 20% or less of their total turnover 

(Yearwood, 2003). Moreover, it was reported that municipal police departments experienced 

slightly higher turnover rates, higher vacancy rates, and lost more employees to private sector 

employment than sheriff’s offices in North Carolina (Yearwood, 2003).  

As a part of the census of state and local law enforcement agencies in 2008, the Bureau of 

Justice Statistics (BJS) collected data on employee retention from a nationally representative 

sample consisting of approximately 3,000 law enforcement agencies. It was reported that in 
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2008, resignations accounted for approximately 55% of employee departures from municipal 

police departments and approximately 56% of employee departures from sheriffs’ offices (BJS, 

2012).  

As employee turnover within police departments occurs in trends, the full impact of 

recent widespread civil unrest and demands to defund and abolish the police on employee 

retention is unknown (Orrick, 2018b). In the aftermath of the in-custody death of George Floyd 

and subsequent civil unrest, between June 1, 2020 and July 31, 2020, the Minneapolis Police 

Department saw at least 40 officers resign from the department (Jany, 2020). In June 2020, two 

members of the Buffalo Police Department’s emergency response team tasked with responding 

to civil unrest in the aftermath of the in custody death of George Floyd were suspended without 

pay regarding their involvement in an incident where a protester was pushed to the ground 

(Becker, 2020). Within 24 hours, the remaining 57 officers assigned to the emergency response 

team resigned from their positions with the team while remaining in their primary assignments at 

the Buffalo Police Department (Becker, 2020). As the debate between what force is reasonable 

and what force is excessive and accompanying civil unrest continues, police officers may 

continue to take similar actions to reduce the likelihood that they will become involved in 

controversial encounters involving the use of force. Administrators should closely monitor 

employee turnover to identify potential trends of increased levels of turnover so retention 

strategies may be implemented to improve employee retention.  

Factors Contributing to Employee Turnover Within Police Departments 

Police officers voluntarily resign from police departments for a wide variety of reasons. 

Lynch and Tuckey (2004) cite numerous factors that influence voluntary employee turnover in 

policing including the draw of other opportunities, actual and potential compensation, personal 
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characteristics, organizational health and culture, and employee needs (Lynch & Tuckey, 2004, 

as cited in Wilson et al., 2010). Furthermore, poor supervision, poor leadership, the absence of 

career development opportunities, unmet job expectations, lack of recognition, inadequate 

training, and deficient equipment are also reasons that police officers have cited as causal factors 

in their decision to voluntarily resign from their police department (Litcher et al., 2006; Orrick, 

2008). Law enforcement administrators, researchers, labor organizations, and professional police 

organizations should continue to explore these factors and other causal factors contributing to a 

police officer’s decision to voluntarily resign when crafting an employee retention plan.  

 Draw of Other Opportunities. The allure of other opportunities can contribute to a 

police officer’s decision to resign from their position (Lynch & Tuckey, 2004, as cited in Wilson 

et al., 2010). Other opportunities that pull a police officer away from their current position could 

include a similar role with a different police agency, private sector work, or non-police related 

public sector work. There is minimal existing data which captures the subsequent employment 

status of an individual after resigning from their position as a police officer. However, a survey 

of Sheriffs in North Carolina pertaining to employee retention issues found that 83.7% of 

respondents reported losing employees to as a result of the employee transferring to another law 

enforcement agency while 57.1% of respondents reported losing employees to private sector 

employment (Yearwood, 2003). The strength of the economy has a significant influence over 

turnover within police departments (Orrick, 2008). Police department employees are subject to a 

constant push-pull struggle with factors pushing them towards seeking new employment and 

other factors pulling them to remain with their current employer (Orrick, 2008). These factors are 

often framed and influenced by economic conditions. Administrators should acknowledge the 
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existence of this constant push-pull struggle and seek to increase the pull by implementing 

effective employee retention strategies. 

 Actual and Potential Compensation. A police employee’s actual and potential 

compensation can influence an employee’s decision to resign (Litcher et al., 2006; Orrick, 2008; 

Yearwood, 2003; Wood, 2000). Compensation includes an employee’s salary and benefits. 

Potential compensation includes opportunities for increasing one’s income through promotion, 

pay increases, overtime, off duty employment, and outside employment (Wilson et al., 2010). If 

a police officer feels they are not being adequately compensated or becomes frustrated due to 

insufficient potential compensation, they may begin to feel devalued leading to job 

dissatisfaction and a desire to leave the organization (Branham, 2005). However, extent to which 

salary and compensation influences an employee’s decision to resign varies at different levels of 

the organization. Inadequate compensation is the most frequently cited reason for employee 

turnover within police departments by police department leaders, but police officers themselves 

cite inadequate compensation far less frequently when identifying the factors that influenced 

their resignation decision (Orrick, 2008). This disconnect may be a result of police department 

employees not wishing to unearth deeper departmental problems to administrators when 

identifying factors that contributed to their departure (Orrick, 2008). This highlights the need for 

properly conducted exit interviews. Exit interviews are interviews conducted between the 

employer and the employee upon the employee’s departure from the organization to identify 

causal factors for turnover and other areas within the organization in need of improvement. 

Within urban police departments, police officer salaries are typically non-negotiable on 

an individual level. Instead, employee compensation is typically determined by a rigid matrix set 

forth in collective bargaining agreements that is primarily based upon years of service (Orrick, 



20 

 

2008). Despite the relatively rigid pay scale utilized by most large police departments, there are 

certain tactics that police department leaders can use to afford a certain level of flexibility and 

give employees additional control over their income. Some police departments offer educational 

incentive pay which allows police officers to earn more if they have obtained a college degree 

(Truxillo et al., 1998). Moreover, police officers frequently work overtime, off duty jobs, and 

jobs outside of policework (Brunet, 2008; Peterson et al., 2019). Police departments exert 

varying degrees of control over this additional work using restrictions and regulations (Brunet, 

2008). Police administrators can implement education incentive pay and relax restrictions and 

regulations over off duty jobs, outside jobs, and overtime to afford officers an increased level of 

control over their income.  

 Personal Characteristics. The personal characteristics of a police officer may also 

increase their likelihood of resigning. The personality traits of an individual police officer may 

contribute to a police officer’s decision to resign (Cooper & Ingram, 2004). Drew et al. (2008) 

studied the personality traits of police officers to see which personality traits increased the 

likelihood of the police officer resigning. Drew et al. (2008) discovered that police officers that 

suffer from above average levels of anxiety are more likely to resign from policing than officers 

who do not suffer from above average levels of anxiety. Moreover, police officers who were 

found to be tough minded and venturesome were less likely to resign from the police force than 

officers found to be tender minded by the personality factor questionnaire (Drew et al., 2008). 

According to the 16-personality factor questionnaire, tough minded individuals are insensitive 

and unemotional whereas tender minded individuals are reflective and trusting (Watkins & 

Campbell, 2012). Moreover, venturesome individuals are extroverted and socially bold (Watkins 

& Campbell, 2012). Police administrators should encourage the expansion of this research. 
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Moreover, these characteristics should be searched for during pre-employment psychological 

evaluations in order to identify candidates most compatible with the profession of policing. 

 Organizational Health and Culture. The overall health and culture of an organization 

are important variables that can impact employee turnover. Positive organizational culture has a 

positive impact on employee retention (Shim, 2014). Fairness, transparency, and generational 

competence are three goals law enforcement administrators should strive for to maintain a 

healthy environment and avoid deteriorating into a toxic environment (Wilson et al., 2010). 

Characteristics of a toxic organization include poor performance being rewarded over good 

performance, employees actively avoiding disagreements over fear of retribution, the 

prioritization of personal agendas above the overall wellbeing of the organization, leaders 

exhibiting poor emotional control, high turnover, and an inability to retain leaders for an 

extended period of time (Gilbert et al., 2012). A toxic culture within a police department can 

decrease morale and employee job satisfaction and lead to turnover.  

 Employee Needs. Employees have needs that they seek to meet through their 

employment. Research has proven a connection exists between job satisfaction and employee 

turnover (Monk-Turner et al., 2010). According to Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, humans have 

lower level needs such as psychological needs and safety needs that must be met before higher 

order needs such as belonginess, esteem, and self-actualization can be met (Taormina, & Gao, 

2013). For example, police officers need to be provided with sufficient training and equipment to 

allow them to perform their duties as safe as reasonably possible. Training and equipment are 

examples of lower level needs that police officers have (Litcher et al., 2006; Orrick, 2008). 

Police academy training places a significant emphasis on lower level needs such as personal 

health and safety as these are crucial training topics due to the inherent danger present in police 
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work (Orrick, 2008). This has led to police departments placing a much greater emphasis on 

lower level needs and neglecting higher level needs (Orrick, 2008). In addition to low level 

needs such as physical safety, employees also generally seek to meet higher level needs by 

receiving feedback, recognition, and a stimulating environment (Wilson et al., 2010).  

Furthermore, the paramilitary structure and silo management style employed by police agencies 

are not conducive to meeting the higher-level needs of employees (McCafferty, 2003). If an 

employee’s higher-level needs continue to go unmet, they often seek to meet those needs 

elsewhere leading to turnover (Orrick, 2008). Police administrators should continue to focus on 

meeting the lower level needs of police officers such as providing sufficient training, equipment, 

resources, and personnel to safely perform their duties. Administrators should also increase the 

emphasis placed on meeting the higher-level needs of employees to increase retention (Orrick, 

2008).  

 Poor Supervision and Leadership. Poor supervision and poor leadership are also 

reasons police officers may leave resign from their police department (Cooper & Ingram, 2004). 

