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10
RECRUITMENT,
HIRING, PROMOTION, 
AND RETENTION
Police departments are, in many communities, the “public face of local government.”1 As such, they 
should reflect the communities they serve and take a community-centered approach to their work 
— one that embeds the values and voices of all community members into department policy and 
practice.2 Doing so builds community trust and confidence in the vital work of law enforcement. 
Indeed, a diverse workforce can increase departments’ cultural competency and help foster positive 
police-community relationships.

Despite some progress, these goals have yet to be met. The policing profession remains predominantly 
White, male, and heteronormative.3 Community-centered approaches, meanwhile, are gaining traction 
but have yet to be fully integrated into all departments across the nation — and sometimes, they face 
resistance from officers and departments.4

To make progress toward these goals, departments should employ and promote officers with 
community-centered mindsets toward policing; create and maintain transparent processes for re-
cruitment, hiring, promotion, and retention; and assess — and remove — barriers to advancement 
facing underrepresented groups (e.g., people of color, certain religious groups, women, LGBTQ and 
gender nonconforming people, and others).5 
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To attract and retain officers who reflect the 
communities they serve and embody the 
values of equity, fairness, and procedural 
justice, departments should:

RECOMMENDED
BEST PRACTICES



10.1
Promote policing as a 
legitimate, honorable 
profession, especially 
to young people from 
underrepresented groups.

10.4
Reevaluate hiring 
qualifications and testing.

10.2
Seek community input 
when making decisions 
about hiring and resource 
allocation.

10.3
Develop recruitment plans 
that reflect departmental 
missions and community 
priorities.

10.5
Provide mentoring 
opportunities and test 
preparation support 
to candidates from 
underrepresented 
backgrounds in policing.

10.6
Implement transparent 
policies and practices that 
are centered on internal 
procedural justice.



ATTRACTING AND 
RETAINING OFFICERS 
Officers who reflect the values of the 
department and the community at large 
are more likely to practice fair and effective 
policing.6 Residents of communities 
with high levels of serious crime expect 
police to respond and investigate. But 
many communities, especially those 
of color, are overpoliced and subject 
to hyper-enforcement of low-level 
offenses, a phenomenon borne out by law 
enforcement statistics.7 (For more detail, 
see Chapters 2 and 3.)

To alleviate these concerns, officers 
should build and maintain strong and 
positive relationships with communities; 
that way, residents will feel comfortable 
calling the police when a crime occurs. To 
cultivate strong police-community ties, 
departments should invest in high-quality 
officers who can meaningfully engage 
with community members and build 
relationships based on trust.  

Over the past decade, departments have 
found it increasingly difficult to recruit 
high-quality candidates because of higher 
competition with the private sector and 
increasingly negative views of policing.8 
Departments also have difficulty retaining 

young and new officers. This is particularly 
true of women and officers of color, who 
leave the profession in disproportionate 
numbers (and often in fewer than five 
years).9 Low retention rates strain staffing 
levels, which lowers morale.10

To retain a diverse staff of committed, 
high-performing officers, departments 
should foster employee engagement (i.e., 
ensuring employees feel absorbed in and 
positive and enthusiastic about their work 
and work environment).

Departments can do so by promoting 
procedural justice. Officers are more likely 
to stay when they believe that (1) they do 
work that matters to their department and 
the community they serve; (2) they have 
ample opportunities to provide meaningful 
input about their work; and (3) they are 
treated fairly by their peers, supervisors, 
and the department as a whole. Officers 
who feel this way “have a deeper 
connection to the agency’s mission and 
vision” and are “more willing to go the extra 
mile for the agency.”11 Moreover, when 
departments model fair and just treatment, 
officers replicate these principles in their 
relationships with communities.12
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BEST PRACTICES IN 
RECRUITMENT, HIRING, 
PROMOTION, AND RETENTION

Police departments should prioritize the recruitment, hiring, promotion, and retention of community 
service-minded officers. While departments should continue to use the regular mechanisms for 
recruiting and hiring, such as outreach and referrals, they should consider innovative ways to appeal to 
diverse communities that have traditionally been underrepresented in policing.
 
