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Police Recruitment 
Today's Standard-Tomorrow's Challenge 
By 
RALPH S. OSBORN 

I f .Am~rican policing is to su:
vlve 111 the 21 st century, offI
cials must plan today to ad

dress the problems of tomorrow. 
Police managers must begin now to 
recruit qualified individuals who 
can lead departments successfully 
into the next century. 

However, rapid changes in de
mographics can make the problem 
of recruitment even more difficult. 
According to Trojanowicz and 
Carter, "By 2010, more than one
third of all American children will 
be black, Hispanic, or Asian.'" The 
Caucasian majority of today will 
become a minority within America 
in less than 100 years. 2 Obviously, 
this change in society will have a 
tremendous impact on the recruiting 
process of the future. 

The challenge of recruitment 
goes beyond demographics to the 
problem of shrinking numbers. Ac
cording to the 1989 PBl Uniform 
Crime Reports, 6,664,062 young 
people between the ages of J 5 and 
29-the age group of the CUlTent 
potential work force-were arrested 
that year.3 And, because law en
forcement must compete with pri
vate industry and the Armed Forces, 
the pool of qualified applicants 
shrinks even more. While this prob
lem will impact on all law enforce
ment agencies, it will be hardest on 
small police agencies, which simply 

do not have the resources for exten
sive recruiting efforts. 

As recruiting becomes more 
difficult, the temptation will be to 
hire now and qualify later. This is a 
dangerous posture to take-quan
tity will never be an adequate substi
tute for quality. Therefore, police 
departments must continue to focus 
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on qualified applicants, offer incen
tives that are more than just ad
equate, and develop creative recruit
ment programs to meet tomon'ow's 
challenges. 

This article examines the prob
lems and challenges of police re
cruitment, both now and in the 
future. It also provides police 

------------------------------------------------------------------- June 1992/21 



executives with some ideas that may 
be helpful when planning for the 
future. 

Demographic Change 
Over the next decade, there wiIl 

be a decrease in both the number and 
the percentage of high school gradu
ates who fall within the age range of 
most police applicants. The severe 
shortage of qualified applicants may 
result in some departments being 
dissolved.4 This thought, alone, 
should ha ve police chiefs running to 
their personnel office to see how 
they may be affected. 

Not only will there be fewer 
qualified applicants in the future, 
but the nature of our communities 
will change, as well. It is important 
that recruitment meet the needs of 
these changes. Because of changing 
demographics, the term "majority 
status" may become archaic within 
100 years; there simply may be no 
majority within our society. 

Therefore, police departments 
must aim for work forces that mirror 

" 

the communitie: that they serve. 
Failing in this will result in inad
equate public service, at best, and 
violent confrontations between ra
cial and ethnic groups and those in 
authority, at W01'St. 

The transformation of urban 
areas across the country presents 
law enforcement with a serious 
problem. With many families mov
ing out of cities to more homog
enous suburban communities, cities 
are left with largely racial and ethnic 
minorities that are oftentimes po
liced by nonminority whites. With 
the various race, ethnic, cultural, 
and language barriers that: currently 
exist, these police officers can pro
vide only minimal public ser
vices-they simply cannot fully un
derstand the community they must 
police. 

However, changing demo
graphics may force the correction of 
this problem in the near future. Dur
ing the next 10 years, only one out of 
four who enter the work force will 
be a white male.s The others hired 

If American policing 
is to survive in tile 

21st century, 
officials must plan 

today to address the 
problems of 
tomorrow. 

" Captain Osborn is in ttle U.S. Marine Corps in 
Barstow, California. 

will be either women or other mi
norities. Recognizing this, police 
executives can plan recruiting strat
egies now that will ensure that they 
get the most qualified individuals 
for their departments. 

And, while it is important for 
police personnel officers to address 
the problems of changing racial and 
ethnic demographics, there is yet 
another recruitment problem loom
ing on the horizon. "The percentage 
of the population between 16 and 24 
years old will shrink from 30 per
cent of the labor force in 1985 to 16 
percent in the year 2000."6 Not only 
will the population of those consid
ered to be the age of typical police 
recruits be drastically cut, but police 
departments will have to share this 
pool with both private industry and 
the military. 

Therefore, hiring the best quali
fied individuals, both today and in 
the future, will require police execu
tives to work harder and smarter. 
Among other things, personnel of
ficers need to develop successful 
recruiting programs that will pro
vide incentives that change to meet 
the needs of each new generation of 
recruits. 