Failing to lead by example, indecisiveness, treating subordinates unfairly, taking credit for the 

good work of others, and fostering an environment of mistrust between leaders, supervisors, and 

subordinates are all negative characteristics of police leaders and supervisors that can lead to 

turnover. Furthermore, research has found that supervisors failing to provide sufficient 

recognition to employees has contributed to employee turnover within law enforcement 

organizations (Litcher et al., 2006).  

 Absence of Career Development Opportunities. Career development opportunities are 

an important component of employee retention (Verlander & Evans, 2007). Career development 

can be described as an ongoing process where an employee seeks to improve their skills, 
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knowledge, and abilities related to their professional work (Sheraz et al., 2019). The existence of 

a wide variety of easily accessible career development opportunities and programs is indicative 

of a healthy organization. The presence of career development opportunities assists employees 

that aspire to further their career goals. Moreover, career development opportunities assist in 

embedding the employee deeper into the organization (Shibiti, 2019). Past research has 

demonstrated a connection between the presence of career development programs, increased job 

satisfaction, and increased employee retention (Litcher et al., 2006; Pek-Greer & Wallace, 2017; 

Sheraz et al., 2019; Shibiti, 2019). The absence of these programs can have a negative impact on 

a police department’s ability to retain quality employees.  

 Unmet Job Expectations. At times, newly hired police officers quickly discover that the 

reality of serving as a police officer is different than they anticipated prior to becoming a police 

officer (Haar, 2005; Wilson et al., 2010; Yearwood, 2003). Some newly hired officers enter the 

profession expecting a high intensity adrenaline packed job and become surprised to find the 

daily duties of a police officer are more mundane than they anticipated (Haar, 2005). Moreover, 

some new officers are surprised by the amount of paperwork, social isolation, and the public 

image of the job (Wilson et al., 2010). Discovering that the reality of the job differs drastically 

from their expectations prior to hire can cause officers to leave the profession (Haar, 2005; 

Wilson et al., 2010).   

Adverse Impact of Turnover on Police Departments 

 Employee turnover has a negative impact on police departments. Employee turnover can 

place a tremendous financial burden on police departments. When a police department loses a 

police officer, they absorb the financial cost of recruiting, hiring, training, and equipping the 

officer’s replacement (Orrick, 2008). If departments are failing to retain police officers for 
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extended periods of time, they will be forced to spend a greater sum of money to achieve these 

goals or forced to reduce the amount of money they invest in their recruiting, hiring, training, 

and equipping of new officers. Neither option is desirable for police administrators. In addition 

to the financial strain placed on police department’s by employee turnover, a significant amount 

of organizational harm can result from turnover as well.   Failing to retain employees can harm 

the agency’s reputation (CCPOST, 2006). Moreover, employee turnover can result in a loss of 

institutional knowledge, experience, the erosion of community relationships, and decreased 

morale (Orrick, 2008). 

 Financial Impact of Employee Turnover. Employee turnover has a negative financial 

impact on police departments in a variety of ways. Police administrators should view each 

individual employee as an investment, as it costs money to recruit, hire, train, and equip a new 

officer. When employees leave a police department early in their career, it does not allow the 

department to receive a sufficient return on their investment (Orrick, 2008). There are a variety 

of costs associated with employee turnover at police departments.  

 There are numerous costs associated with the separation of an employee. These include 

the salary cost of conducting an exit interview, administrative costs of processing the resignation, 

changing computer security codes, collecting, inventorying, and inspecting equipment that is 

returned, and the sunk cost of recruiting, hiring, and training the departing officer (Orrick, 2008). 

The costs associated with recruiting new officers include advertising costs, the salaries of those 

employees tasked with actively recruiting new employees, and travel costs (Orrick, 2008). Hiring 

costs can include the salaries of employees involved in administering written tests, physical 

fitness tests, interviews, and pre-employment background investigations (Orrick, 2008). Hiring 
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costs also include the cost of medical exams, psychological evaluations, and drug testing (Orrick, 

2008). 

Once a new police officer is hired by a police department, the department must pay for 

the administrative cost of providing the employee with uniforms, equipment, access to 

department technology, and integrating them into the department’s payroll system and benefit 

programs (Orrick, 2008). New police officers are required to go through pre-service training. 

Some departments operate their own pre-service training academies and pay newly hired police 

officers to attend. Meanwhile, other departments pay for their newly hired police officers to 

attend an outside pre-service academy, and some candidates pay for their own pre-service 

academy training prior to hire. In addition to preservice training costs, police departments absorb 

cost associated with field training. Field training programs are intended to bridge the gap 

between the relatively sterile learning environment provided in a preservice academy, and the 

reality of actual police work (Caro, 2011). The most widely used field training program model is 

the San Jose model (Caro, 2011). The San Jose model is a field training model that divides the 

field training period into multiple phases that include a progression of workload and tasks 

provided to new officers. As the new officer progresses through the program and moves from 

one phase to the next, the new officer is expected to perform a greater amount of overall work 

and a wider array of tasks (Caro, 2011). By the final phase, new officers are required to 

demonstrate their proficiency in operating as solo field practitioners (Caro, 2011). Throughout 

the field training program, new officers are paired with veteran field training officers who 

perform a dual role of both coaching and training new recruits while simultaneously evaluating 

their performance to determine whether they can safely and effectively perform the duties of 

police officer without being under the constant supervision of a field training officer. Police 
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departments must pay the salary of field training officers and the administrative cost of creating, 

monitoring, and regulating the field training program (Orrick, 2008).  

When accounting for the separation cost, recruitment cost, selection cost, hiring cost, and 

training cost of replacing a single officer, it is estimated that it costs approximately $58,900 to 

replace an officer (Orrick, 2008). However, this figure should be interpreted with caution as 

police officer salary costs can vary drastically between geographic areas (Orrick, 2008). This 

figure was calculated using an example of a new officer resigning from a police department with 

three years of experience and a salary of 24,000 per year plus benefits (Orrick, 2008). This is 

likely a conservative estimate, as the median income for a police officer in 2018 was $61,380 per 

year (United States Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2019).  

Another financial cost that departments may experience as a result of employee turnover 

is overtime costs of filling vacancies (Orrick, 2008). When an employee leaves an organization, 

they leave behind an empty slot on a work roster. Most police departments implement 

regulations that clearly outline minimum staffing levels within various districts, shifts, and 

specialized units (Wilson & Weiss, 2014). Most police departments maintain staffing levels very 

close to their mandatory minimums leaving little room for employee turnover. When department 

staffing levels dip below mandatory minimums, police departments generally pay officers 

overtime to cover the vacancy (Wilson & Weiss, 2014). Some departments pay overtime to cover 

vacancies nearly every day (Wilson & Weiss, 2014). Employee turnover reduces staffing 

numbers. The resulting vacancies are not usually filled immediately, as it takes time to recruit, 

hire, and train a new employee. Therefore, employee turnover can have an adverse impact on 

police departments by requiring the department to pay an officer at an overtime rate to cover 

vacancies created by employee turnover. The extent of this financial impact is unknown as data 
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that directly identified the amount of money police departments pay per year to cover staffing 

vacancies that are a direct result of employee turnover was not located.  

Other Harm Caused by Employee Turnover. When a police officer resigns from a 

police department, the organization loses more than just an employee. The departing employee 

brings with them their knowledge of department practices, policy, historical cases, the unique 

needs of various areas within their jurisdiction, knowledge of individuals who are in frequent 

need of police service or experience high levels of police contact, and community expectations. 

This loss of institutional knowledge is a harmful result of employee turnover within police 

departments that cannot be quickly remedied (Wilson et al., 2010). While institutional 

knowledge is lost, community relationships erode as police departments experience turnover. 

Modern policing emphasizes community policing which relies upon strong relationships built 

between police officers and stakeholders throughout the community (Nalla et al., 2018). 

Relationships require time and trust to build. When one officer leaves a police department and a 

new officer is hired in their place, it takes time for the new officer to build and develop 

relationships with community members and other stakeholders. High levels of employee 

turnover may also cause reputational harm to a police department (Wilson et al., 2010). If a 

department develops a reputation for experiencing high turnover and poor employee retention, it 

may develop a reputation as being an undesirable employer. This can harm a department’s 

recruitment abilities and lead to further organizational problems.  

Lack of Meaningful Analysis of Retention Strategies 

 An extensive search was conducted in search of research that evaluates the efficacy of 

employee retention strategies within police departments. However, no such research could be 

found. Research is necessary to identify and implement data driven employee retention strategies 
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within law enforcement organizations. The lack of empirical research, scholarly articles, or any 

other publications including a meaningful analysis of employee retention strategies within police 

departments exposes a glaring gap in the literature.  

 Scholarly Journal Articles. Numerous studies exploring the connection between various 

factors and turnover within police departments have been completed. The State of Vermont 

Department of Public Safety commissioned a statewide law enforcement retention study that was 

conducted by Litcher et al. (2006). Litcher et al. (2006) provided surveys to every police 

department in the State of Vermont and arranged for the surveys to be disseminated to current 

and former police officers from each department. Low salary, poor benefits, a lack of 

professional development opportunities, employees not feeling valued by their employer, and a 

lack of specialized training opportunities were identified as factors that significantly contributed 

to police officer turnover in the State of Vermont. However, this study failed to include an 

empirical evaluation of the implementation of employee retention strategies in a police 

environment.  

 In North Carolina, the North Carolina Governor’s Crime Commission, North Carolina 

Sheriff’s Education and Training Standards Commission, and North Carolina Criminal Justice 

Education and Training Standards Commission sponsored a study conducted by Yearwood 

(2003) that examined employee retention within Sheriff’s departments. Data pertaining to 

employee turnover was collected by surveying Sheriff’s across the State of North Carolina 

(Yearwood, 2003). When surveyed, respondents reported various contributing factors to 

employee turnover within their respective agencies including cost of living, job duties, agency 

size, lack of fringe benefits, and unrealistic officer expectations as being significant contributing 

factors to employee turnover (Yearwood, 2003). Similar to the study conducted by Litcher et al 
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(2006), the Yearwood (2003) fails to include any empirical analysis evaluating the efficacy of 

any employee retention strategy being implemented within a police department. 