Improving police departments’ image and reputation through community policing and cultural 
awareness will help mend broken ties to communities of color and other marginalized groups. 
Departments should also create inclusive workplaces to retain high-quality employees. To attract and 
retain officers who reflect the communities they serve and embody the values of equity, fairness, and 
procedural justice, departments should:

278Chapter 10Recruitment, Hiring, Promotion, and Retention



Many department leaders are working to increase staff diversity. But they often face difficulty 
attracting candidates from low-income communities and communities of color because of tense 
relationships between police officers and community members.13 People in low-income 
communities and communities of color — and particularly young people — are more likely than 
those in predominantly White and affluent communities to have experienced negative, and 
unwarranted, interactions with police. 

As the Final Report of the President’s Task Force on 21st Century Policing (the President’s Task Force 
Report) notes, many young people of color have been stopped and frisked many times — often for no 
apparent reason other than the color of their skin — and, over time, have come to view police officers 
and the law enforcement community as an enemy.14 This, of course, delegitimizes the profession in 
these and other communities.

To counter this phenomenon, departments should build community relationships that are rooted in 
trust and mutual respect. To do so, leaders should position officers as guardians of public safety.15  (For 
more detail, see Chapter 9.) Building community trust is the single most important activity that officers 
can engage in, according to a 2018 survey of law enforcement officials and community members.16 
If officers build relationships centered on trust and accountability, communities will be more likely to 
view policing as an honorable profession.17 Departments that embrace the “guardian mindset” and 
advance a community-centered culture are better positioned to repair broken relationships and attract 
applicants from underrepresented backgrounds.18

RECOMMENDATION 10.1 
PROMOTE POLICING AS A LEGITIMATE, HONORABLE 
PROFESSION, ESPECIALLY TO YOUNG PEOPLE FROM 
UNDERREPRESENTED GROUPS.

COMMUNITIES, DEPARTMENT 
LEADERS, AND ELECTED 
OFFICIALS SHOULD TAKE 
A HOLISTIC APPROACH TO 
STAFFING.
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Departments need adequate staff to meet their many obligations: answering service calls, 
investigating serious crimes, responding to emergencies, and more. Officers in understaffed 
departments cannot carry out their missions or serve their communities well. They are often stretched 
thin and worked to the point of exhaustion, which is dangerous for officers and the public alike.
 
Uses of force are correlated with overtime. If an officer worked one additional hour of overtime in the 
prior week, the odds of a use-of-force incident in the following week increase by 2.7 percent.19 Officers 
who work back-to-back shifts, meanwhile, receive more public complaints.20 And, some people argue 
that officers are slow to respond to calls for service or investigate violent crime in some communities, 
suggesting that some departments should hire more officers to meet needs in these communities. 
Data indicate that adding more officers reduces crime, not because additional officers conduct more 
stops or arrests but because fewer people commit crime when officers are around.21

Yet many communities don’t want more police, especially communities of color that are overpoliced 
and subject to the aggressive enforcement of low-level offenses. The sentiment among many people 
of color is that they’re better off with no police than living in fear of police violence, and that they 
should instead be empowered to solve their own problems.22

Some communities that lack adequate funding in other areas, such as education, housing, health care, 
and public transportation, don’t want to see increased spending on police, and support an invest/divest 
approach.23 Under this framework, elected officials are called to invest in holistic health services and 
treatment, education, housing, and living wages, which more effectively reduce crime than policing or 
incarceration.24

Investing in adequate police staffing levels does not have to come at the expense of other community 
investments. Communities, department leaders, and elected officials should take a holistic approach 
to staffing that considers proposed spending on new hires and other department expenses alongside 
community needs and competing interests.

