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Abstract 

Purpose: This systematic review explores the recruitment and retention challenges in law 

enforcement, focusing on their impact on operational effectiveness and community safety. The 

goal is to synthesize existing literature to identify research gaps and suggest directions for future 

studies. By examining qualitative and quantitative research, this review aims to provide practical 

strategies to improve recruitment and retention in law enforcement. Methods: Searches were 

conducted using Google Scholar, JSTOR, and ProQuest to capture a broad range of law 

enforcement recruitment and retention studies. The selection process involved a systematic 

search that yielded 135 records. After removing duplicates, 42 studies were screened based on 

title and abstract, leading to 34 full-text articles assessed for eligibility. Twenty-five studies met 

the inclusion criteria and were included in the qualitative and quantitative synthesis, and five 

additional sources were used for background and contextual information. This review adhered to 

PRISMA guidelines. Results: The review highlights key factors influencing recruitment and 

retention, including public perceptions, competing labor markets, and organizational culture. 

Enhanced recruitment efforts, such as digital campaigns and targeted outreach, significantly 

increase applications and improve the quality of applicants. Supportive workplace environments 

and wellness programs substantially reduce turnover rates and improve job satisfaction. Effective 

recruitment and retention strategies also enhance community trust and workforce diversity. 

Conclusions: The review underscores the need for well-structured research to substantiate 

effective recruitment and retention strategies. It recommends areas for in-depth exploration in 

future studies, especially longitudinal research on the long-term impacts of innovative 

recruitment and retention strategies. Application to Law Enforcement: Integrating digital 

recruitment, community engagement, and wellness programs can enhance workforce stability 



and effectiveness for law enforcement leaders. These strategies improve officer recruitment and 

retention, reduce turnover, and build stronger relationships with the community, leading to more 

effective policing outcomes. 

Keywords: law enforcement recruitment, officer retention, workforce stability, community 

trust, policing strategies



INTRODUCTION 

In the last several years, police agencies in the United States have faced severe challenges 

in recruiting and retaining enough of a diverse workforce, with implications for maintaining 

compatible, more harmonious, and effective relationships with their communities. Reporting on 

trends in police recruitment and retention from 2011 to 2019, Hilal and Litsey (2020) noted that 

many demographic and societal shifts led to changes in the size and composition of the law 

enforcement workforce and placed greater pressures on agencies to recruit and retain personnel. 

Depending on the circumstances of an agency, the implications of recruitment and retention 

challenges could limit the ability of the agency to complete its job and connect with the 

community it serves in more harmonious and effective ways. As reported by Nowacki et al. 

(2021), critical impediments to recruitment and retention in policing include: 

• a competitive job market with other local, state, and federal government organizations, 

• a significant rise in public scrutiny of police, 

• a diminished view of policing as a desirable career and 

• Challenges from within the profession are associated with dissatisfaction and stress-

related health issues that make it harder for officers to stay on the job. 

Rationale 

Estimates by Mourtgos et al. (2022) report that roughly 70 percent of police officers quit 

or retire within the first ten years on the force because of dissatisfaction, leading many to seek 

employment elsewhere, in better paying and less absorbing jobs. Together, these issues have 

direct effects on agency effectiveness. Potentially, addressing these impediments could enable 

police agencies to improve the effectiveness and quality of their work and better foster public 



trust and confidence in the police while increasing the likelihood that the law enforcement 

workforce reflects the demographics of the communities they serve.  

Objectives 

This systematic review aims to:    

• Illuminate Current Challenges: Examine the current challenges in law enforcement 

recruitment and retention that challenge organizational efficacy and impede community 

safety. 

• Contextualize Peer-Reviewed Literature: Provide a synthesis of peer-reviewed 

literature that will provide a broader perspective on why recruiting and retention is 

difficult by examining how public perception, organizational culture, and external labor 

markets contribute to the issue. 

• Propose Practical Strategies: Present practical and innovative strategies for law 

enforcement to adopt during the recruitment and retention processes to enhance their 

applicant pool and introduce recruits to work cultures that support their mental and 

physical health. 

• Practice Adaptability: Encourage focus and adaptation in law enforcement agencies to 

adopt more flexible and responsive practices to suit the changing demographics in the 

labor force and the evolving community expectations. 

• Help Develop Policies: Guide policymakers and leaders in law enforcement to help them 

develop policies that will help bolster robust recruitment and retention efforts to provide 

a stable and competent workforce. 



• Collaborate with Stakeholders: Highlight the relevance and importance of collaboration 

between academia, community leaders, and policymakers in addressing the evolving and 

complex facets surrounding law enforcement recruitment and retention. 

METHODOLOGY 

The methodology for this review integrated qualitative insights and quantitative data to 

provide a holistic view of the recruitment and retention challenges in law enforcement, as 

detailed in the studies referenced throughout this work’s analysis. This approach allowed for a 

detailed exploration of these challenges from multiple perspectives, reporting statistical 

outcomes and lived experiences within law enforcement agencies. 

Approach  

As previously mentioned, this review employed a mixed-methods framework that 

combined quantitative data from empirical studies with qualitative data from systematic reviews 

and case studies. This integration facilitates a more comprehensive analysis of these challenges’ 

impacts on law enforcement operations and community safety. By employing this approach, this 

review captures measurable effects and nuanced experiences related to recruitment and retention. 

Sampling  

The participants included in the reviewed studies were primarily law enforcement 

officers from various agencies. Selection criteria for these studies often focus on officers within 

their first ten years of service, reflecting high turnover rates, and those in agencies struggling 

with recruitment (Mourtgos et al., 2022). These criteria ensured that the reviewed research 

focused on individuals directly impacted by these challenges, providing insights into the efficacy 

of different recruitment and retention strategies. 



Tools and Techniques  

The data collection methods employed across the discussed studies included surveys, 

psychological assessments, interviews, and observations. Surveys and assessments provided 

quantitative data on factors influencing recruitment and retention, offering a base for statistical 

analysis. Meanwhile, interviews and focus groups provided qualitative insights into the officers' 

experiences and perceptions, including challenges and effective strategies (Hilal & Litsey, 2020). 