Professional Police Organization Publications. Numerous professional criminal justice and 

police organizations including the BJS, IACP, and PERF have published reports on employee 

retention strategies (BJS, 2012; Orrick, 2018b; PERF, 2019). 

In 2012, the BJS published a 26-page report on the hiring and retention of state and local law 

enforcement officers (BJS, 2012). The report included information on turnover rates and 

retention strategies in law enforcement. According to the report, retention strategies that police 

departments reported using included mandatory minimum time of service agreements, free 

uniforms, a uniform allowance, take home vehicles, pay raises, and educational incentive pay 

(BJS, 2012). However, this report failed to include an analysis on the efficacy of these retention 

strategies.  

 Six years later, in 2018, the International Association of Chiefs of Police published best 

practices guide on the recruitment, retention, and turnover of law enforcement personnel (Orrick, 

2018b). This best practices guide included a wide array of employee retention strategies for 

police departments to implement to improve employee retention including behavioral based 

interviews, realistic job previews, adequate compensation, training, feedback, supervisor 

development, employee recognition, career counseling, enhanced work experiences, committees 

and task forces, and environmental strategies (Orrick 2018b). However, this report also failed to 

include any analysis of these employee retention strategies in a policing environment.  

 In 2019, PERF published a report on the workforce crisis in policing and subsequent 

response. This report also included a set of recommended employee retention strategies, and 
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even included anecdotal examples of these strategies being implemented by police departments. 

These strategies included professional development opportunities, increased overtime 

opportunities, career development options, educational incentive pay, relaxed residency 

requirements, flexible scheduling, and promotional opportunities (PERF, 2019). This report 

included survey results depicting the frequency at which police departments are using these 

strategies and testimonial evidence from police administrators and police officers regarding the 

implementation of these strategies (PERF, 2019). However, this report also failed to include any 

meaningful analysis of the efficacy of these strategies.  

 Recent developments in the realm of urban police agency employee retention are 

promising. In 2019, a workgroup comprised of members from the City of Seattle innovation and 

performance team, police department, human resources department, city budget office, and city 

council conducted an in-depth review on the Seattle Police Department’s struggle to recruit and 

retain employees (City of Seattle, 2019). This workgroup’s in-depth review generated 

quantitative and qualitative data which was used to develop 12 initiatives related to 

compensation, employee characteristics, organizational health, policy, and culture, and employee 

needs that cost approximately $1,730,000 (City of Seattle, 2019). These initiatives are currently 

being implemented to bolster the Seattle Police Department’s recruitment and retention practices 

(City of Seattle, 2019). Therefore, an analysis on the impact of the initiatives would be 

premature, and the efficacy of the initiatives is unknown.  

 In order to improve employee retention within police departments, this glaring gap in the 

literature must be filled. Police departments should implement employee retention strategies and 

measure their efficacy in pursuit of developing data driven employee retention programs. 

Analysis of Employee Retention Strategies Proven Successful in a Non-Police Environment 
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 To begin the large task of filling the gap in the literature surrounding the efficacy of 

employee retention strategies within police departments, police administrators should first look 

outside the profession of policing to identify employee retention strategies proven successful in 

other professional settings. Prior empirical research has evaluated and identified numerous 

effective employee retention strategies including increasing employee voice, providing realistic 

job previews, providing accessible career development opportunities, and appropriately 

conducting exit interviews (Ahmed et al., 2010; Faller et al., 2009; Fottler et al., 1995; Harris, 

2000; Izzo & Withers, 2002; Kulik et al., 2012; Kupperschmidt, 2002; Pek-Greer & Wallace, 

2017; Shibiti, 2019; Shukla & Deb, 2017; Spencer, 1986; Taha & Esenyel, 2019; Verlander & 

Evans, 2007).  

Increased Employee Voice 

Ahmed et al. (2010) define employee voice as “an expression of dissatisfaction” (p. 

3056). Ahmed et al. (2010) further describe employee voice as a mechanism to speak about 

conditions within the workplace that cause dissatisfaction with one’s employment. Employee 

voice is an important component of employee retention, as it allows dissatisfied employees the 

opportunity to attempt to call for, influence, or enact change within the organization to increase 

job satisfaction. By providing employees the opportunity to voice their dissatisfaction with 

working conditions, the employer affords the employee some level of perceived and or actual 

control over their work environment. Previous research has established a connection between 

employee retention, the efficacy of programs intended to strengthen retention, and an employee’s 

locus of control (NG & Butts, 2009). NG & Butts (2009) discovered that programs and practices 

implemented to increase employee retention by increasing an employee’s sense of organizational 

membership were more effective when employees had a greater sense of control.  The level of 
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control the employee has can vary and may be dependent upon the nature of the problem, 

potential solutions to the problem, the feasibility of addressing the problem, the scope of the 

problem, and the employer’s willingness to resolve the problem. 

 Spencer (1986) examined the relationship between employee voice and employee 

retention. The research conducted by Spencer (1986) measured this by surveying registered 

nurses working within a hospital environment. When comparing the work of registered nurses to 

the work of police officers, several commonalities are present. Both nurses and police officers 

investigate unknown problems, rely upon a shift work schedule structure to provide service 

coverage 24 hours per day seven days per week, frequently interact with members of the public, 

and are frequently exposed to trauma (Buja et al., 2013; Davis et al., 2018; Fleischer et al., 2009; 

James et al., 2017; Mealer et al., 2009). 

 The research conducted by Spencer (1986) involved two primary questions. First, 

Spencer (1986) sought to determine if there was a relationship between a hospital’s employee 

retention rate and the amount of opportunity employees were given to voice dissatisfaction with 

and change dissatisfying work conditions. Next, Spencer (1986) evaluated the quality of various 

mechanisms created to allow employees to voice dissatisfaction with poor work conditions. 

Surveys were disseminated to participating hospital administrators inquiring into the availability 

of numerous employee voice mechanisms for registered nurses including formal grievance 

procedures, suggestion systems, meetings between nurses and management, counseling services, 

ombudsman, non-management task forces, question and answer programs, and employee surveys 

(Spencer, 1986). The presence of these employee voice mechanisms were then compared to each 

respective institution’s retention rates while controlling for differences in compensation, benefits, 

number of grievances filed, workforce diversity, and unemployment rates in each hospital’s 
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county and metropolitan statistical area (Spencer, 1986). To assess the quality of voice 

mechanisms afforded to registered nurses, nurses were asked to estimate the perceived efficacy 

rate of each mechanism in various situations.  

 The results of this research support the assertion that increasing employee voice is an 

effective employee retention strategy (Spencer, 1986). The employee retention rates at hospitals 

that afforded employees many voice mechanisms were significantly higher than the retention 

rates at hospitals that afforded few or no voice mechanisms (Spencer, 1986). Furthermore, the 

presence of a higher number of voice mechanisms led to increased employee expectations that a 

dissatisfying work situation would be resolved (Spencer, 1986). 

Spencer (1986) completed this research over thirty years ago. Generational differences 

can influence the efficacy of an employee retention strategy as employee’s values and beliefs 

change over time (Jones et al., 2018). However, recent research on the relationship between 

employee voice mechanism and employee retention found that increased employee voice 

mechanisms were associated with increased levels of employee retention in the Pakastani 

banking sector (Ahmed et al., 2010). Despite the recent and continued support for increasing 

employee voice mechanisms as an employee retention strategy, additional research is warranted. 

Police administrators should attempt to increase employee retention by increasing the 

accessibility of employee voice mechanisms to employees. The implementation of this strategy 

should be measured to evaluate the efficacy of this technique within the environment of a 

modern police department. 

Realistic Job Previews  

Historically, police departments have placed a significant emphasis on the exciting and 

adrenaline packed portion of policework while neglecting to include the less glamorous, 
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mundane, and even unfavorable components of police work (PERF, 2019). Providing applicants 

with a realistic preview of the job of a police officer is an employee retention strategy that was 

recently recommended by the IACP (Orrick, 2018b). The concept of strengthening employee 

retention through realistic job previews is rooted in the belief that some cases of voluntary 

employee turnover are the result of unmet expectations early in a police officer’s career. If the 

disconnect between the applicant’s perception of the job and the reality of the job can be 

discovered prior to hire, the applicant can separate from the organization by withdrawing from 

the application process prior to the department investing a tremendous amount of resources to 

hire, train, and equip the officer.  

This specific strategy is supported by research that shows some police officers voluntarily 

resign due to unmet expectations (Haar, 2005; Wilson et al., 2010; Yearwood, 2003). 

Furthermore, approximately one-third of police officers departing large police departments 

resign from their positions with less than six years of total service, and large police departments 

report approximately 10% of police officers resign from their position within two years of being 

hired (Koper et al., 2001). To reduce the amount of turnover attributable to unmet expectations, 

law enforcement administrators and recruiters should ensure that an applicant’s expectations 

align with the reality of the job (Kupperschmidt, 2002).  

