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Law enforcement faces many issues on a day-to-day basis.  One major topic that is at or near the top of every list is recruitment and retention.  This is often the first thing brought forward by police and deputy sheriff’s associations during times of negotiations.  Of course, managers also know this issue is being considered daily by the command staff of every police agency in the Nation.  There is, however, a potential approach that could be considered in an effort to fill vacancies in our sworn ranks.  We will look at options agencies might explore to take advantage of the large labor pool of 18-20 year olds to create a cadre of applicants from which future police officers are drawn.

A first thought when formulating potential plans or programs to increase a law enforcement agency’s ability to address recruitment and retention is to assess the likely future of the applicant pool for peace officer positions.  Departments throughout the State of California are finding unique ways to increase the number of authorized sworn officers in their departments. Most, though, have ongoing vacancies due to difficulties finding qualified applicants to fill allotted positions.  While the issue has been with us for a while, signs are it will intensify in coming years.  

The Job Market

With the decreased joblessness rate, the overall pool of potential applicants for peace officer positions is becoming shallower.  Ten years ago, the unemployment rate in California was nearly eight percent.  Today, that figure is approximately 4.9 percent.
  This translates to fewer individuals available to vie for job vacancies in law enforcement at a time when cities and counties are growing and in need of even greater numbers of personnel.  Decreasing unemployment is just one obstacle to police officer recruitment.  The success of the United States Military recruitment effort is another.  The U. S. Department of Defense recently reported that all services met or exceeded their recruitment goals for January 2007, continuing the trend set in 2006.
  This would lead one to think that more potential ex-military personnel would then be available to target as they leave the military, but two issues refute that belief.

First, the military is shrinking in size.  The combined authorized strength of our military in 2006 was about 1.41 million personnel.  In 1970, that figure was more than 3 million; in 1990, the figure still exceeded 2 million soldiers, sailors and Marines.
   Secondly, there is an increasing challenge for law enforcement with regard to attracting ex-military personnel.  That challenge is the private sector. According to USA Today’s Barbara Hagenbaugh, “Employers looking to hire workers with strong work ethic, leadership skills and diverse backgrounds are increasingly turning to a select group of recruits: members of the military.”
  This particular group has been a positive source of applicants for police departments, and it now appears that civilian employers are increasing their efforts in recruitment in that area.  

For law enforcement, it is not a question of whether sworn officer positions will become available, but when and how many we will need.  This being the case, the future of the applicant pool must always be considered.  In particular, what will be the issues with regard to the quality and quantity of acceptable applicants?  Law enforcement agencies need to explore what changes could be made now to lead to a broader applicant pool in the future.  The pool needs to grow merely to keep pace with population growth. Certainly, any possible decreases in sworn strength for agencies in California may never happen. With this in mind, law enforcement agencies should develop a plan to take advantage of an area they are missing.  This area is the highly employable 18-20 year olds.  

Teen demographics and the hiring pool

According to the latest available census figures, there are currently more than 1.6 million 18-20 year olds in California alone.
  According to the U. S. Department of Labor, “Within the sphere of workforce investment, some target populations are more difficult to serve than others.  One of these populations is the out of school youths, 18-21 years old.”
  This means there are not many occupational programs that target this population. Without an investment of time and money, they may not be suitable as viable candidates for our purposes when we need them. 

The State of Idaho recognizes the issue of job training for this target population. Their Commerce and Labor Office administers a program called “Building Our Future.” The program focuses on finding and recruiting 18-21 year olds, and then providing them training to enter into the job market.  This particular effort addresses needs in the construction industry, but its lessons are easily transferable to policing. Participants are offered paid training and internship programs that allow them to qualify for, and enter, the workforce better prepared for the needs of that profession.
  The big draw of Building our Future for those who take part is the prospect for permanent employment upon completion of the program. Of course, employers also benefit from a large pool of qualified applicants ready to “hit the ground running” on their first day of employment.

Challenges for Law Enforcement

 Targeting and taking advantage of the 18-21 year old workforce can be a challenge for law enforcement.  The vast majority of departments will not hire someone as a police officer until they are twenty-one years old, but in the years between high school graduation and eligibility for hire at most departments, a lot of things can happen.  Some will go to college and not wait three years to consider a career in policing.  Some will join the military and make it a career or stay in whatever occupation they learn there.  Some might make a mistake that can cost them the opportunity to become employed as a law enforcement officer.  In any case, these three years are costing us some potentially good applicants, and also wasting time that could be spent decreasing the training lag seen with any new hire.