To do so, leaders should work with communities and elected officials to analyze underlying societal 
problems that contribute to crime. When determining whether to hire more officers in locations with 
high volumes of service calls, leaders might consider hiring mental health professionals and social 
workers to handle incidents involving people with mental health and developmental disabilities or 
substance use disorders, or investing in “diversion programs” to prevent people from entering the 

RECOMMENDATION 10.2 
SEEK COMMUNITY INPUT WHEN MAKING DECISIONS 
ABOUT HIRING AND RESOURCE ALLOCATION.
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To attract officers with skills, experiences, 
and attitudes that align with their 
department’s mission, leaders should 
develop recruitment plans that include 
specific goals and milestones. If recruitment 

RECOMMENDATION 10.3 
DEVELOP RECRUITMENT 
PLANS THAT REFLECT 
DEPARTMENTAL 
MISSIONS AND 
COMMUNITY PRIORITIES.

plans reflect community input, departments 
will build community trust and make the 
profession more appealing. Leaders should 
use employee referral systems, because 
community-minded officers are likely to 
recruit like-minded candidates whom 
they know closely; engage in face-to-face 
outreach, because it personalizes and 
demystifies what can be an intimidating 
process; and prioritize recruiting people of 
color, women, and individuals from other 
backgrounds underrepresented in policing. 
Specifically, departments should:

Prioritize recruiting applicants from 
historically underrepresented groups in 
the policing profession. Public perceptions 
of the police as an oppressive force, which 
have been reinforced by recent episodes of 
police violence in cities like Baltimore and 
Ferguson, Missouri, weaken departments’ 
ability to recruit officers of color.25

Almost 75 percent of law enforcement 
officers are White, and almost 90 percent 
are male.26 Because “White males have 
historically dominated the ranks of local law 
enforcement … their children are more likely 
to view the profession, which often runs 
in the family, as a viable career.”27 Children 
from historically underrepresented groups, 
then, are less likely to view policing as a 
viable and honorable career path. 

The underrepresentation of Black people, 
Latinxs, and other people of color weakens 
police-community relations. Department 
leaders should recruit and hire candidates 
who are service-minded and committed 

criminal justice system and reduce police 
involvement in public health issues. (For more 
detail, see Chapter 5.) Department leaders 
should also engage with communities when 
making budgetary decisions.

Specifically, departments should:

 + Collaborate with community officials to 
identify services that don’t require police-
based responses.

 + Seek community and officer input when 
assessing staffing needs, identifying 
unfilled vacancies, and adjusting staff 
numbers based on projected population 
changes in their communities. 

 + Summarize key findings and 
recommendations about staffing and 
resources and share them with elected 
officials who make budget decisions  
(e.g., mayors, city managers, and 
members of the city council).

Provide opportunities for communities to 
debate department recommendations and 
how — and whether — to implement them. 

281



to working with residents to promote 
public safety and who come from and live 
in the communities they serve. Officers 
should represent their communities and be 
familiar with the cultures and traditions of 
the neighborhoods they patrol. Diversifying 
police departments by race, ethnicity, gender, 
gender identity, experience, and background 
will create departments that reflect 
communities — and will improve policing.28

 

Departments can diversify applicant pools 
in many ways. They can collaborate with 
leaders in communities of color and reach 
out to institutions, such as historically Black 
colleges, universities, and churches, to 
recruit applicants of color. The Detroit Police 
Department, for example, reaches out to 
and mentors Black high school students 
to change negative perceptions about the 
police and to encourage them to consider 
careers in law enforcement.29





In Washington, D.C., an ethnically and 
racially diverse city, the Metropolitan 
Police Department created a program that 
encourages young adults between the 
ages of 17 and 25 to consider careers in 
law enforcement while earning college 
credit.30 The department also reaches 
out to young adults between the ages of 
11 and 20 through its Junior Cadet and 
Cadet Explorers programs, which provide 
law enforcement-related educational and 
vocational experiences.31

Departments should collaborate with 
affinity groups, such as associations of 
Black and Latinx officers, female officers, 
LGBTQ officers, Deaf and hard-of-
hearing officers, and others to identify 
the challenges they face as police officers 
and to address challenges to attract 
more applicants from these groups.32 
Departments can also hold focus groups 
with people from underrepresented 
groups to learn about their concerns, 
apprehensions, and challenges and better 
understand barriers to joining the force.

Focus recruitment messaging on 
community service. Messaging matters. It 
is vital to frame advertisements for careers 
in law enforcement in a way that attracts 
candidates who embrace community 
policing principles. Messages should 
emphasize that careers in law enforcement 
offer people a way to give back to their 
communities; they should not be framed 
around aggressive uses of force, such as 
SWAT (Special Weapons and Tactics) team 
deployments, arrests, and canine searches. 