Police recruiters and administrators will at times provide job previews that are inaccurate 

or limited in scope to shield the applicant from negative aspects of the job. This is done to 

maximize the number of applicants that apply for open positions at the police department 

(Kupperschmidt, 2002). While this practice may have a positive impact on recruiting statistics by 

increasing the size of a police department’s applicant pool, it can lead to problems later on when 

the reality of the job is revealed to an employee resulting in unmet expectations. 
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 Providing a realistic job preview goes beyond crafting an accurate job description to 

provide applicants. A realistic job preview is an in-depth description of the favorable and 

unfavorable aspects of a position (Kupperschmidt, 2002; Roth & Roth, 1995). Realistic job 

previews are not limited to the duties of a police officer and the tasks a police officer is required 

to perform. Realistic job previews should include information pertaining to the duties of a police 

officer, tasks a police officer is required to perform, training requirements, career development 

opportunities, scheduling practices, compensation, benefits, physical demands, psychological 

demands, the impact of policing on one’s personal life, repetitive tasks, mundane tasks, and 

occupational stressors (Faller et al., 2009; Kupperschmidt, 2002; PERF, 2019; Roth & Roth, 

1995). There are numerous delivery methods available that employers can use to provide 

applicants a realistic job preview including brochures, videos, in-person presentations, question 

and answer sessions, social media posts, and job shadow opportunities (Roth & Roth, 1995). 

 Preliminary research on the use of realistic job previews in the child welfare system has 

found it to be a successful strategy for retaining social workers in child protection agencies 

(Faller et al., 2009). Similar to police officers, child protection workers also experience frequent 

exposure to trauma, high levels of public scrutiny, and provide their services 24 hours per day, 

seven days per week, and 52 days per year (Burns, 2010). In 1998, child protection agencies in 

Nebraska and Delaware produced and implemented videos that depicted a realistic job preview 

for potential child protection workers (Faller et al., 2009). Both organizations reported a 

perceived improvement in employee retention after implementing the realistic job preview video 

prior to hire (Faller et al., 2009). However, no meaningful analysis was conducted on the actual 

efficacy of the videos on employee retention.  
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 In Michigan, the efficacy of providing realistic job previews to applicants was evaluated 

(Faller et al., 2009). An experimental group consisting of employees who viewed a video 

depicting a realistic job preview prior to hire was created. The turnover levels of members of the 

experimental group was evaluated and compared against a control group of employees who were 

not shown the realistic job preview video (Faller et al., 2009). Both groups were monitored for 

one year after being hired. It was discovered that 21.6% of child protection workers that did not 

view the realistic job preview video resigned within the first year of employment (Faller et al., 

2009). This figure is consistent with the national turnover rate for child protection workers 

(Faller et al., 2009). However, only 6.2% of child protection workers that viewed the realistic job 

preview video departed from the organization within their first year of employment (Faller et al., 

2009). Child protection workers who viewed the realistic job preview video were far less likely 

to depart from the child protection organization early in their career than employees who did not 

view the realistic job preview video.  

Professional Development Opportunities  

In 2019, PERF recommended that police departments increase the availability of 

professional development opportunities to increase employee retention (PERF, 2019). The 

absence of professional development opportunities is a commonly cited causal factor for 

turnover in police organizations (Litcher et al., 2006; Orrick, 2008). The absence of professional 

development opportunities has also influenced employee retention in professions outside of 

policing. For example, a study that surveyed nurses on topics related to employee turnover in 

nursing found that nurses frequently cited the lack of professional development opportunities as 

a factor that contributed to turnover (Dawson et al., 2014). Therefore, law enforcement 
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administrators should consider increasing the availability of professional development 

opportunities as part of their employee retention program. 

 Professional development opportunity is a broad term that encompasses a wide variety of 

programs that an organization may implement to facilitate the progression of an employee’s 

career. Professional development is an ongoing process involving the employee and employer 

where the employer provides the employee with opportunities to gain additional skills, 

knowledge, and abilities related to their work increasing the employee’s value to the organization 

and allowing the employee to take on additional responsibilities (Ohunakin et al., 2018;  Sheraz 

et al., 2019). Previous research has demonstrated a connection between increased professional 

development opportunities and decreased employee turnover for numerous occupations 

including teachers, hospitality workers, telecommunications employees, occupational therapists, 

and information technology employees (Chandio et al., 2013; Hunter & Nicol, 2002; Kim, 2012; 

Ohunakin et al., 2018; Pek-Greer & Wallace, 2017; Sheraz et al., 2019; Shibiti, 2019). The 

manifestation of professional development opportunities can vary depending upon the profession 

and organization they are implemented in. Training opportunities, tuition reimbursement 

programs, and mentor programs are three examples of professional development programs 

implemented by various professional organizations. 

Training is an important component of any job. Training allows employees to improve 

their skills, knowledge, and abilities. This makes training crucial to professional development. 

Police officers typically undergo a significant amount of pre-service training at the beginning of 

their career in an academy environment. Upon completion of academy based training, most 

police officers continue their training in the field by participating in a field training program 

(Caro, 2011). Most states require police officers obtain a certain number of training hours per 
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year in order to maintain their certification. However, once a police officer successfully 

completes a field training program, the frequency of their training typically decreases 

significantly.  

Darwish et al. (2013) explored the relationship between increased training options for 

employees and employee retention in financial firms. This research found that increased training 

opportunities for employees led to increased financial performance while also decreasing 

employee turnover (Darwish et al., 2013). Furthermore, research found that increased training 

opportunities for teachers was also associated with increased organizational embeddedness and 

decreased employee turnover (Shibiti, 2019). Police departments experience barriers to providing 

ongoing training to police officers such as the financial cost of training and the need to maintain 

minimum staffing levels. Despite these obstacles, police administrators should focus on 

increasing specialized training opportunities to strengthen employee retention.  

Like ongoing training, higher education is another important component of professional 

development. Past research has demonstrated a connection between higher levels of education 

and increased job performance and satisfaction for police officers (Hall et al., 2007). However, 

police officers seeking to increase their education are faced with obstacles. Conflicting rigid 

scheduling requirements of college courses and the shift work of a police officer as well as the 

financial cost of pursuing a college degree prohibit some officers from obtaining a college degree 

(Hall et al., 2007). With the exception of colleges and universities, most employers are unable to 

directly provide higher education to their employees. However, employers can provide financial 

assistance to employees pursuing college degrees in the form of tuition reimbursement (Benson 

et al., 2004).  
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Many private corporations boast tuition reimbursement programs that provide full or 

partial tuition reimbursement to employees pursuing college degrees that will aid them in their 

professional development (Benson et al., 2004). This alleviates the financial burden placed on 

the employee pursuing a degree and increases the employee’s access to this professional 

development opportunity.  

Benson et al. (2004) studied the impact of a tuition reimbursement program on employee 

retention within a large financial firm and found that employees who participated in a tuition 

reimbursement program were less likely to resign if they received a promotion after completion 

of their degree (Benson et al., 2004). In policing, attaining a college degree has been associated 

with increased promotional opportunities (Hall et al., 2007). While some have expressed concern 

that tuition reimbursement programs will increase the likelihood an employee departs from their 

employer, many employers institute regulations requiring employees to repay the tuition 

reimbursement funds they received if they resign within a certain period of time after 

participating in the tuition reimbursement program (Benson et al., 2004). This minimizes the 

employer’s risk when implementing a tuition reimbursement program.  

Attaining a college degree can improve police officer performance, improve police 

officer job satisfaction, and increase a police officer’s promotional opportunities (Hall et al., 

2007). Past research has shown a connection between job satisfaction and employee retention 

(Monk-Turner et al., 2010). In the private sector, tuition reimbursement programs have been 

proven to strengthen employee retention when participants receive promotions upon completion 

of their degree (Benson et al., 2004). Law enforcement administrators should create tuition 

reimbursement programs to aid employees in their professional development while implementing 
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regulations that require repayment of tuition reimbursement if the employee resigns from their 

position within a certain period of time after receiving tuition reimbursement funds. 

Offering a mentor program to employees is another strategy used by employers to retain 

employees. Mentor programs formalize a relationship between a senior employee and new 

employee. The senior employee acts as a mentor to the new employee and assists them in their 

professional development (Fuller et al., 2008). Mentors will educate, coach, and protect their 

mentee as the mentee learns to navigate the organization (Fuller et al., 2008). Mentors can also 

help their mentee with the socialization process and adjust to the organization’s culture.  

Research has proven the introduction of peer mentor programs has successfully decreased 

employee turnover for teachers, pharmacists, and nurses (Cottingham et al., 2011; Fuller et al., 

2008; Halfer et al., 2008; Smith & Ingersoll, 2016). Mentoring can occur outside of normal work 

hours limiting its impact on staffing minimums. Mentors can assist their mentee meet their 

needs, develop realistic job expectations, and foster a positive organizational culture. This makes 

it a relatively cost effective and feasible employee retention strategy for a police department to 

implement. Law enforcement administrators should implement a formal employee mentor 

program to aid in the professional development of new employees and increase employee 

retention. 

Exit Interviews 

Employee turnover has been a difficult problem to understand and subsequently prevent 

for many reasons. While research has uncovered some common themes surrounding factors 

contributing to employee turnover, every profession is characterized by unique challenges that 

employers must overcome to retain employees. Moreover, within the profession of policing, 

individual police departments are also characterized by unique factors that contribute to 
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employee turnover. Additionally, generational differences have led to changing values resulting 

in the turnover problem evolving over time (Jones et al., 2018). Identifying causal factors of 

turnover can allow employers to address problems leading to turnover. 

 Exit interviews are the most frequently used method for identifying factors contributing 

to employee turnover (Fottler et al., 1995). An exit interview is a discussion that takes place 

between an employee and a representative of their employer when the employee leaves the 

organization (Johns & Johnson, 2005). The purpose of an exit interview is to allow the employer 

to develop a greater understanding of the factors contributing to the employee’s decision to leave 

the organization (Johns & Johnson, 2005). The use of the exit interview is rooted in the belief 

that when an employer is equipped with current and accurate information as to why employees 

are choosing to leave the organization, the employer may institute organizational change in an 

effort to decrease turnover and strengthen employee retention (Johns & Johnson, 2005). The 

purpose of the exit interview is not to retain the participating employee (Fottler et al., 1995). 