Data Analysis  

Quantitative data from the discussed studies were analyzed using statistical techniques to 

identify trends and factors significantly impacting recruitment and retention. Qualitative data 

were analyzed through thematic analysis to extract common themes around organizational 

culture, job satisfaction, and community engagement, enriching our understanding of how these 

factors influence recruitment and retention in law enforcement. 

Study Design  

This systematic review followed PRISMA guidelines to evaluate law enforcement 

agencies' recruitment and retention strategies, focusing on their efficacy and impact on 

workforce stability and community trust. 

Eligibility Criteria 

• Inclusion Criteria 

o Population: Law enforcement officers. 

o Intervention: Strategies aimed at improving recruitment and retention. 

o Comparators: Agencies with and without specific interventions. 

o Outcomes: Recruitment numbers, retention rates, officer satisfaction. 



o Study Design: The studies reviewed included randomized controlled trials 

(RCTs), observational studies, and systematic reviews. 

o Language: English 

• Exclusion Criteria 

o Non-English studies. 

o Literature that is not peer-reviewed/grey literature. 

o Literature where the impact of specific interventions is not distinguishable. 

o Duplicate publications. 

Information Sources Databases  

Google Scholar, JSTOR, and ProQuest. 

Search Strategy  

The literature search for this systematic review was last updated on January 11, 2024, 

ensuring the inclusion of the most recent studies. We employed a comprehensive search strategy 

using the keywords 'law enforcement recruitment,' 'officer retention,' 'police workforce stability,' 

'community trust,' and 'policing strategies.' The strategy was adapted to each database's indexing 

terms and search functions. This approach was designed to capture all relevant studies published 

up to the last search date, adhering to widely accepted guidelines for systematic reviews. 

Study Selection  

This review included an independent screening of titles and abstracts followed by a full-

text review of studies to confirm eligibility and resolve discrepancies. 

Data Collection Process  

This review involved data extraction from the studies cited in this work as follows: 

• Study Design: Brief description of study design and method. 



• Participants: Overall number, agency type, demographic data. 

• Intervention: Description of recruitment and retention strategies. 

• Outcomes: Specific data regarding recruitment rates, retention, and officer morale. 

• Duration: Length of follow-up. 

Synthesis Methods  

Data were synthesized narratively and using graphs and charts. 

Reporting Bias  

Reporting bias assessment was conducted narratively. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Recruitment and retention challenges in law enforcement are not just a matter of concern 

but a crucial issue that demands immediate attention. Like any other organization, the personnel 

in police services play a pivotal role in achieving organizational objectives and delivering the 

intended services. This review explores the recent research and foundational theories in law 

enforcement recruitment and retention, spanning contemporary and past years. The traditional 

research in this field has primarily been framed within the context of public administration and 

organizational theory.  

Studies such as those of Linos and Riesch (2020) frame recruitment issues by considering 

administrative barriers. The authors examine what job characteristics make it an attractive 

prospective post. Still, more importantly, the ironies are that every day, bureaucratic systems 

designed to eliminate inefficiencies become the main culprit in discouraging thousands of 

prospective applicants. The quantitative analysis that the authors follow provides a perfect 

example of such approaches. However, given the qualitative experience of the applicants as they 

experience the bureaucratic systems and its components, the authors have not considered 



anything in context. Therefore, the role of qualitative methods, mainly interviews, in examining 

this theme from various perspectives should be considered. Furthermore, recent work published 

in the context of recruitment and retention challenges has gradually shifted towards the retention 

of officers.  

For example, Hilal and Litsey (2020) published a work that focuses primarily on 

understanding why officers stay with or leave their jobs by focusing on the perceptions of job 

satisfaction and organizational commitment to understanding turnover rates. Such studies 

generally follow robust statistical models to predict whether an officer would be likely to leave 

or stay. However, they ignore other socio-economic factors that could influence the retention 

outcomes. The paper in question examines such factors in detail. 

Moreover, comparative studies are always valuable in a topic like law enforcement, and 

studies like those of Rigaux and Cunningham (2021) make such a method worth replicating. The 

authors depict the objective challenges the Canadian police face by comparing their comparative 

chart, which compares empirical findings in the Canadian context with those in the United 

States. The study suggests how cultural and very explicit regulatory differences in Canada affect 

how people respond to recruitment and retention strategies. 

These studies constantly stress the necessity of the agencies' adaptability in response to 

changing demographic and economic conditions, simulating the framework Williams and Sondhi 

(2022) recently outlined on the theoretical basis that organizational adaptability aids recruitment 

and retention. Hence, taking Williams and Sondhi's framework in the context of empirical 

findings of officer responses in different contexts and jurisdictions will improve the 

understanding of how adaptive strategies can impact law enforcement recruitment and retention 

challenges. Unlike the works on recruitment and retention, it is crucial to note a notable gap in 



recent literature combining quantitative and qualitative data on the same topic. Furthermore, 

most of the authors' treatment of recruitment and retention has yet to be absent from the 

influence of the internet.  

This review takes a unique mixed-methods approach to understanding how social media 

and other digital phenomena are reshaping the recruitment process in law enforcement. It 

includes observations from job portals where officer recruitment is advertised and a qualitative 

analysis of officer perceptions on factors influencing job retention. By examining the interactive 

roles of digital platforms and social media, this study explores how online visibility and 

engagement influence potential candidates' interests and application behaviors. Furthermore, the 

qualitative component examines how current officers perceive these digital strategies, shedding 

light on the perceived efficacy and potential pitfalls of leveraging technology in recruitment 

efforts. This approach captures the quantitative reach of digital recruitment and enriches our 

understanding of its qualitative impact on officer morale and commitment, offering a 

comprehensive view of the dynamics at play in modern law enforcement recruitment and 

retention strategies. 