As the President’s Task Force Report notes, 
emphasizing public service and policing 
from a guardian approach will attract 
service-minded candidates.33 This can 
be done through campaigns that feature 
images and themes of officers who reflect 
a diverse array of backgrounds and are 
engaged in acts of public service instead of 
crime and police tactics.34

Seek communities’ input into the hiring 
process. Leaders should seek public 
input on hiring to ensure that it reflects 
community values. Some departments 
engage community advisory boards 
when hiring new officers; others work 
with community stakeholders to list 
the characteristics that describe ideal 
candidates (such as those who are 
service-minded, have sound judgment, 
and are respectful and compassionate).35 
After recruiting a pool of applicants, 
leaders should identify qualified and 
competent candidates who align with 
their departments’ core values. Without 
community input, a department’s 
perception of the ideal candidate may not 
align with community values.
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Title VII of the Civil Rights Act prohibits 
employment practices that have a disparate 
impact on people based on their race, color, 
religion, gender (including gender identity, 
sexual orientation, and pregnancy),36 or 
national origin. Enacted in 1964, this law 
applies even to “facially neutral” practices, 
which are not discriminatory as written (i.e., 
on their face) but can be in practice.37 For 
hiring or promotions, departments 
should ensure their testing practices 
don’t exclude qualified applicants from 
underrepresented groups. 

Even when department leaders can justify 
a certain hiring practice, they should explore 
alternatives if the practice disproportionately 
disqualifies applicants of color, women, or 
other underrepresented groups. In other 
words, just because a practice is technically 
valid doesn’t mean it’s the only (or best) 
way to screen applicants. And they should 
explore other criteria to measure other job 
qualifications, such as interpersonal skills 
and cultural sensitivity, to balance its adverse 
effect. Specifically, departments should:

Reevaluate hiring and promotional tests 
to remove barriers to applicants from 
marginalized communities. The use of 
cognitive, written, and physical performance 
tests in hiring and promotion decisions 
may also pose barriers to applicants from 

underrepresented populations. While 
officers should have certain cognitive and 
physical abilities to perform their jobs well, 
department leaders should identify the 
minimum level of ability necessary.  

Police departments can’t use tests for 
hiring and promotion that disparately 
impact certain groups — unless the 
tests measures skills that predict job 
performance.38 Requiring officer applicants 
to pass a math test, for example, may 
measure skills that are not needed to 
carry out the duties of the job.39 Many 
facially neutral criteria, such as evaluations 
that measure cognitive skills or physical 
strength, disproportionately disqualify 
women, people of color, and applicants 
from other underrepresented groups.40

Departments should study their tests to 
ensure they don’t have a disparate impact. 
If tests have a statistically significant 
disparate impact on underrepresented 
groups, departments must show that 
they’re job-related and a legitimate 
business necessity.41 Even if a test is valid, 
however, the department must consider 
whether an alternative test exists that’s 
equally valid but has less of an impact on 
underrepresented groups.42

In general, written tests adversely impact 
applicants of color.43 These tests, however, 
may not accurately measure the skills 
needed for the job, and other measures 
might be better.44 Leaders at the St. Paul 
Police Department in Minnesota realized 
that applicants of color tended to score 

RECOMMENDATION 10.4 
REEVALUATE HIRING 
QUALIFICATIONS AND 
TESTING.
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lower than White applicants on written and 
situational tests but tended to score higher than 
White applicants in interviews.45 In response, the 
department changed its written test to assess 
the most important qualities for the job, such as 
personal history and community engagement. 
This allowed leaders to create a more diverse 
staff; the officers of color who were subsequently 
hired were equally qualified and had a genuine 
interest in engaging in community policing.