Instead, the purpose of the exit interview is to retain other employees who have not yet declared 

their intention to leave the organization. Participation in an exit interview may be an employee’s 

final contribution to their employer.  

 While conducting exit interviews appears to be a logical step to decrease employee 

turnover, research on the use of exit interviews raises questions regarding their efficacy. The 

primary obstacle to conducting an effective exit interview lies in the challenge of collecting 

accurate data. There is a wide body of research demonstrating the reluctance of employees to be 

completely open and honest about their reasons for leaving an organization when discussing such 

matters during an exit interview (Fottler et al., 1995; Johns & Gorrick, 2016; Johns & Johnson, 

2005; Shukla & Deb, 2017; Steel et al., 2002). Research conducted to identify causal factors of 
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turnover in an Indian hospital found that exit interviews failed to identify actual causes of 

employee turnover (Shukla & Deb, 2017). Employees that choose to participate in exit 

interviews upon separation from an organization have more to lose than they do to gain by 

participating in the exit interview (Steel et al., 2002). Many employees fear their responses 

during exit interviews may lead to retribution and harm their chances of future employment 

elsewhere and are therefore reluctant to provide their actual reasons for leaving an organization 

(Fottler et al., 1995). Many employers will contact an applicant’s previous employers to 

investigate the applicant’s suitability for potential employment. This holds true in the profession 

of policing. Police departments conduct extensive and thorough pre-employment background 

investigations into the lives of applicants. These investigations include discussions with previous 

employers. A study on the use of exit interviews in a professional publishing organization found 

that employees were reluctant to share their reasons for leaving the organization due to concerns 

regarding the confidentiality of the process, their responses having a negative impact on their 

coworkers remaining with the organization, and limit their ability to return to the organization in 

the future (Johns & Johnson, 2005). Recent research on the efficacy of exit interviews has found 

that employees continue to have concerns about sharing the true reasons they are leaving an 

organization (Johns & Gorrick, 2016). Despite these concerns, seven out of ten employees also 

found the exit interview process to be an effective method to voice concerns regarding factors 

contributing to turnover (Johns & Gorrick, 2016). 

 Despite the challenge of obtaining accurate data during exit interviews, the process of 

collecting turnover data from departing employees should not cease. Instead, employers should 

work in concert with outside entities to improve the process for collecting this data to ensure the 

most accurate data is collected. Employers should work with an outside entity to collect the data 
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in a way that meets the organization’s needs while shielding the participant from harm (Johns & 

Johnson, 2005). Research has found that employees provide more accurate responses when 

greater amounts of time have passed between their departure from the organization and the time 

of data collection (Johns & Gorrick, 2016). This is likely due to decreasing fear of retribution.  

 It is evident that professions outside the realm of law enforcement such as nursing, social 

work, and education have implemented employee retention strategies and evaluated the efficacy 

of these strategies. Police departments should follow the lead of these professions by doing the 

same. However, due to the unique structure and functions of a police department, the 

implementation of these strategies within a police environment may differ than the 

implementation of the same strategies within other professions. To successfully implement an 

employee retention program, law enforcement administrators must take these employee retention 

strategies deemed successful in other professional settings and implement them in a way that 

considers the unique structure and functions of a police department.  

Recommendations to Increase Employee Retention within Police Departments  

 There are many actions that police administrators can take to decrease turnover and 

improve employee retention within their organization. The first step police administrators should 

take to increase employee retention is to develop a written retention plan. A written retention 

plan will serve as a framework for implementing organizational change intended to decrease 

turnover and strengthen retention. Next, police administrators should implement properly 

conducted exit interviews to collect data specific to the retention problems unique to their 

organization. This information can help guide administrators as they seek to implement change 

to decrease turnover. Then, police administrators should implement employee retention programs 

and strategies proven to be successful in professions similar to policing. Examples of these 



44 

 

strategies include increasing employee voice mechanisms, expanding the availability of 

professional development opportunities, and providing applicants with a realistic job preview. 

Other employee retention strategies should be crafted based upon the data collected during 

properly conducted exit interviews. Finally, the efficacy of these strategies should be evaluated 

to determine what programs and strategies are improving employee retention and which 

strategies should be modified or eliminated entirely.  

Written Employee Retention Plan  

Police administrators must be intentional in their decision making and actively work to 

combat employee turnover. To improve employee retention, police administrators should 

develop a written retention plan. This recommendation is supported by the CCPOST (CCPOST, 

2006). The CCPOST encourages police administrators to include positive and negative employee 

feedback as well as factors that could contribute to an employee’s decision to remain with the 

organization in the retention plan (CCPOST, 2006). However, CCPOST failed to include further 

guidance on what additional information should be included in a written retention plan. 

 Written retention plans should include historical data depicting the rate of employee 

turnover within the organization over an extended period of time. If a police administrator has 

access to historical data depicting employee turnover over time, it will allow them to better 

contextualize current turnover trends. The availability of historical data related to employee 

turnover is likely to vary greatly between agencies. Police administrators should work with 

human resource coordinators employed by their organization to harvest this data.  

 Next, written retention plans should also include data on recent turnover activity within 

the organization. To reduce employee turnover, it is imperative that police administrators 

understand the extent of the problem. Studies that explore employee turnover within police 
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departments frequently measures the turnover rate and demographics of employees leaving the 

organization (BJS, 2012; Drew et al., 2008; Litcher et al., 2006; PERF, 2019; Wood, 2000; 

Yearwood, 2003). Collecting current data on turnover activity will aid administrators in 

understanding the extent of the turnover problem. Furthermore, current turnover data can be 

compared to historical turnover data to better contextualize the extent of the problem. Police 

administrators should aim to improve their data collection and storage methods. Information 

pertaining to the age, race, sex, educational background, years of service, assignment at time of 

resignation, past assignments, and reasons cited for leaving should be collected and stored. This 

will allow administrators to identify turnover trends or patterns involving an employee’s 

demographics or experiences.  

 Written retention plans should also include a meaningful analysis of the efficacy of 

programs and policies implemented with the intention of strengthening employee retention. 

Historically, police departments have failed to conduct empirical evaluations or other meaningful 

analysis of programs and strategies implemented to increase employee retention (Litcher et al., 

2006; Orrick, 2018b; PERF, 2019; Yearwood, 2003). The failure to analyze these strategies will 

continue to hamper the efforts of police administrators and personnel attempting to decrease 

employee turnover and strengthen retention. Police administrators are given a finite number of 

funds, resources, and personnel to implement employee retention strategies. By developing a 

greater understanding of the efficacy of employee retention strategies, police administrators can 

better direct the use of funds, resources, and personnel to meet their goals. Furthermore, as 

policymaking and budgetary decisions within police departments become increasingly data 

driven, a meaningful analysis demonstrating the efficacy of an employee retention program 

could assist law enforcement administrators attempting to obtain increased funding, resources, or 
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personnel to continue or enhance the retention program (Fagan et al., 2016; Fan, 2012; Morgan 

et al., 2017).  

 Finally, a written employee retention plan should include a list of retention goals set by 

the agency. Examples of retention goals include retaining a certain percentage of the workforce, 

improving the retention rate of a specific employee demographic, or decrease the number of 

employees leaving the organization as a result of a specific contributing factor. Law enforcement 

administrators should review their written retention plans on an annual basis. These reviews 

should include a review of turnover data from the previous year, a meaningful analysis of the 

efficacy of retention strategies, and a review of the organization’s progress towards meeting its 

retention goals. The retention plan including statistics depicting the extent of the turnover 

problem, causal factors of turnover, the efficacy of retention strategies, and employee retention 

goals will help hold the organization accountable regarding its efforts towards improving 

employee retention.  

Realistic Job Preview  

The presentation of a realistic job preview to applicants is one strategy that should be 

implemented as part of a broader employee retention program. The argument that providing 

applicants with a realistic job preview will reduce employee turnover is supported by numerous 

studies citing unmet expectations as a causal factor of police turnover in the United States (Haar, 

2005; Wilson et al., 2010; Yearwood, 2003). Therefore, the relationship between realistic job 

previews and employee turnover merits further exploration. After anecdotal evidence indicated a 

relationship between realistic job previews and decreased employee turnover in social work, 

researchers examined this relationship further (Faller et al., 2009). Further research revealed that 

social workers who were provided with a realistic job preview prior to hire were less likely to 
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resign within their first year of employment than social workers who were not provided the 

realistic job preview (Faller et al., 2009). For the purposes of this research, social work 

applicants were shown a video depicting a realistic job preview. Police administrators seeking to 

provide a realistic job preview to applicants may achieve this goal using a variety of techniques.  

 The practice of recruiting police applicants is vital to the functional operation of a police 

organization. Police recruiters face numerous challenges when attempting to recruit police 

applicants. Unfavorable shift work, the inherent danger of policing, the paramilitary structure of 

police departments, and rigid minimum qualification requirements are examples of obstacles 

faced by police recruiters (United States Department of Justice, 2009). To overcome these 

obstacles, police recruiters may pitch inaccurate or incomplete job previews to potential 

applicants in an effort to increase the likelihood that the potential applicant submits an 

application and formally enters the hiring process. However, failing to provide realistic job 

previews to applicants may result in unmet expectations for the new officer resulting in an early 

departure from the organization.  