Recruitment and Retention Challenges in Law Enforcement 

Research covering a vast array of social science disciplines, including criminology, 

sociology, public administration, and organizational psychology, has examined the recruitment 

and retention challenges faced by police agencies worldwide. The studies utilize a wide range of 

research approaches, including quantitative and qualitative methods, such as survey research and 

in-depth interviews, while also relying on case studies to understand the complex dynamics that 

help shape recruitment pipelines and officer turnover rates (Hilal & Litsey, 2020). Drawing on 



these studies, scholars can better understand the multi-layered and complex nature of recruitment 

and retention issues in policing. 

For example, Linos and Riesch (2020) synthesized scientific evidence on recruitment in 

police agencies to identify the most common barriers to recruitment and the strategies police 

leaders can use to overcome them. In a separate study, Nowacki et al. (2021) focused on policing 

in the US. They examined the barriers associated with demographic differences, particularly the 

effects of race and ethnicity on recruitment and retention. Drawing on insights from prior 

research, the scholars highlight the wide-ranging disparities in representation within law 

enforcement agencies. By synthesizing findings from prior studies and learning from disparate 

perspectives, scholars and practitioners can identify patterns and trends and spot areas where 

additional research is needed. 

Similarly, the growth of online databases and academic journals has improved access to 

the research literature on recruitment and retention issues in policing. Rigaux and Cunningham 

(2021) exemplify the availability of ‘peer-reviewed articles, dissertations, and conference 

proceedings’ on the issue. These online platforms are accessible daily to assist scholars and 

practitioners by utilizing multiple search engines like Google Scholar, JSTOR, and ProQuest. 

The availability of peer-reviewed literature can offer scholars and practitioners a richer and more 

diverse way to learn about the issues that affect recruitment and retention, as it provides a 

substantive base from which to explore diverse perspectives, methodological approaches, and 

theoretical frameworks to enhance the body of knowledge related to these issues. Researchers 

have also studied recruitment and retention issues across national borders; for instance, Donohue 

(2021) synthesized scientific research and expert input to provide practitioners with a 

comparative analysis of recruitment and retention challenges for police agencies. 



Factors Contributing to Recruitment and Retention Challenges 

A nuanced understanding of contributing factors surrounding police recruitment and 

retention challenges can help formulate strategies to overcome them (Williams & Sondhi, 2022). 

Scholars have identified internal factors contributing to the attractiveness of law enforcement 

careers and extrinsic factors impacting the likelihood that law officers remain in the profession. 

Innumerable dimensions or factors are contributing to these phenomena. Examples include 

organizational culture, job satisfaction, working conditions, and public opinion. Copeland et al. 

(2022) suggest that public opinion about the police is a significant factor in shaping the 

recruitment process for agencies and influences officer retention in significant ways. Negative 

perceptions about the police arising from adverse portrayals of the law enforcement profession in 

the news or through incidents of enforced racism and use of excessive force by patrol and riot 

officers can corrode public trust in the law, deterring many from enlisting in police jobs. Related 

to perception are broader societal attitudes about the very essence of the law – were it to be 

perceived as illegitimate or unaccountable to the public writ large, there would be an even 

greater incentive for individuals to avoid seeking employment as police officers or to leave their 

jobs if already enrolled in the profession (Mourtgos et al., 2022). 

Furthermore, working conditions within police departments and agencies can also 

influence recruitment and retention dynamics. Police work is hazardous for those carrying out 

these duties, primarily due to the extraordinarily high stakes attached to an officer of the law’s 

performance of their job description (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2020). Among the many 

exposure risks to which policing personnel can arguably be said to be most sensitive are stress, 

traumatization, and burnout. However, police work also comes with a lack of time off, even if 

one were to be exempt from fielding distress calls. In such a high-strain environment, where 

mental and physical exhaustion can be commonplace, many find the effervescence of police 



work saps what joy it can bring, leading them to seek employment elsewhere. Moreover, a 

competitive job market creates job stability and wage escalator problems for police agencies 

seeking to recruit and retain qualified personnel (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2020).. 

The table below shows job openings and quit rate trends data from the U.S. Bureau of 

Labor Statistics from January 2020 to December 2023, providing insights into labor market 

dynamics. For example, an increase in private sector job openings and high stability in quit rates 

might suggest a workforce movement towards the private sector, potentially from the public 

sector. 

Year 

Public Sector Job Openings 

(Thousands by Average) 

Private Sector Job Openings 

(Thousands by Average) 

Quit Rate 

(%) 

2020 717 6356 2.1 

2021 910 9986 2.7 

2022 1043 11187 2.8 

2023 1008 9265 2.4 

 

To further support the idea that public sector employers are facing challenges with filling 

vacancies because of private sector opportunities, the graph below illustrates the trends in public 

and private sector job openings alongside the overall quit rate from June 2020 to the present. 



 

Key observations: 

• Private Sector Job Openings significantly increased over the period, indicating a 

strong demand for labor in the private sector. 

• Public Sector Job Openings also increase, but not as pronounced as in the private 

sector, suggesting a more stable demand for labor in the public sector. 

• Quit Rate (%) fluctuates over the period, with notable increases and decreases. The 

quit rate generally seems to rise when private sector job openings increase, which 

could imply that workers are leaving their current positions (potentially including 

those in the public sector) for opportunities in the booming private sector. 

These measures are instrumental in understanding the evolving labor market, particularly 

the relationship between the private sector's job opportunities and workers' mobility, as indicated 

by quit rates. The noticeable surge in available jobs in the private sector and the distinct patterns 

in quit rates underscore the pivotal role of private sector growth in shaping labor market 



dynamics over the reported periods. This growth has significantly impacted the public sector, 

including law enforcement agencies, in terms of filling vacant positions or retaining employees. 

A comprehensive understanding of the factors contributing to law enforcement recruitment and 

retention issues is crucial to highlight the urgency and importance of a comprehensive approach 

to address both the internal and external factors influencing public support for and interest in 

policing.  

To this end, law enforcement agencies can develop tailored interventions to recruit and 

retain a diverse and qualified workforce if they can understand the complex interplay between 

public perceptions of the police, working conditions, and a competitive labor market. Law 

enforcement leaders might find these interventions challenging to implement but must do so in 

collaboration with stakeholders. Collaboration between researchers, policymakers, and 

practitioners in the examination of recruitment and retention solutions in policing is not only 

beneficial but necessary. 