For example, about 7 percent of 
today's law enforcement officers 
are women. During the next 10 
years, however, two of every three 
new employees will be women.7 

Considerable research has repeat
edly concluded that women perform 
equally with men in many tasks. 
Therefore, law enforcement agen
cies should begin to plan recruiting 
strategies that will attract the best 
women to their departments. Offi
cials should also examine their de
partments' employee benefits pack-
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age, as well as existing promotional 
systems, in order to determine 
whether they address issues that are 
important to women. 

Recruitment Strategies 
Traditionally, the police mis

sion has been that of enforcing the 
law. In recent years, however, the 
emphasis has shifted toward crime 
prevention, and most recently, to a 
community policing model. In the 
future, the mission may be that of 
human resources.s In order to meet 
this new role, law enforcement offi
cials must institute innovative pro
grams that will attract the applicants 
of the future. 

Recruitment strategies of the 
past will not be sufficient to pro
vide agencies with quality appli
cants. In a study conducted by the 
Los Angeles Police Department, re
searchers found that over 64 percent 
of new recruits surveyed received 
information on available positions 
within the department from police 
officers, friends, or relatives. Only 
1.9 percent of the recruits learned of 
job openings through the more tra
ditional newspaper employment 
ads. 

The implications of this re
search are important. Each police 
officer must be viewed as a potential 
recruiter. For example, the Marine 
Corps offers extra vacation time and 
extra points toward promotion 
scores to anyone who recruits a new 
Marine. Police departments should 
consider offering similar incentives. 

The Los Angeles Police Depart
ment also found that more than 50 
percent of the candidates made the 
decision to become police officers at 
least 5 years prior to joining the 

forceY Because many potential re
cruits decide to enter law enforce
ment during high school and col
lege, recruitment efforts should 
begin there. 

In many cities, high school 
youths begin their involvement 
with law enforcement through ca
det or explorer programs. New 
York City has taken this practice 
one step further. In an effort to keep 

" Recruitment 
strategies of the 
past will not be 

sufficient to provide 
agencies with 

quality applicants. 

" teenagers oriented toward a law en
forcement career, the city allows 
them to take the police written en
trance exam when they are 16 years 
old. Those who pass the test and 
stay out of trouble are guaranteed a 
job when they reach the appropriate 
age. This provides a tremendous 
incentive for the young person to 
"stay straight." 

The New York City Police De
partment also initiated a program 
to recruit college students for the 
Cadet Corps Program. In this pro
gram, the city pays $3,000 toward 
the cadets' last 2 years in college. 
After graduation, if they serve for at 
least 2 years with the police de
partment, the loan is considered 
paid in full. If they decide against 
police work, they must repay 
the loan with interest. 

Students in the Cadet Corps are 
also offered paid, full-time summer 
employment and paid, part-time 
employment during the school year. 
They are able, during these times, to 
assist the police in community po
licing programs. 10 It also allows the 
students to gain valuable experience 
in police work. 

In addition to high schools and 
colleges, the military must always 
be viewed as an important source 
of potential law enforcement em
ployees. Few persons who join the 
military make it a career. Active 
recruitment of these well-trained, 
well-educated, and highly disci
plined individuals could add to the 
professionalism of any police de
partment. 

And finally, departments 
should develop programs aimed at 
changing traditional ethnic commu
nity attitudes of law enforcement 
careers. Some minority groups that 
have recently arrived in this country 
have brought with them fear and 
distrust of police. Because of this, 
they choose not to enter police 
work. Police managers must work 
to change this attitude, or they will 
fail to recruit from these ethnic 
groups. 

The Need for Quality 
Choosing quality over quantity 

in applicant processing is critical. In 
the future, quality will only become 
more important because individuals 
in the entry-level labor pool will 
compete for fewer available jobs. 
The applicants themselves will have 
more education than those in the 
past, and department personnel will 
be held to higher levels of profes
sionalism and accountability. 
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With technological advances in 
the field of information systems, 
police officers have access to and 
are required to handle more and 
more data in shorter periods of time. 
Police officers of the future could 
find themselves working alone and 
without supervision, with only 
computers linking them to their de
partments. The demands of the job 
will be so great that any department 
that does not place the quality of 
applicants above all other consider
ations will soon find itself in 
trouble. 