 Police recruiters use a variety of techniques to attract potential applicants. Police 

recruiters will develop a brand for their police department, request assistance from media outlets, 

engage the youth in their community, utilize technology and social media, and mentor applicants 

throughout the hiring process (United States Department of Justice, 2009). Police administrators 

should not view the presentation of a realistic job preview as another recruiting tactic that should 

be added to this list. Instead, providing a realistic job preview should be viewed as a recruiting 

concept requiring cultural and operational changes within the police department. Providing a 

realistic job preview to applicants should be a concept that is pervasive throughout all aspects of 

the recruiting and hiring process.  
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 Developing a brand for a police agency is a difficult task. This is partially attributable to 

the fact that policework entails a wide variety of tasks and responsibilities (United States 

Department of Justice, 2009). This makes it difficult to establish an image that conveys each of 

these components in a manner that is accurate, balanced, and consistent with the realities of the 

job (United States Department of Justice, 2009). Moreover, most police departments lack 

personnel with the necessary training and experience to develop a brand (United States 

Department of Justice, 2009). To establish a brand that encapsulates the wide variety of tasks and 

responsibilities with policing, police administrators should assemble a recruiting cadre consisting 

of department personnel and individuals with marketing experience to establish a brand that 

furthers the goal of delivering a realistic job preview. 

Budgetary constraints will likely present an obstacle to police administrators seeking to 

obtain assistance from those with marketing experience. To circumvent this obstacle, police 

administrators should seek assistance from community volunteers with marketing experience or 

marketing students seeking internships and professional experience as they work towards a 

marketing degree. Police departments have a long history of soliciting citizen assistance on a 

volunteer basis in pursuit of the police department’s goals (Randol & Gaffney, 2014). Moreover, 

police departments have relied upon internship programs to obtain assistance from prospective 

police officers for decades (Dale, 1996). These programs are mutually beneficial as police 

departments benefit from the assistance provided by interns while interns gain valuable work 

experience and professional references. The concept of enlisting citizen assistance is congruent 

with the policing principle that the police cannot effectively achieve their goals without 

assistance from the public declared by Sir Robert Peel who is widely regarded as the father of 

modern policing (Williams, 2003). By combining the marketing skills of citizen volunteers with 
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the intimate knowledge of the reality of policework held by department personnel, a brand that 

aims to recruit police applicants while simultaneously providing a realistic job preview to 

applicants can be created.  

Police departments also rely upon the media in their recruiting efforts (United States 

Department of Justice, 2009). These efforts may involve the media broadcasting information on 

police vacancies, news stories depicting interviews with police recruiters, and the dissemination 

of police recruiting materials including videos, pictures, stories, and brochures. Police recruiters 

can use the media to assist in delivering a realistic job preview to applicants by ensuring the 

information provided to the media pertaining to recruiting efforts depicts a realistic job preview.  

Another recruiting strategy used by police involves engaging local youth. A law 

enforcement explorer program, sometimes referred to as a police cadet program, is an example of 

a youth-centric community outreach program within a police department (United States 

Department of Justice, 2009). The first police cadet programs originated in England in the early 

20th Century (Devore, 1989). Police departments in the United States began creating police cadet 

programs in the 1950s (Devore, 1989). Police cadets are non-sworn unpaid members of the 

police department who participate in police training, community service, and police skills 

competitions under the supervision of sworn police personnel (Devore, 1989). Law enforcement 

explorers commonly participate in ride-along sessions where they shadow sworn police 

personnel for the duration of their shift. Creating a police cadet program is one technique police 

agencies can use to deliver a realistic job preview to potential applicants. Oftentimes, police 

recruiters have limited exposure to potential applicants limiting the opportunity to deliver a 

realistic job preview. However, police cadet programs afford police personnel the opportunity to 

offer a realistic job preview to potential applicants over a lengthy period of time. Police cadet 
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programs are a recruiting tool for police departments designed to prepare teenagers and young 

adults for a career in policing (Devore, 1989). However, police cadet programs are susceptible to 

the same pitfalls as brand development. If the police personnel responsible for the coordination 

of the police cadet program fail to expose police cadets to the unfavorable components of 

policework or present them with an unbalanced and inaccurate depiction of the job, police cadets 

will likely experience unmet expectations if they become sworn police officers. This could result 

in early resignations and additional police turnover. Therefore, police personnel charged with 

coordinating police cadet programs must strive to deliver an accurate, realistic, and balanced job 

preview to police cadets.  

Technological advancements have changed the way most private and public institutions 

operate. Police department operations have also been significantly influenced by technological 

advancements. One example of this is the proliferation of body worn cameras. By 2016, 47% of 

law enforcement agencies in the United States had procured body worn cameras for their law 

enforcement officers (Hyland, 2018). Police administrators have cited numerous factors 

contributing to their decision to obtain body worn cameras. A review of these factors reveals 

several themes including increasing officer safety and quality evidence while decreasing citizen 

complaints and civil liability that may arise from a police interaction (Hyland, 2018). Body worn 

cameras capture a vast array of audio and video depicting policework. Most police departments 

that utilize body worn cameras also have policies dictating the proper use of this equipment 

including when the cameras should be activated (Hyland, 2018). Approximately 85% of police 

departments that use body cameras require officers to activate the cameras during traffic stops, 

officer-initiated citizen contacts, and arrests (Hyland, 2018). Body cameras capture a wide 

variety of police activity ranging from the dull and mundane to intense and adrenaline packed. 
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Police recruiters can use video captured by body worn cameras to develop a video depicting an 

accurate, balanced, and realistic job preview that could be shown to potential applicants. The 

practice of producing a video depicting a realistic job preview was proven to successfully 

improve the retention of social workers (Faller et al., 2009). A realistic job preview video 

comprised of body worn camera footage can accurately depict the tasks and activities performed 

by police officers. However, this method would not include a realistic preview of certain causal 

factors of turnover such as scheduling practices, compensation and benefits, career development 

opportunities, and the leadership practices of supervisors. Therefore, police administrators must 

not rely solely upon a video to provide a realistic job preview to applicants. 

Some police departments have established pre-employment mentor programs to aid in 

their recruiting efforts (United States Department of Justice, 2009). The purpose of a pre-

employment mentorship program is to support applicants, provide advice to assist them as they 

navigate the hiring process, and encourage them to continue seeking employment with the 

agency if their first attempt to join is unsuccessful (United States Department of Justice, 2009). 

Police administrators should utilize applicant mentor programs to deliver a realistic job preview 

to applicants. The mentor program will afford candidates the opportunity to partake in candid 

conversations about the reality of working for a specific agency with police officers currently 

employed by the agency. The mentor program could also involve a ride along component. 

Participating in ride along sessions with their mentor would allow the applicant the opportunity 

to witness firsthand the reality of the job while simultaneously allowing a relationship between to 

develop between the mentor and mentee. The mentee could ask questions of the mentor 

regarding the favorable and unfavorable components of the job. Pre-employment mentors should 

be encouraged by the department administration to engage in candid conversation with their 
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mentees and deliver a realistic job preview. This highlights the need for cultural change within 

the organization where providing a realistic job preview to potential future employees is a 

strategy that is embraced, supported, and encouraged by department leaders.  

Increased Employee Voice  

To further strengthen employee retention, police administrators should increase 

opportunities for employees to voice their dissatisfaction with working conditions. Employee 

voice refers to an employee’s ability to articulate their dissatisfaction with working conditions in 

a manner that results in supervisors or department leaders hearing the employee’s complaint. 

Providing employees with a platform to voice their dissatisfaction in a positive and constructive 

manner will give employees a greater sense of control over their work environment. Increasing 

an employee’s control over their work environment has been proven to increase the efficacy of 

retention strategies (NG & Butts, 2009). Moreover, past research has proven that increased 

employee voice platforms available to nurses were associated with decreased employee turnover 

(Spencer, 1986). In addition to providing a greater sense of control to employees, creating a 

platform for employees to voice dissatisfaction may lead to substantive organizational change to 

factors that would have otherwise contributed to an employee’s decision to resign thereby 

strengthening employee retention.  

Police departments operate using a paramilitary hierarchal structure characterized by a 

pyramid rank structure, formalized operational procedures, and a chain of command 

communication pattern (Johnson & Vaughn, 2016). A chain of command communication pattern 

encourages personnel to communicate with the ranks directly above and below them in the 

pyramidal hierarchy. This severely limits communication between police officers and police 

administrators. Police officers may attempt to communicate their concerns to upper level 
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management through mid-level supervisors. However, this tactic reduces the employee’s locust 

of control reducing the likelihood of success of this retention strategy (NG & Butts, 2009). 

Police administrators should create a platform for police officers to voice their dissatisfaction to 

upper level police administrators regarding work conditions in a productive manner in order to 

increase employee retention.  

Police administrators should craft an officer advisory council (OAC) to serve as a 

platform for employees to voice dissatisfaction with upper level management. The size of an 

OAC should vary dependent on the size of the police agency. An OAC should be comprised of a 

diverse group of police officers representing the various geographic districts, shifts, and specialty 

units within the police department’s jurisdiction. This will ensure that police officers in every 

district, on every shift, and within each specialty unit will have a representative on the council. 

The OAC should meet with the chief of police on a monthly or bi-monthly basis dependent upon 

the volume of topics currently being addressed by the OAC. The OAC may address topics such 

as training, equipment, technology, policies and procedures, personnel allocation, inter-agency 

agreements, scheduling practices, working conditions, or other areas of employee dissatisfaction 

where room for potential improvement exists. OAC meetings should be open to all members of 

the department. Any member of the police department wishing to present a topic at an OAC 

meeting should be permitted to do so themselves or have their representative present the topic on 

their behalf. To maintain a degree of productivity and prevent meetings from devolving into a 

cynicism fueled airing of grievances, police officers presenting topics involving dissatisfaction 

should be encouraged to propose potential solutions or a method to identify a solution.  