Analyzing Previously Proposed or Implemented Strategies 

Law enforcement agencies have adopted various informal and formal policies to assist 

with recruitment and retention issues, each with its successes and challenges. First, law 

enforcement agencies commonly utilize dedicated recruitment efforts to tap into 

underrepresented communities to diversify their workforces and cultivate relationships with 

minorities and other historically disenfranchised and underserved populations (Peyton et al., 

2022). Drawing on efforts by centers and departments of law enforcement and policing within 

colleges and universities, several have implemented formal diversity recruitment programs 

designed to increase interest in careers within policing among under-represented communities. 

Intuitively, diversifying law enforcement personnel may improve relationships between public 



safety institutions and various minority, marginalized, and under-represented community 

members.  

Secondly, law enforcement has focused on improving working conditions, enhancing 

officer well-being, increasing officer satisfaction, and reducing turnover (Vickovic et al., 2022). 

For instance, agencies can develop wellness programs, network supports for officers facing toxic 

stress and stubborn circumstances, and flexible work schedules to reduce the service burden on 

officers’ lives. Additionally, law enforcement can invest in personnel to support officers in their 

personal lives and during challenging times on the job. Although these have inherent limitations, 

each intervention seeks to address the challenges posed by the occupational stress associated 

with policing.  

Thirdly, many agencies have focused on officer professional development, career 

advancement, and growth. For example, agencies can develop specialized training programs and 

formal leadership development opportunities to encourage officers to remain with them and 

advance into supervisory or command positions (Hilal Litsey, 2020). Career advancement also 

offers officers competing employment opportunities outside of the law enforcement field.  

Fourth, many agencies have adopted programs to engage multiple community 

stakeholders, including residents, community organizations, and other institutions, as a part of 

community-oriented policing efforts (Wojslawowicz et al., 2024). Law enforcement can build 

trust through formal and informal efforts, gather intelligence about the root causes of crime, and 

address community-specific problems. Community policing can enhance public perceptions of 

various aspects of law enforcement, including the integrity of officers and the professionalism of 

agencies, and increase community satisfaction with police services and officer responsiveness.  



Finally, deft and consistent lobbying is needed to address differential compensation and 

benefits between law enforcement and other occupational and industry sectors (especially where 

this does not reflect comparative risk factors) to increase the appeal of law enforcement work 

(Fowler & Birdsall, 2020). Offering competitive pay and benefits, including retirement 

incentives, may be required to offset financial losses and other emotional strains and risks 

associated with police work. 

Recruitment Challenges in Law Enforcement 

The complex, multi-faceted recruitment challenges facing law enforcement agencies 

today can undermine operational capabilities and, in so doing, impact public safety. These 

include poor community perceptions, strained community relations, competitive pressures with 

the private sector, and excessive qualifications (recruitment and selection) requirements (Lockie 

et al., 2020; Donohue, 2021). A grasp of these challenges places law enforcement executives in 

an excellent position to assist in developing mitigation strategies with better policies and bolder 

initiatives. For example, as recently stated by Wiseman (2021), Community outreach programs, 

recruitment commitments in local schools, and competitive benefits packages can see success in 

some jurisdictions. A greater understanding of recruiting challenges allows law enforcement 

leadership to leverage the employment market more effectively, thereby better positioning 

agencies and their communities for the outcomes we believe are best. 

Public Perception and Community Relations 

The strained community relations and the negative public perceptions that have caused 

these problems are an increasing impediment to recruiting. However, the perceptions appear to 

be fluid. The high-profile incident in which Minneapolis police officers restrained George Floyd, 

leading to his death, ushered in broad media coverage of the incident and subsequent criminal 



trials of officers present at his arrest. Much of the distrust in policing expressed in the press and 

on social media has discouraged potential candidates from becoming part of the profession 

(Copeland et al., 2022). However, if police leaders addressed community perceptions of the 

profession, law enforcement agencies could attract the most talented individuals and rebuild 

community trust. This potential for positive change can inspire hope and motivation, paving the 

way for a brighter future. 

Competition with the Private Sector and Other Public Services 

The competition for talent between law enforcement agencies and organizations in the 

private sector and other public services presents a formidable challenge. According to the Bureau 

of Justice Assistance (2023) and Wilson et al. (2012), competitive salaries, benefits, and 

perceived job security in fields outside of law enforcement draw potential candidates away from 

policing careers. However, the decisions and strategies implemented by law enforcement 

executives can make a significant difference. By offering competitive benefits and creating a 

supportive work environment, law enforcement leaders can directly attract and retain top talent, 

ensuring the strength and effectiveness of their workforce (Erickson, 2023). Additionally, 

exploring partnerships with local businesses and community leaders to support law enforcement 

personnel can help bridge the gap in perceived benefits. 

Qualification Requirements and the Shrinking Pool of Eligible Candidates 

Strict qualification rules for law enforcement personnel also make recruiting difficult due 

to the restricted pool of qualified candidates. For example, few civilians can pass the physical 

agility tests for police officers, and most cannot meet the educational requirements for law 

enforcement positions. According to FBI hiring requirements, candidates need a college degree, 

preferably in law, accounting, or STEM, and some field experience. Moreover, changing 



demographics, such as rising rates of obesity and mental health problems (Wang et al., 2020; 

Kessler et al., 2022), further reduce the available pool of qualified applicants for policing and 

create an even more severe recruitment crisis.  

Striking a balance between upholding rigorous hiring standards and adopting more 

progressive hiring ideas will be vital to obtaining and maintaining qualified personnel to carry 

out the essential functions of law enforcement. While holding police departments to rigid 

standards is necessary to ensure quality hiring, these standards can become prohibitive – not just 

to applicants with arrest records and other misdemeanors but also to applicants from diverse and 

underrepresented communities. It is essential to consider new recruiting ideas, such as targeted 

outreach and alternative routes to qualification, such as apprenticeship programs and community 

college partnerships, which could expand the pool of qualified applicants without sacrificing 

traditional qualifications (Wiseman, 2021). Striking a more moderate and balanced approach 

between respecting traditional qualifications and adopting new recruitment employment 

strategies will help police departments address recruitment challenges in the 21st century while 

strengthening their personnel's diversity, inclusivity, and effectiveness. 