Targeting the Gap

This three-year gap has been known for some time, but has it been targeted definitively?  Police managers must start giving consideration into they could use it to their advantage.  One of the first questions that might be asked would be if an agency’s non-sworn or civilian ranks serve any purpose with regard to sworn recruiting. There are departments that use their Community Service Officers programs to achieve this to some extent, but it appears there could be so much more to it. Others formally or informally use intern-level programs to meet this objective.  

Associating young people with an agency through volunteer programs such as Reserve Community Service Officer or Police Explorer is nothing really new to law enforcement.  There is an option, however, that will expand this idea and further establish a viable, ready-made applicant pool for an agency’s future police officers.  That option is to hire larger numbers of young people interested in becoming a police officer, and paying them to perform many of the functions currently handled by much higher paid officers or full-time staff.  

The idea of hiring and training young adults to perform some of the duties generally performed by sworn law enforcement personnel has a myriad of facets to it, both positive and negative.  One of the more important positive facets is that hiring these kids just out of high school will help a department stop losing them to the many other draws that occur during the three years they are not eligible for selection and training to a sworn law enforcement position.  Another very important positive aspect, as mentioned previously, is there are many job tasks performed by the higher paid sworn officers at departments that could easily be handled by civilian employees, at a much lesser cost.  For instance, according to the Porterville CA Police Department’s Records Management system, a very conservative estimate of calls that could be handled by a qualified civilian employee rather than a sworn police officer for the first four months of 2006 was nearly half of the total call volume.
  These calls included non-injury traffic accidents, runaway juveniles, cold burglary, theft reports, etc.   This would free up sworn officers to be available to handle those incidents that actually require a sworn officer.  This also has the added dimension of having these young adults learn valuable skills that will assist them in performing well as a police officer at a later time. 

There are more positive aspects to this concept as well.  Hiring young adults from the local community, between the ages of eighteen to twenty-one, allows agencies to attract those commonly referred to as the “homegrown” people.  For the position of police officer, the hiring of “homegrown” people is a strong retention tactic that keeps experienced officers from leaving to go “back home” after spending a period of time at the first department that would hire them.  This tactic is not new, and while this retention practice often is cited as a positive, it seems that it is often not implemented as much as it is touted. 

The concept cited above is being used in school districts across the country. In Philadelphia, an effort that substantially mirrors the concept of this paper has been underway for some time.  In this program, persons with the basic skills (and a four year degree), are hired as Literacy Intern Teachers (LITs). The LITs work with veteran teachers, and while receiving training in teacher literacy skills, work toward their full teacher certification.
  The benefits of this program have been identified as 1) a larger pool of candidates, 2) developed knowledge, skills, and confidence for when a fully credentialed position is obtained, 3) and quality training provided for new teachers before they are required to work on their own.

School districts do not have the monopoly on this type of program.  In practice for a much longer time is a similar program in Dayton, Ohio.  Although the focus was minorities, the problem was still the same, a lack of (minority) applicants for the Dayton Daily News.  To address their issue, they exclusively recruited young people from their own community, and provided them with intern jobs.  Mentors even helped them work on college and scholarship applications.  What they succeeded in building was a diverse employee pool with deep community ties. 

Is It New?

Readers are now probably saying to themselves, “This is obvious – it is nothing new.”  The question then becomes, why is it not done more often?  From the above information, it seems clear that there is a place for a program that is in direct support of the concept previously identified.  This program, in a nutshell, is a police officer internship. In its envisioned form, it would be the implementation and ongoing support of a number of paid allocated positions restricted to young adults whose intention is to become a full time law enforcement officer with that agency. The program would have clear guidelines regarding participation and specific time limits with regard to the age of the participant and their presence in the program. It would also have known goals for the retention of these interns through the time they become sworn officers.

What Comes Next?

So, the “program” has been identified, but what comes next?  In actuality, there are many steps to take.  First, there needs to be an articulated framework as to what a plan based on supporting this concept will look like.  To do that, you must develop and know the scope/focus/duties for this new cadre of employees.  

For the purposes of this research, an examination of a single year for the Porterville Police Department in Tulare County was completed.   In the calendar year 2005, two Community Service Officers assigned to the Patrol Division accounted for almost thirteen percent of the nearly 10,000 police reports filed with that department.
  This was beside the fact that they work only daytime hours and between the two, are only on duty six days out of the week.  The times they are not on duty, the reports normally handled by them are handled by sworn police officers.  In addition, these two persons also complete numerous other tasks that would normally be required to be completed by a sworn officer, such as traffic control, vehicle abatements, etc.  At the time of their hiring, it was expected that both of these community service officers would be preparing for a career as a police officer.