In addition to being a place for patrol officers to bring concerns and solutions to police 

administrators, OAC meetings can serve as a place for police administrators to bring potential 
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changes to training, equipment, technology, policies and procedures, personnel allocation, inter-

agency agreements, scheduling practices, or other working conditions to police officers to seek 

feedback. The decisions made by police administrators can significantly alter the working 

conditions of police officers. At times, decisions made by police administrators may have 

unintended and unforeseen consequences. Presenting planned or potential changes to police 

officers may aid in identifying these consequences prior to the implementation of the change. 

The creation of an OAC will serve as a platform to increase employee voice, increase a police 

officer’s control over their work environment, and may result in positive change within the 

department to working conditions that may have otherwise caused employee turnover. Therefore, 

police administrators should implement an OAC program to strengthen employee retention. 

Professional Development Opportunities  

There exists a wide body of research demonstrating a relationship between a lack of 

professional development opportunities and employee turnover (Chandio et al., 2013; Dawson et 

al., 2014; Hunter & Nicol, 2002; Kim, 2012; Ohunakin et al., 2018; Pek-Greer & Wallace, 2017; 

Sheraz et al., 2019; Shibiti, 2019). Previous research exploring police turnover has consistently 

identified the lack of professional development opportunities as a causal factor of police turnover 

(Litcher et al., 2006; Orrick, 2008). PERF recommends police administrators increase 

professional development opportunities available to police officers to improve employee 

retention (PERF, 2019). Furthermore, PERF cites several examples of professional development 

opportunities utilized by police departments including innovative policing lectures offered to 

police officers in Washington D.C., a job shadow program in Phoenix, and individual 

development plans offered to police officers in Tempe (PERF, 2019). No meaningful analysis of 

the efficacy of these strategies was provided (PERF, 2019). In the spirit of data driven 
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policymaking, police administrators should seek to improve employee retention by implementing 

professional development opportunities proven effective by previous research. 

As police administrators seek to improve employee retention through increased 

professional development opportunities, they should develop a written professional development 

guide. Career development opportunity is a broad term that describes an expansive variety of 

programs and opportunities. Therefore, a police department’s professional development 

opportunities likely exist in various locations within the organizations. By creating a formal 

written professional development guide, police departments will reinforce the organization’s 

commitment to professional development and increase employee awareness of professional 

development opportunities by providing employees with a consolidated view of available 

opportunities. The Phoenix Police Department has a formalized career development guide that 

exists within its operations orders, a massive 1100-page document containing the departments, 

policies and procedures (Phoenix Police Department, 2018). The career development guide 

contains a list of the various professional development opportunities available to employees 

along with instructions and requirements of each. The Phoenix Police Department’s career 

development guide contains a wide variety of professional development opportunities including 

a career path development program, training opportunities, tuition reimbursement, educational 

leave, a career advisory network, pre-promotional classes, career coaching, a career enhancement 

program, leadership development, and a job shadow program (Phoenix Police Department, 

2018). Research has demonstrated several components of the Phoenix Police Department’s 

career development guide have a positive impact on employee retention including training 

opportunities, tuition reimbursement, and mentor programs (Benson et al., 2004; Cottingham et 
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al., 2011; Darwish et al., 2013; Fuller et al., 2008; Halfer et al., 2008; Smith & Ingersoll, 2016; 

Shibiti, 2019). 

Training is a crucial component of career development as it allows the employee to gain 

additional knowledge, skills, and abilities related to their occupation. Training can increase 

career opportunities for a police officer by preparing the officer to take on additional 

responsibilities, work in a specialized unit, or promote to a higher rank. Unfortunately, several 

obstacles to increased ongoing training exist. Staffing shortages within a police department can 

limit training opportunities for police officers as police administrators must ensure that minimum 

staffing needs are met before allowing police officers to attend a training session. This specific 

challenge is likely increasing for many police departments due to a decreasing number of 

applicants, an increase in officers leaving the profession, and an increase in officers eligible for 

retirement causing staffing shortages for police departments across the United States (PERF, 

2019). Another obstacle to training is the financial cost of training. Police departments have a 

limited amount of money to spend on training for department personnel (Orrick, n.d.). 

Furthermore, most police agencies are required to comply with rigid continuous training 

requirements set forth by the state to maintain officer certification (Orrick, n.d.). State mandated 

training usually pertains to topics such as the use of deadly force, proficiency in the use of 

firearms, and the safe operation of emergency vehicles. These training requirements limit the 

ability of police departments to pay for specialized training unrelated to state mandated training 

topics.  

In order to increase training opportunities for police officers in a manner that does not 

compromise staffing minimums, police administrators should implement on-duty training 

sessions. On duty training sessions could involve video-based training, lectures, tabletop 
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exercises, group participation quizzes, and discussions. These training sessions can be conducted 

at the start or end of a police officer’s shift preventing the need to remove a police officer from 

the street for an entire shift to attend a training session. Moreover, to provide training to police 

officers in a cost-effective manner, police administrators should employ the use of internet-based 

police training programs to replace other classroom based learning (Orrick, n.d.). Internet based 

police training programs reduce or eliminate the cost of travel, lodging, and food for participants. 

Furthermore, internet-based training can offer additional scheduling flexibility decreasing the 

likelihood that a police officer will be prevented from attending the training due to staffing 

shortages on a specific date. The use of on-duty training and internet-based training can allow 

police administrators to increase training opportunities for police officers to strengthen employee 

retention in a cost-effective manner that does not compromise minimum staffing levels.  

Similar to training, higher education can also play an important role in an employee’s 

professional development. One study found that the majority of criminal justice professionals 

surveyed reported a desire to pursue a college degree (Hall et al., 2007). However, criminal 

justice professionals described the financial cost and inconvenience of pursuing a college degree 

as being major obstacles to achieving this goal (Hall et al., 2007). Since Hall et al. (2007) 

published their research, the use of online college courses has increased greatly thereby 

increasing the convenience of pursuing a college degree for many (Allen & Seaman, 2013). 

However, even with the availability of online college courses addressing the obstacle of 

inconvenience, financial barriers remain. 

To strengthen employee retention through increased professional development 

opportunities, police administrators should assist police officers with overcoming the financial 

barrier to higher education by implementing a tuition reimbursement program. An examination 
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of the impact of tuition reimbursement on employee retention in the financial industry showed 

that tuition reimbursement program participants were more likely to remain with their employer 

if they were promoted after completing their degree (Benson et al., 2004). Furthermore, research 

on higher education in policing found that earning a college degree resulted in increased 

promotional opportunities for police officers (Hall et al., 2007). 

When developing a tuition reimbursement program, police administrators should look to 

the Chicago Police Department’s tuition reimbursement program as a model. The Chicago Police 

Department will reimburse tuition paid to attend any course that grants college credit towards an 

undergraduate, graduate, or advanced degree (Chicago Police Department, 2019). By allowing 

employees to pursue graduate degrees and advanced degrees, the Chicago Police Department 

increases the accessibility of the tuition reimbursement program to employees who already 

possess an undergraduate degree and wish to further their professional development through 

higher education. The Chicago Police Department will reimburse employees that participate in 

traditional in-person classes as well as online classes further increasing the accessibility of higher 

education for Chicago police employees (Chicago Police Department, 2019). Instead of 

identifying a maximum dollar amount an employee may be reimbursed, the Chicago Police 

Department will reimburse employees the cost of tuition for up to two courses per academic term 

(Chicago Police Department, 2019). Moreover, the amount of tuition reimbursement an 

employee receives is dependent upon their final grade in the course (Chicago Police Department, 

2019). This further incentivizes employees to invest the necessary time and effort in their 

coursework. Lastly, the Chicago Police Department’s tuition reimbursement program is unique 

in that it attempts to address the obstacle of inconvenience in addition to the financial barrier to 

higher education. The Chicago Police Department’s tuition reimbursement program outlines a 
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process for temporarily shifting an employee’s regularly scheduled days off or current 

assignment to facilitate the employee’s attendance in a college course (Chicago Police 

Department, 2019).  

Tuition reimbursement programs have been met with criticism by those who argue 

attaining a college degree may increase the likelihood of an employee leaving their current 

employer due to increased employment opportunities resulting from the employee’s increased 

level of education (Benson et al., 2004). If an employee receives tuition reimbursement from 

their employer and resigns from their position upon graduation, the employer is not likely to 

receive an adequate return on their financial investment in the employee’s education. This 

creates a conundrum for police administrators seeking to strengthen employee retention and 

improve employee performance through higher education. To safeguard against the potential 

financial loss associated with an employee resignation after receiving tuition reimbursement 

funds, the Chicago Police Department requires employees to return funds received as part of the 

tuition reimbursement program if they resign within a specified time frame upon receipt of 

tuition reimbursement funds (Chicago Police Department, 2019). The greater the time elapsed 

between an employee’s receipt of tuition reimbursement funds and the employee’s resignation, 

the less the employee is required to repay (Chicago Police Department, 2019). Furthermore, 

police administrators should require employees seeking graduate or advanced degrees to 

demonstrate a nexus between their coursework and the work performed by employees of the 

police department.  

 Peer mentor programs also facilitate an employee’s professional development. Prior 

research has uncovered a positive relationship between the use of a peer mentor program and 

increased employee retention in multiple professions including teaching, pharmacy, and nursing 
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(Cottingham et al., 2011; Fuller et al., 2008; Halfer et al., 2008; Smith & Ingersoll, 2016). While 

some informal mentor relationships may develop naturally within a police organization, creating 

a formal mentor program ensures that each employee has a mentor. Therefore, police 

administrators should develop a formal mentor program to further strengthen employee retention. 