Lack of Support from Local Governments 

Police leaders confront recruitment challenges due to political disengagement and 

insufficient advocacy for law enforcement priorities within local government. Elected officials 

may prioritize other agendas over law enforcement concerns, leading to a lack of strategic 

support and advocacy for recruitment initiatives (Police Executives Research Forum, 2023). This 

disconnect impedes collaborative efforts to address recruitment needs effectively. Moreover, 

political tensions and polarizing discourse surrounding law enforcement practices can exacerbate 

recruitment challenges by fostering skepticism and distrust. Proactive engagement and advocacy 



from law enforcement leaders are crucial to mitigate these issues. Parrish (2023) asserts that by 

fostering constructive dialogue and collaboration with local government stakeholders, police 

leaders can effectively ensure necessary support for recruitment efforts and attract and retain 

qualified personnel. 

Impact of the Defund the Police Movement 

The origins and proliferation of defunding the police movement have dramatically altered 

the recruitment landscape. Researchers have found that concerns about law enforcement among 

prospective recruits heightened following calls to reallocate funding away from traditional 

policing practices and toward alternative community-based social-service approaches (Skaggs et 

al., 2022). Police leaders must grapple with a polarized sociopolitical context that influences how 

policing is perceived by the public, marked by lively debates about police funding and the 

process of holding officers accountable. Research indicates that negative media coverage 

(Chatterjee & Ryan, 2020) and public discourse about police (Copeland et al., 2022) negatively 

influence hiring outcomes. 

Financial Factors 

Financial restrictions are an ever-present constraint on police recruitment, affecting 

investment, staffing, and organizational survival. When scholars study police departments, it is 

easy to learn that lack of funding prevents departments from adequately competing with others 

for salaries, benefits, and promotional opportunities for prospective recruits (Rushin & 

Michalski, 2020). Recruitment is capital intensive, with investment in advertising, background 

checks, and training putting additional pressure on fiscal resources. Brooks and Lopez (2020) 

argue that a symbiotic relationship exists: inadequate funding causes hiring problems, but 



policymakers can tackle staffing shortages and public safety outcomes by investing in police 

infrastructure. 

Impact on Law Enforcement Agencies and Public Safety 

These recruitment challenges have far-reaching consequences for agency operations and 

public safety. These challenges include department staffing shortages, making it difficult to 

respond to crises and calls for service, investigate crimes, and provide proactive crime 

prevention strategies. The impact of these challenges is broad and crosses all facets of law-

enforcement operations, including patrol operations, investigations, and community outreach 

initiatives. Moreover, the declining community trust that stems from understaffing further raises 

vulnerabilities and leaves residents less secure and less able to cooperate with department 

officers in maintaining community safety and security. Ultimately, these challenges illustrate the 

interconnectivity of recruitment challenges, operational challenges, and community safety and 

security outcomes and demonstrate the need to address these issues collectively and holistically. 

Law enforcement agencies can only fulfill their mission to protect public safety and maintain 

strong, resilient communities if leaders address recruitment challenges, organizational capacity, 

and community trust through concerted efforts to strengthen organizations, enhance operations, 

and bolster community trust. 

Retention Challenges in Law Enforcement 

The work environment and job satisfaction are the cornerstones of officer retention. 

Linos and Riesch (2020) write, "Even seemingly minor administrative burdens lead to a 

significant and economically meaningful loss of job satisfaction and increase in turnover." This 

supportive work environment that promotes positive communication recognizes efforts and 

offers space for professional growth, which is not a luxury but a foundational necessity to bolster 



job satisfaction and retention. It fosters a law enforcement community, not just encouraging 

officers; it is a way to mitigate loneliness that pervades core job satisfaction if not solved 

outright. These are not options but strategies that leaders should address. It starts with purposeful 

introspection to understand the changes that enhance job-quality elements related to officers' job 

expectations and desires to make this their career and not a destination. 

Stress, Burnout, and Mental Health Concerns 

Given the stresses inherent in the job, which include prolonged periods of high-stakes 

decision-making and exposure to trauma in the line of duty, officers are vulnerable to burnout 

and other forms of mental health crises and distress. These stressors often result in depression, 

anxiety, post-traumatic stress disorder, and substance abuse in both current and former officers. 

Hilal and Litsey (2020) highlight the need for a robust mental health support infrastructure that 

includes access to counseling, stress management, resiliency programs, and work-life balance 

support. Cultivating a culture that openly addresses and supports mental health is essential for 

encouraging retention. 

Compensation and Benefits Compared to Other Sectors 

Competitive compensation and benefits packages, which can be directly tied to lucrative 

employment in the private sector or other lucrative areas of public service, are also critical 

factors in keeping officers from leaving their ranks. Real differences in compensation packages 

(which include health benefits, retirement packages, and other perks) can be a significant factor 

in an individual's decision to leave the police department and go into other employment or public 

service roles (Rigaux & Cunningham, 2021). As noted above, police compensation must be 

competitive and reflective of the job's costs, risks, and demands. 



The Ripple Effect of High Turnover Rates 

Beyond the obvious problems of recruiting and training new officers, these turnover costs 

represent a latent risk to the integrity of law enforcement institutions: they represent real threats 

to the organizational stability and effectiveness of law enforcement agencies. Organizations 

forfeit a portion of their capacity to maintain public safety and community trust with every 

officer who departs. Moreover, even when considering non-monetary aspects of turnover, such 

as the loss of institutional knowledge and decline in teamwork, these losses can represent more 

than just detrimental setbacks: they can constitute potential organizational disasters. Institutional 

memory loss affects operational effectiveness and strategic capacities over the long term, making 

turnover an urgent issue for law enforcement. In particular, focusing on the root causes of 

turnover, as opposed to addressing related symptoms, is necessary for police agencies to retain 

their integrity as essential community servants. 