Departments that hire individu
als who lack basic communication 
skills and read at substandard levels 
will be also handicapped. This is a 
Nation governed by laws. When a 
problem arises, a new law is written. 
Anyone who lacks the skills to read, 
comprehend, and then apply that 
knowledge, whether on the street or 
in court, will have difficulty suc
ceeding in law enforcement or in 
maintaining professional standards. 
This leads some experts to believe 
that departments should test for ba
sic educational skills during the hir
ing process, and that all recruits 
should test at a 12th grade level in 
both reading and writing. I I 

Personnel Retention 
No discussion about recruit

ment is complete without also dis
cussing retention. Much of the re
cruiting efforts today are the result 
of job turnover, which is often the 
result of dissatisfied employees. If 
departments can minimize tumover 
by understanding the wants, needs, 
and desires of employees, they will 
ultimately need to recruit far fewer 
individuals. 

Understanding is the key to re
taining employees. Mid- to upper
level supervisors have different 
needs and values than new recruits. 
Treat both the same, and one group 
will be dissatisfied, with high job 
tUl'l1over rates as the result. Those 
departments that experience recur
ring job tUl'l1over are repeating the 
same personnel mistakes year after 
year. Understanding the needs of 
every new generation of recruits can 
greatly reduce employee dissatis
faction and job tUl'l1over. 

Recruitment in the Future 
Private industry has known for 

years that the best way to ensure 
future success is to plan now. It is no 
longer uncommon to encounter col
lege courses or entire text books 
devoted to the study of strategic 
planning for the future. Law en
forcement would do well to leam 

" By examining the past 
and understanding the 

present, law 
enforcement officials 

will be better prepared 
to deal successfully 

with the future. 

" from this example. A basic under
standing of the differences be
tween the human resources of the 
past and present gives police offi
cials a good idea of what problems 
will exist in the future. 

Today's entry-level employ
ees are nothing like those who 

joined police forces in the 1960s. 
And, the young recruits of the 1980s 
will be quite different from the re
cruits of the 1 990s. Today's new 
employees face an entirely new job 
market, and they bring with them an 
entirely new set of ethics and values. 

The prospective police candi
date of today must compete for a 
limited number of good jobs. The 
prosperous job market of the last 
two decades is gone. The result is 
young adults who are largely disap
pointed with their career options. 
"New employees today are 
overeducated and underemployed. 
The result is young people who are 
skeptical or even cynical of having 
careers. They see little value in ad
hering to the current work ethic."12 
It is important to recognize new re
cruits as individuals and to realize 
that they do not share the same val
ues, ethics, goals, or objectives of 
recruits of the past. 

According to police psycholo
gist, Dr. Larry Blum, today's new 
recruits have less prior work experi
ence than their predecessors, and 
they lack a sense of mission or pur
pose. 13 For some departments, find
ing a single qualified applicnr t 
among hundreds can become a chal
lenge in itself. Lifestyles are radi
cally different, with single parents 
and working, unmarried couples 
both fairly common OCCUlTences. In 
addition, very few applicants today 
have any military background, let 
alone any other work experience. 
They frustrate easily and react 
poorly to discipline. They view 
work as a means to an end, such as 
paying the rent and bills. Work is a 
job, not a career, and commitment is 
conspicuously absent. Their ability 



to read and write may be deficient, 
and interests away from the job may 
be their top priority. 

Conclusion 
"Recruitment is likely to be the 

law enforcement issue in the year 
2000."t4 The number of individuals 
available for entry-level positions 
will be smaller than it is today. More 
organizations, both public and pri
vate, will be vying for the best po
tential employees. Departments 
must, therefore, try to understand 
the values of the current entry-level 
applicant and be sensitive to making 
changes in the department that will 
encourage these people to take pride 
in the department and give them a 
sense of ownership. Strategies 
should be also be developed to en
sure that departments hire only the 
best qualified potential employees. 

By examinin? the past and un
derstanding the present, law en
forcement officials will be better 
prepared to deal successfully with 
th~~ future. Those who blindly ap
proach the 21 st century will do so 
wi th fear and uncertainty. However, 
those who plan for it now will wel
come it with open arms." 
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Deadly Hairbrush 
An officer in the Greenfield, 

Ohio, Police Department ordered 
this seemingly harmless item 
from a weapons catalog, How
ever, this ordinary hairbrush 
quickly converts into a knife or 
thrust dagger with a 3 II2-inch 
blade when the bristle section of 
the brush is removed. The easily 
concealed weapon can be pur
chased for under $15 and poses 
an obvious serious threat to law 
enforcement officers and correc
tions personnel. .. 

Unusual Weapon 
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