 Police administrators seeking guidance on the creation of a formal mentor program 

should refer to the best practices guide for instituting a formal mentor program within a police 

department authored by Harvey Sprafka and Aprik Kranda and published by the IACP. Sprafka 

and Kranda (2018) recommend police administrators ensure mentoring skills are taught to all 

employees. Next, police administrators should appoint a mentor program coordinator, create a 

mentor cadre, draft policies and procedures governing participation in the mentor program, 

define the roles and responsibilities for both mentors and mentees, pair mentors with new 

employees upon hire, evaluate the program, and make necessary adjustments according to the 

findings of the program evaluation (Sprafka & Kranda, 2018). Effective mentors should model 

positive behavior, share pertinent information, offer counsel and guidance, and assist new 

employees in career mapping (Sprafka & Kranda, 2018).  

Properly Conducted Exit Interviews 

To develop a greater understanding of the factors contributing to employee turnover that 

are unique to policing, unique to their respective police agency, to track changes to these factors, 

and identify new and emerging factors over time, law enforcement administrators should collect 

data from employees departing the organization to identify factors contributing to turnover. An 

exit interview typically involves a representative of the employer conducting an interview of the 

departing employee once the employee declares their intention to leave the organization. Exit 

interviews are the most common technique used by employers to collect information on the 
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causal factors of turnover (Fottler et al., 1995). However, research has identified numerous 

obstacles to conducting an effective exit interview as employees have consistently demonstrated 

a reluctance to provide honest responses due to fear of retribution (Fottler et al., 1995; Johns & 

Gorrick, 2016; Johns & Johnson, 2005; Shukla & Deb, 2017; Steel et al., 2002). In 2008, only 

43% of police departments in the United States conducted exit interviews (Reaves, 2012) Rather 

than eliminate the use of exit interviews entirely, police administrators should implement an exit 

interview process designed to maximize the interview’s efficacy to identify causal factors of 

turnover and strengthen employee retention.  

 A typical exit interview is conducted by a representative of the employer (Johns & 

Johnson, 2005). This method is not conducive to maintaining the anonymity of the employee. To 

maintain the anonymity of the departing employee, police administrators should work in concert 

with police labor groups to identify an outside entity to conduct the exit interview. Police 

administrators may rely upon a research consultant, outside police agency, or police officer labor 

group to conduct the exit interview. Furthermore, to protect the identity of exit interview 

participants, exit interview results should be provided to police administrators on an annual or 

biannual basis rather than immediately after the interview is conducted. By providing exit 

interview data in an anonymous fashion with limited frequency, the outside entity can reduce a 

police administrator’s ability to attribute a specific response to a specific employee.  

Prior research has shown that the accuracy of information provided by an employee in an 

exit interview increases as the amount of time since their departure from the organization 

increases (Johns & Gorrick, 2016). Therefore, those collecting data from employees departing 

the organization should collect data at multiple points in time. Furthermore, police departments 

should utilize multiple data collection methods. Police departments should rely upon an exit 
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survey in addition to exit interviews to collect data. The survey method may give participants a 

greater sense of privacy and confidentiality leading to increased accuracy in responses. The 

survey will also increase the convenience for participants potentially leading to an increased 

response rate. Lastly, if employees relocate to a new area after leaving the organization, the 

survey will allow data to be collected at multiple points in time without the distance between the 

former employee and organization posing a barrier to data collection.  

Police administrators should apply the SARA model of problem-oriented policing to their 

efforts to improve employee retention. Problem oriented policing is a policing strategy where 

police officers focus on problems within the community they serve and attempt to resolve the 

problem using traditional and non-traditional policing strategies (Rogers, 2010). SARA is an 

acronym for scan, analyze, respond, and assess. When a police officer applies the SARA model 

to a community problem, they scan for problems, analyze the problem, implement a response to 

the problem, and analyze the efficacy of the response. Police administrators seeking to decrease 

employee turnover should rely upon this same model. Police administrators should scan their 

organization for causal factors of turnover using exit interviews and exit surveys. Then, police 

administrators should analyze the information obtained through exit interviews and surveys. A 

response should then be implemented to reduce turnover associated with the causal factors 

identified by reviewing exit interviews and surveys. Finally, the organization’s response should 

be assessed or evaluated to determine the efficacy of the response.  

Evaluate Employee Retention Strategies  

The final recommendation for police administrators seeking to increase employee 

retention is the overarching recommendation to evaluate the efficacy of employee retention 

strategies upon implementation. This recommendation satisfies the final element of the SARA 
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model by assessing the response intended to reduce or eliminate the problem of employee 

turnover. In an era characterized by data driven policymaking, police administrators must 

evaluate the efficacy of their efforts to decrease turnover. This holds especially true for methods 

that require moderate to significant financial investments such as increased training opportunities 

or tuition reimbursement programs. If police administrators fail to demonstrate the efficacy of 

their efforts, they may face difficulties when seeking additional funds in support of their 

retention strategies. Furthermore, evaluating the efficacy of retention strategies will allow for 

changes to be made to retention strategies to increase their overall efficacy and efficiency.  

Numerous professions including teachers, nurses, social workers, finance industry 

employees, hospitality workers, telecommunications employees, occupational therapists, and 

information technology employees have participated in studies evaluating the efficacy of 

retention strategies within the profession (Chandio et al., 2013; Faller et al., 2009; Hunter & 

Nicol, 2002; Kim, 2012; Ohunakin et al., 2018; Pek-Greer & Wallace, 2017; Sheraz et al., 2019; 

Shibiti, 2019; Spencer 1986). Police administrators should review previous studies evaluating the 

efficacy of employee retention strategies in other professions for guidance on how to evaluate the 

efficacy of retention strategies implemented within their own organization. Furthermore, police 

administrators should solicit the assistance of researchers from universities or private research 

firms to assist in the evaluation of employee retention strategies. Finally, once a retention 

strategy is evaluated, the results should be published to begin to fill the glaring gap in the 

literature surrounding the impact of retention strategies on turnover within police departments. 

This will benefit police departments across the country working to overcome employee retention 

problems.  

Conclusion: Summary and Discussion 
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 Employee turnover is a problem for police departments across the United States. Not only 

does employee turnover have a negative financial impact on police departments, but it can also 

result in the loss of institutional knowledge and valued relationships between department 

personnel and community members (Orrick, 2008). In a time where police departments are 

experiencing heightened public scrutiny and economic hardship, it is imperative that police 

administrators make an active, direct, and intentional effort to strengthen employee retention and 

decrease turnover. Police administrators are becoming increasingly reliant upon data and science 

to support their policymaking decisions (Fagan et al., 2016; Fan, 2012; Morgan et al., 2017). 

Unfortunately, the scope of the research surrounding employee retention and turnover within 

police departments is limited to the frequency of turnover and causal factors of police turnover. 

Thus far, researchers and police administrators have failed to empirically evaluate or conduct any 

meaningful analysis of the efficacy of employee retention strategies implemented within a police 

environment.  

 Due to the lack of any meaningful analysis of employee retention strategies within a 

police environment, police administrators should look outside the profession of policing for 

examples of employee retention strategies proven to successfully decrease employee turnover. 

Fortunately, a wide body of research exists that examines the efficacy of employee retention 

strategies in a diverse group of professions such as nursing, teaching, finance, social work, and 

more (Faller et al., 2009; Pek-Greer & Wallace, 2017; Spencer, 1986; Shibiti, 2019). Some of 

these professions bear a similarity to policework. For example, nurses frequently work 

unfavorable hours to provide constant service coverage and social workers are frequently 

exposed to trauma. Prior research in a variety of professional environments has found that 

increasing employee voice, providing a realistic job preview prior to hire, and increasing the 
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availability of professional development opportunities available to employees can strengthen an 

employer’s retention capabilities (Faller et al., 2009; Pek-Greer & Wallace, 2017; Sheraz et al., 

2019; Shibiti, 2019; Spencer, 1986). Appropriately conducted exit interviews can also shed light 

on an organization’s retention problems and allow for unique solutions tailored to the 

department’s unique problems.  

 While some commonalities can be found between policing and the professions where 

these employee retention strategies were proven to be effective, policing remains a unique 

profession. Therefore, police administrators must analyze these retention strategies to develop 

strategies that may be implemented within a police department. For example, due to the unique 

paramilitary rank structure and chain of command communication pattern found in most police 

departments, the practice of increasing employee voice may look substantially different in a 

police department then it would in a nursing unit.  

 There are numerous actions police administrators can take to decrease turnover. First, 

police administrators should develop a written retention plan to codify the efforts being taken 

throughout the organization to improve retention. Next, police recruiters should enact cultural 

and operational change to ensure applicants are being provided with a realistic job preview 

throughout the application process. Furthermore, police administrators can attempt to decrease 

turnover by creating an officer advisory council to increase employee voice. To strengthen 

retention by increasing professional development opportunities available to police officers, 

police administrators should increase training opportunities, establish a tuition reimbursement 

program, and create a formal peer mentor program within the department. To address the unique 

needs of their organization, police administrators should develop an exit interview program that 

relies upon a third-party interviewer to increase the likelihood that exiting employees provide 
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accurate information during the interview. The information obtained in these interviews should 

be reviewed to identify causal factors of turnover unique to each police agency. Then, action 

should be taken to address the causal factors of turnover identified in the exit interviews. Finally, 

it is imperative that police administrators enlist the assistance of researchers to evaluate the 

efficacy of their employee retention strategies. Measuring the efficacy of retention strategies will 

allow administrators to alter or eliminate ineffective programs, increase the efficiency of 

retention efforts, and fill the glaring gap in the literature surrounding the efficacy of employee 

retention strategies within a police environment.  

Retaining qualified competent police professionals is crucial to delivering high quality 

police services throughout a community. By decreasing turnover within individual agencies and 

compiling a body of literature that will contribute to police professionals and researchers 

developing a greater understanding of employee turnover in policing, evaluating the efficacy of 

retention strategies will have a positive impact on individual police departments and the 

profession of policing as a whole.  
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