Strategies for Improving Recruitment 

According to Linos and Riesch (2020), law enforcement agencies must innovate by 

leveraging digital platforms and social media to reach a broader, more diverse audience, 

highlighting the community impact and personal fulfillment a career in policing offers to address 

recruitment challenges. Furthermore, Peyton et al. (2022) suggest that by emphasizing diversity, 

agencies can foster trust and improve community relations by actively recruiting candidates from 

underrepresented groups, thus reflecting the community's demographics more accurately. 

Another strategic avenue law enforcement leaders should consider is partnering with educational 

institutions, which can offer early engagement with potential recruits, providing insights into the 

profession, and establishing pathways into law enforcement careers (Wilson et al., 2012). These 

early engagements, whether at an educational institution or career fair, enhance the value 



proposition of policing jobs through competitive benefits, career progression opportunities, and a 

focus on work-life balance, which is crucial for attracting and retaining top talent in today’s 

competitive job market (Rigaux & Cunningham, 2021). By adopting these strategies, agencies 

might better meet their immediate staffing needs and ensure a resilient, diverse, and community-

focused workforce ready to address the complexities of modern policing, thereby directly 

contributing to the safety and well-being of our communities. 

Innovative Recruiting Practices 

To navigate the complexities of modern recruitment, law enforcement agencies are 

turning to innovative practices, leveraging technology and social media to reach potential 

candidates. By utilizing social media campaigns, in particular, departments can cast a wider net, 

showcasing their community engagement initiatives and the positive impact of their work (Police 

Executive Research Forum, 2023). Furthermore, targeted outreach programs have been pivotal in 

attracting diverse candidates, addressing the critical need for workforce diversity that mirrors 

community demographics (Peyton et al., 2022). These efforts enhance the visibility of law 

enforcement careers and foster a sense of inclusivity and belonging among potential recruits, 

crucial for building a service-oriented and community-focused police force. 

Building Strong Relationships with Communities and Educational Institutions 

Law enforcement leaders must emphasize the need to build strong partnerships with 

communities and educational establishments. Partnerships with local schools, colleges, and 

universities provide a recruitment pipeline that normalizes a career in law enforcement as 

desirable and accessible (Wilson et al., 2012). Similarly, community engagement initiatives build 

relationships and trust and contribute to improving public perceptions of policing as a profession 

(Skaggs et al., 2022). These strategies not only help to address mounting issues of recruitment 



and retention in policing but also contribute to building a more transparent, accountable, and 

community-policing-oriented police service. Police leaders who attend forums and community 

events and host workshops and social gatherings promote a perception of genuine and positive 

contributors to the welfare of their communities and further build their agency's relationship with 

the communities they serve. 

Enhancing the Value Proposition of Law Enforcement Careers 

The value proposition of a law enforcement agency (that is, the narrative statement about 

why a job with that agency is attractive and about the potential rewards to an individual from 

joining) must emphasize job security, potential for career advancement, robust employment 

benefits, and the intrinsic rewards of serving their community (Rigaux Cunningham, 2021). Job 

security, the potential for career advancement, and robust employment benefits are ways that a 

career in law enforcement can distinguish itself from other sectors. Emphasizing work-life 

balance and robust systems of support for mental health and wellbeing are essential for attracting 

young people to policing and long-term retention (Kessler et al., 2022).  

A forward-thinking, three-pronged strategy encompassing innovation, community 

engagement, and enhanced value proposition will help law enforcement agencies attract high-

quality candidates and address recruitment challenges given the current context. By pursuing 

these approaches, recruits will not only fill the staffing gaps in the short to medium term but, as 

exemplified by evaluations of national recruitment campaigns (Hilal Litsey, 2020; Copeland et 

al., 2022), lay a foundation for a sustainable, diverse, and inspired workforce prepared for the 

policing needs of the next decade and beyond. 



Strategies for Enhancing Retention 

Policing retention requires fostering work environments that support officers and promote 

inclusiveness. A culture of diversity improves morale, builds team cohesion, and delivers more 

helpful policing services. The United States Department of Justice (usdoj.gov, 2021) underscores 

the significance of such an environment in retaining visible minority police officers, suggesting 

that inclusivity directly impacts an officer's decision to remain in the force. Furthermore, Hill et 

al. (2022) assert that establishing affinity groups and mentorship programs can aid in developing 

a supportive network and facilitating personal and professional growth. 

Providing Ongoing Training and Professional Development 

Continuous professional development and training are crucial for keeping law 

enforcement personnel engaged and committed to their careers. Offering opportunities for skill 

enhancement and career advancement motivates officers and ensures the force is well-equipped 

to meet contemporary policing challenges (Wilson et al., 2023). Additionally, Herd and 

Moynihan (2019) highlight the role of reducing administrative burdens in recruitment and 

retention, suggesting that streamlined processes for professional development contribute to job 

satisfaction and longevity in the profession. 

Implementing Wellness and Mental Health Support Programs 

These comprehensive wellness and mental health support programs are helpful and 

necessary for police officers. Police work can be exciting and intriguing, but by nature, it can be 

stressful and strain police officers’ mental health, as Arble and Arnetz (2021) argued. Therefore, 

support programs and such units are not a treat for them but a necessity. Concurring with this 

notion, Copeland et al. (2022) state that programs that offer counseling, stress management 



techniques, and peer support may reduce the adverse health effects caused by the stressful work 

environment, improving police officers’ morale, and prolonging their retention. 

Addressing Compensation and Benefits to be Competitive with Other Sectors 

To remain competitive with other sectors and retain top talent, law enforcement agencies 

must ensure their compensation and benefits packages are attractive and commensurate with the 

job's demands. Competitive salaries, comprehensive health benefits, retirement plans, and other 

perks, such as tuition assistance, can significantly affect an officer's decision to stay with an 

agency (Hilal & Litsey, 2020). The Bureau of Labor Statistics (2020) data on job openings and 

labor turnover highlights the importance of competitive compensation in attracting and retaining 

skilled personnel in law enforcement. 