Departments should also scrutinize whether the 
way they’re using test scores has a disparate 
impact,46 especially because Black and Latinx 
applicants are often at a disadvantage because 
they tend to score lower than Whites.47 Thus, 
they should study whether their cut-off scores 
meaningfully distinguish between qualified 
applicants and adjust them to reduce any disparate 
impact while meeting their organizational needs.48

Physical performance tests, meanwhile, 
disproportionately impact women, and also must 
be job-related and consistent with a business 
necessity.49 For this reason, departments have 
begun to modify or exclude these tests from 
the hiring process. In Wisconsin, the Madison 
Police Department noticed that many women 
were failing the application process — and 
sometimes not applying — because of a physical 
performance test that included a bench-press.50 
The department reassessed its test to measure 
upper-body strength and gave applicants the 
option to do push-ups instead — and eventually 
eliminated the bench-press requirement 
altogether, recognizing that success at a bench-
press did not predict employee performance. 



Departments may be limited in how much they can modify their hiring criteria. In some states, Peace 
Officer Standards and Training (POST) boards or similar entities set qualification requirements or 
minimum standards for tests.51 (And smaller agencies that don’t have the resources to support hiring 
processes might have to rely on hiring officers who’ve been POST-certified, narrowing their pool 
of candidates.)52 In those instances, departments should ensure their hiring criteria meet the 
minimum standards required by their POST, while carefully assessing whether the criteria can be 
adjusted without triggering litigation. They can also advocate for changes to state standards and 
certification processes.

At the same time, department leaders can apply criteria to increase the number of candidates from 
underrepresented backgrounds. Language skills beyond English may be a relevant preference in 
communities with large Latinx populations,53 for example, or with significant populations of people 
with limited English proficiency. 

Reviewing hiring and promotion criteria ensures that they meaningfully predict job success and don’t 
create barriers for people from marginalized communities who can contribute to departments’ success 
and effectiveness. In short, there is no inherent conflict between a robust hiring process and an 
inclusive one. 

Evaluate pre-employment background qualifications to ensure they don’t adversely impact 
applicants from marginalized communities. Most departments have qualification criteria that 
determine an applicant’s eligibility to become an officer. Some of these criteria have adverse or 
disparate impacts on applicants of color. So-called “morality” tests, such as background checks, drug 
tests, and polygraph examinations, claim to “measure” moral character. 

But many candidates fail these tests because of minor infractions, such as driving violations, 
drug charges, or poor credit.54 Driving violations, of course, are not always given for reckless 
driving; sometimes they are given for faulty equipment (i.e., a vehicle was not properly equipped 
or functioning). These “violations” adversely impact people in low-income communities, who are 
disproportionately people of color, and often stem from racial profiling in the first place.55
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Bad credit adversely affects low-income applicants, and especially those of color, who tend to have 
lower credit scores than White applicants.56 Low credit scores among people of color often result from 
“existing racial inequities in our credit system and economy[,]”57 such as “redlining” (when lenders 
refuse to provide conventional loans in predominantly Black and Latinx neighborhoods). 

During the housing boom in the 2000s, people of color were disproportionately targeted for subprime 
mortgages, which led to higher rates of default and foreclosure and destroyed credit scores in many 
Black and Latinx communities.58 The use of credit scores as screening criteria also has a chilling effect 
on applicants from low-income communities; if they know their credit score is low, they may not apply 
because they expect to be disqualified.59

Hiring officials should, of course, screen applicants to ensure they are of good moral character and 
well suited to interact with the public — and to screen out applicants who have histories of violence 
or biases toward particular communities. To balance against unnecessarily disqualifying applicants 
who would otherwise make good officers, departments should modify the criteria causing the adverse 
impact or exclude them from their vetting process, and use alternative procedures to vet candidates 
that do not have the same adverse impact.60

When using criminal background checks, departments should consider the nature of the crime and 
how much time has elapsed.61 For example, for drug offenses, some departments consider the type 
of drug used and how long ago it was consumed62 when screening applicants. Candidates who 
experimented with drug use during high school or college often fail these tests.63 To reduce the drop-
out rate, the Chicago Police Department removed past marijuana use as a disqualifying factor in part 
because it has been legalized in many states.64
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As discussed earlier, policing has been — and remains — a predominantly White 
and male profession.65 Because applicants of color do not have the same historical 
connection to policing, they face more difficulty navigating the testing and application 
processes. Mentoring programs support candidates of color through these processes 
and prevent applicants from falling out of the hiring process.66 In Tennessee, the 
Chattanooga Police Department has a paid internship program for candidates from 
underrepresented groups that provides mentoring to help candidates find their way 
through the hiring process and prepare for written and physical tests.67

Additionally, department leaders should provide cultural awareness training to officers 
who interview job candidates and/or serve on interview panels, and they should ensure 
that panel participants include people from different backgrounds.68

RECOMMENDATION 10.5 
PROVIDE MENTORING OPPORTUNITIES AND TEST 
PREPARATION SUPPORT TO CANDIDATES FROM 
UNDERREPRESENTED BACKGROUNDS. 





Internal procedural justice gives employees a sense of agency and value within departments because 
their input and feedback are considered in departmental decisions. This, in turn, creates a positive work 
environment with good morale, which is central to attracting high-quality candidates and grooming 
them to be the next generation of leaders. To promote internal procedural justice, departments should:

Make promotions systems transparent. Opaque promotions systems instill a sense of unfairness 
and inequity in police departments.69 When officers don’t know how or why promotional decisions are 
made, they often end up resenting fellow officers and supervisors.70

At the Chicago Police Department, the lack of transparency around promotional systems and 
decisions created a narrative among officers that the department “does not value good leadership” 
and that “leaders [were] unqualified to lead.”71 To increase confidence in the system, leaders should 
create transparent promotion processes, establish them in policy, and evaluate candidates based on 
consistent metrics to ensure fairness and equity.

Department leaders should also ensure that performance reviews and appraisals reflect and reinforce 
community policing values and skills such as dispute resolution, de-escalation, problem-solving, and 
community engagement.72 Likewise, departments should weigh factors that indicate how officers 
engage on the job. Reviewing sustained complaints against officers will help leaders gauge 
whether they warrant promotion.73

The Civil Rights Act bars promotional exams that disproportionately impact women and applicants 
of color. As such, all promotional exams should be evaluated on a regular basis to make sure they 
are fair and lawful.74 Departments should also offer them regularly so that qualified candidates are 
promoted.75 This will increase officers’ sense of internal procedural justice and their faith in their 
departments’ decision-making processes, which will increase retention, especially among officers from 
underrepresented backgrounds. As with the hiring process, departments can provide test preparation 
services to improve candidates’ performance on promotional exams.

Invest in professional and career development. Police departments, like other organizations, 
should invest in professional development. Department leaders should consider how to promote 
high-performing employees and provide all officers with professional development so they have 
opportunities to advance in their careers. Departments should also provide training so officers can 
develop the skills they need to rise up the ranks. (For more detail, see Chapter 11.)

RECOMMENDATION 10.6 
IMPLEMENT TRANSPARENT POLICIES AND PRACTICES
THAT ARE CENTERED ON INTERNAL PROCEDURAL JUSTICE.
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Mentoring is an important component of professional development, particularly for people of color, 
women, and those from other underrepresented groups, who may need specialized support.76 A 
sustained mentoring initiative for new and experienced officers throughout their careers communicates 
that departments value and are invested in officers’ long-term professional growth, which makes them 
more likely to stay with the department.

Seek community and officer input to promote internal procedural justice. As discussed earlier, 
departments should cultivate processes and systems that comport with internal procedural justice — 
including the sense that community members and officers know and understand what is expected 
of them, their colleagues, and the department. (For more detail, see Chapter 9.) When departments 
operate and treat officers in a procedurally just manner, officers will apply those principles to their 
interactions with community members. Research shows that “if departments wish to implement 
a procedural justice-based approach to policing in their communities, it is essential for those 
departments to ensure that their internal policies treat officers with fairness and respect.”77

Department leaders should also allow officers to provide input. Evidence suggests that the biggest 
predictor of engaged, productive teams is the presence of “psychological safety” — people’s belief 
that they can speak up and take risks without being punished by others in the organization.78 
Psychological safety is related to a positive view of the workplace and an understanding of 
what is expected of employees.79

Accordingly, department leaders should encourage dialogue between rank-and-file officers and 
senior managers. Supervisors should be trained on the importance of listening to officers, positively 
reinforcing strong performance, and mentoring personnel under their command. (For more detail, see 
Chapter 11.) Modeling these behaviors gives officers space to voice opinions and ask questions,80 
which, in turn, makes officers more invested in the job, increasing retention.
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