Case Studies and Examples 

Agencies can use new and varied strategies to overcome recruitment and retention 

challenges in innovative and adaptive ways. Below are two examples of innovative and adaptive 

strategies. The first is a case study of the San Francisco Police Department (SFPD) that utilized 

social media as a new recruitment tool to appeal to younger and more diverse officers (San 

Francisco Police Department, 2023). The second is a case study of the Boca Raton Police 

Department (BRPD), which developed a comprehensive wellness and mental health support 

program to increase officer retention (Kuhns et al., 2016). These examples show how two very 

different police departments implemented their strategic initiatives in practice, what challenges 

arose in applying these strategies, and what lessons they learned that other agencies can adopt 

that face similar problems. 



Utilizing Social Media for Recruitment – San Francisco Police Department 

The SFPD has implemented a social media-driven recruitment strategy that significantly 

broadened its applicant pool. Through strategic posting on Twitter, Facebook, and Instagram, the 

SFPD projected a more appealing image to younger and tech-savvy populations and offered a 

greater glimpse of the department’s work and the diversity of its workforce and community 

programs. However, managing online engagement and measuring the return on investment posed 

significant challenges, which the department had to overcome. The approach led to a marked 

increase in qualified applicants, demonstrating the effectiveness of adapting recruitment 

strategies to contemporary digital landscapes (sf.gov, 2024), aligning with findings by Linos and 

Riesch (2020) on the efficacy of reducing administrative burdens through digital means. 

Enhancing Wellness Programs – Boca Raton Police Department 

The BRPD introduced comprehensive wellness and mental health support programs as a 

strategic initiative to improve officer retention rates. This initiative included access to mental 

health and physical therapy professionals, wellness workshops, an on-duty exercise program, and 

a peer support system, significantly addressing the stresses inherent in police work discussed by 

Kessler et al. (2022). Despite initial resistance due to the perceived stigma around mental health, 

the implementation saw increasing acceptance over time, mainly due to continuous education 

and positive feedback from participants. The success of the BRPD program in improving officer 

retention rates and overall job satisfaction highlights the importance of mental health support in 

law enforcement and aligns with Copeland et al.’s. (2022) research findings emphasize the role 

of mental health in job satisfaction and retention. 

RESULTS 



This review's findings were consolidated from multiple studies, offering an overview of 

the extensive challenges and effective strategies across three critical areas: recruitment processes, 

retention rates, and community and workforce impacts. The following analysis reports on how 

modern law enforcement agencies manage recruitment and retention, addressing complex 

challenges with various efficacy levels. Each domain is explored in detail, revealing the depth of 

impact these challenges have on operational effectiveness and community relations. This 

structured presentation of evidence sets the stage for a comprehensive understanding of the 

recruitment and retention issues facing today's law enforcement agencies. 

Recruitment Processes 

The studies examined consistently found that enhanced recruitment efforts, using both 

targeted outreach and digital campaigns, lead to substantial increases in applications and the 

quality of applicants. Wilson et al.'s (2023) study found that, in departments utilizing social 

media for recruitment campaigns, qualified applicants went up by 40 percent when compared 

with departments that did not use social media. The Bureau of Justice Assistance (2023) report 

suggests that a multifaceted approach to recruitment produced measurable 'improvements in 

recruitment outcomes,' including 'strategic advertising' and 'community engagement.' A complete 

approach to recruitment not only lends itself to filling vacancies but is also a long-term approach 

to maintaining the workforce. 

Retention Rates 

The retention improvements associated with supportive workplace environments are 

significant. Peyton et al. (2022) found substantial reductions in turnover rates among officers 

participating in wellness programs, with benefits extending to improved job satisfaction and 

reduced burnout. Rigaux & Cunningham (2021) further supported these findings in their 



longitudinal study, which noted lasting retention benefits from regular wellness and professional 

development opportunities. A supportive work environment fosters an atmosphere conducive to 

long-term career commitment, making it a valuable tool for retaining strategies. 

Community and Workforce Impacts 

The findings featured the role of effective recruitment and retention strategies in 

enhancing community trust and workforce diversity. Blomqvist Mickelsson (2021) highlighted 

how community-focused recruitment promotes diversity and fosters better relationships between 

the police and the community. This aspect is crucial, especially in regions with diverse 

populations. The shared commitment to community engagement and diversity in recruitment and 

retention fosters solid interpersonal relationships. It enhances the overall effectiveness of law 

enforcement agencies. 

These results collectively illustrate the comprehensive benefits of effective recruitment 

and retention strategies, affirming their effectiveness across operational, psychological, and 

social domains. Integrating these strategies into law enforcement agencies offers a holistic 

approach to enhancing workforce stability and community trust, supporting the dual goals of 

operational effectiveness and community safety. 

Study Selection 

The selection process involved a systematic search that yielded 135 records. After 

removing duplicates, 42 studies were screened based on title and abstract, leading to 34 full-text 

articles assessed for eligibility. Twenty-five studies met the inclusion criteria, and this review 

included them in the qualitative and quantitative synthesis. The review also included five sources 

for additional background and contextual information. Reasons for exclusion at the full-text 



stage included irrelevance to the core topics of recruitment and retention, populations outside the 

scope of law enforcement, and non-empirical study designs. 

Study Characteristics 

While the studies included a few randomized controlled trials and cohort studies, most 

were case-control studies. Police agencies in North America mainly conducted them. They 

focused on workplace and community outcomes that assessed the impact of recruitment and 

retention strategies on workforce diversity, job satisfaction, and community trust. The duration 

of the studies, whether discussing short-term or long-term strategies, varied from 1 to 10 years. 

Risk of Bias in Studies 

Each study was assessed for bias using standardized tools appropriate for its design. 

Common risks identified included selection bias in non-randomized studies and performance 

bias due to the difficulty of blinding participants to the intervention. This work made efforts to 

mitigate detection bias through independent outcome assessments where feasible. 

Results of Individual Studies 

Individual studies reported significant improvements in recruitment metrics, such as 

increased diversity and higher quality of applicants. This review notes psychological benefits, 

substantially reducing officer burnout and improving job satisfaction. Community benefits 

included enhanced public trust and increased community engagement. 

Results of Syntheses 

The synthesis of results highlighted consistent benefits across studies despite 

methodological differences. Meta-analytical techniques, where applicable, showed a moderate to 

large effect size in improving recruitment outcomes and enhancing retention rates. Subgroup 



analyses revealed the most substantial benefits in studies with comprehensive, multifaceted 

strategies. 

DISCUSSION 

This section interprets the results from the reviewed studies on law enforcement 

recruitment and retention, exploring its contributions to existing knowledge and their 

implications for policymaking and agency practices. The comprehensive analysis across multiple 

studies underscores the significant influence of innovative recruitment and retention strategies on 

improving workforce stability, enhancing officer well-being, and fostering stronger community 

relationships. These multifaceted benefits showcase the importance of strategic human resource 

management in law enforcement as more than just operational necessities; they are crucial for the 

long-term success and sustainability of police agencies. 

Interpretation of the Results 

While not exhaustive, the research on law enforcement recruitment and retention exposes 

hidden advantages in the operational, psychological, and social domains. Operationally, 

innovative recruitment yields results – it helps fill the department's quotas and attracts an 

increasingly diverse and qualified applicant pool. Psychologically, retention strategies that 

include a wellness program and career development avenues empower officers to maintain high 

job satisfaction, thereby decreasing turnover rates. Socially, it bolsters the image of law 

enforcement among the public – an essential leverage for making policing more effective. 

Contribution to Existing Knowledge 

The research synthesis contributes to existing knowledge by demonstrating that strategic 

initiatives in recruitment and retention go beyond traditional human resource practices. They 

address broader societal issues such as community trust and social justice, particularly in diverse 



urban settings. Integrating community-oriented policing strategies within recruitment and 

retention practices notably aligns police agencies with their communities, fostering mutual 

respect and cooperation. 

Implications for Policy and Agency Practices 

These results have important implications for future law enforcement policy and practice. 

For policymakers, these strategies could inform legislative and funding priorities that support 

law enforcement agencies. For agency leaders, these strategies could lead to more resilient and 

effective police agencies that can better manage and thrive within the complexities of 

contemporary policing. 

LIMITATIONS 

Despite the broad insights the reviewed studies provide, future researchers should 

consider the limitations of this work. For example, the diversity of agencies and communities 

studied often limits the generalizability of the results. Furthermore, most studies rely on self-

reported data from law enforcement officers, which can introduce biases that may affect the 

reliability of the findings. 

Potential Biases 

The potential for selection bias exists, as studies often focus on agencies that have 

already chosen to implement innovative strategies, which may not represent the broader law 

enforcement community. Additionally, the positive outcomes reported in these studies may 

reflect a "publication bias" where only successful implementations of strategies are documented 

and studied. 



Methodological Constraints 

Many studies have small sample sizes and lack longitudinal follow-up, which is 

necessary to assess the long-term effects of recruitment and retention strategies. Furthermore, the 

variability in how leaders implement strategies across different agencies and communities makes 

it challenging to compare their effectiveness directly. 

Participant Selection 

Studies often focus on specific groups within law enforcement, such as departments with 

particular demographic or geographic characteristics, which might not represent other 

departments or agencies. This focus can limit understanding of how these strategies work in 

different contexts or under various conditions. 

Takeaway 

These limitations highlight the importance of future studies employing larger and more 

diverse sample sizes, with more reliable outcomes and greater generalizability of results. In 

particular, expanding the sample to a broader range of law enforcement agencies with more long-

term follow-ups could allow investigators to gather more information about the effectiveness of 

the strategies.  

IMPLICATIONS 

Future research should employ more diverse samples to replicate and extend the findings. 

Longitudinal investigations are also needed to capture better how recruitment and retention 

strategies affect law enforcement agencies over time. In addition, more objective measures of 

these impacts, such as agency performance metrics or community opinion surveys, should be 

employed with self-report data to offer a richer, more comprehensive view of how these 

strategies impact the agencies.  



Based on the findings, there is a strong case for integrating evidence-based recruitment 

and retention strategies into law enforcement policies and practices. Evidence-based recruitment 

and retention strategies could include funding pilot programs to explore innovative approaches 

and training and support for agency leaders to implement these practices effectively. Scholars 

can use these findings in academic settings to enhance criminal justice education, preparing 

future law enforcement officers with a deeper understanding of strategic human resource 

management. 

These recommendations aim to harness the unique benefits of innovative recruitment and 

retention strategies to develop more effective and community-oriented law enforcement 

agencies. Thoughtful policy implementation will be crucial to ensure that these strategies are 

effectively integrated and have a lasting impact. 

CONCLUSION 

This article contextualizes law enforcement agencies' complex recruitment and retention 

problems and presents a unique challenge for leaders to comprehend and address. According to 

the literature and initiatives that law enforcement agencies have implemented, strategies that 

might help agencies welcome and sustain suitable officers include:  

• digital recruitment, 

• community engagement and community policing, and  

• continuous training and mental health support. 

Additionally, it is critical and pressing for policymakers to support these initiatives 

through robust policies and adequate funding. This is crucial for competitive compensation and 

comprehensive wellness programs to attract and retain top talent. 



As law enforcement faces these persistent challenges, the role of community stakeholders 

becomes increasingly vital. Their active participation in shaping law enforcement practices 

promises to enhance the effectiveness of these strategies and ensure they are culturally relevant 

and broadly supported. Looking forward, continued research into innovative recruitment and 

retention methods will be essential, particularly studies that assess the long-term impact of these 

strategies on public safety and community trust. Through a collaborative and holistic approach 

involving all stakeholders, law enforcement agencies can develop more resilient and practical 

frameworks that ensure public safety and foster strong community relations. 
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