Why is the previous information important?  It is important because it validates the benefits of an intern program.  Using the Porterville Police Department as a guide, when an additional four interns are hired in an agency of similar size, and they have reached solo operating levels of duty, their work could free at least 25% of the sworn officer’s workload.  This time could now be spent on other pro-active policing activities.  

For this program, or any program, to be successful, police managers must first identify what the program will look like.  In order to build something, you must know what it is that you are building.  Basically, you are creating a foundation, which is necessary for the rest of the framework to be completed.  In order to properly identify the program, police managers must be clear on what the overarching goal and objectives of the program are.  While the overarching goal is the title of this paper, the other goals and objectives must be developed while creating the plan itself.  There has to be a clear picture of what the plan is.  The plan must be specific with details as to how it would support the goals and objectives, and how it would achieve the intentions of the overarching goal itself.   Then, the program would need to be implemented.

Program Implementation

Implementing the new program will require specific steps in order to comply with a City Charter, County ordinances, etc., as well as meet the needs of the program and the department.  Of course, these steps are seen as the primary ones now, but they may change or be added to as the implementation takes place.  The implementation assumes that the stakeholders have already been identified, so they can be included at stages of implementation that may affect them.  The steps below addresses what should be done prior to the first day of the program, or what can be considered the first of two phases of the program. 

Step One – The new position has to be identified completely with regard to what the job requirements will be, either as a new classification or reclassification of a current position.  This process may differ from agency to agency, dependant upon the City’s/County’s Personnel Rules and Regulations (or equivalent guide.)  For example, the City of Porterville requires that the Personnel Officer or designee “ascertain and record the duties and responsibilities” of an intended position and then recommend a classification plan for that position.
  Salaries, benefits, and other related costs must be identified here, as well as the potential ability to increase staffing size without a significant increase in budget.  Using the Porterville Police Department current Community Services Officer’s pay and benefits cost to the city as a base, nearly two police interns could be hired for a vacant sworn officer position.  This becomes a powerful supporting item when considering this program.  This is important because funding will come from 1) the current budget or 2) having the current budget increased to support the program.  The most plausible scenario for most agencies is to identify ways to support the program through existing funds.  When talking about this amount of money, it usually comes from a reallocation of personnel costs.  One idea to pursue is to secure funding for two police interns when there is the option of increasing sworn staff by one person.  In cases where a prior sworn position has been frozen, when the opportunity comes to unfreeze the position, that position could be converted to at least two intern positions.  

Step Two – You must determine the allocation.  You will need to analyze current workloads, in the areas related to the job requirements previously identified.  This will allow you to determine the available workload that will allow for an accurate determination of the number of these new employees that are to be hired to maintain that workload.

Step Three – Review the organizational structure of the department and determine exactly where these new employees will be placed.  You cannot forget to consider chain of command and span and control issues as well. 

Step Four – The training process must be identified.  Working with your Field Training Coordinator, a clear and consistent training plan must be developed, ensuring all the applicable areas are covered.  This is an integral part of the implementation plan, because it must be in place at the start of the program.

Step Five – Equipment needs must be identified.  Starting with the expected job duties, identify the needs of the position, including everything from uniforms to vehicles.  After you have identified the necessary tools for the position, multiplied by the number of positions, these things must be purchased and be available at the start of the program.  Much like police officers, these new hires should be fully outfitted at the start of their employment.   

Step Six – Start the recruitment.  It is imperative on the start up of this program that word gets out widely but accurately.  There needs to be a broad recruitment so that the applicant pool is deep and diverse.  Visit job fairs, colleges, and high schools aggressively targeting the intended audience.  Professor James Carson, the Business Chair of the Business Department at the Porterville Junior College, Kern Community College District, commented on this concept.  His department is associated with the vocational Administration of Justice programs.  Professor Carson estimates there are at least one hundred 18-21 year olds enrolled in Administration of Justice classes at his campus, the majority of which would be viable candidates for a position like this.
  Professor Carson believes that his campus alone could support a viable applicant pool for this type of program in the City of Porterville, with a fair number of persons other area agencies to hire as well.  This allows for the “cream of the crop” to be selected, not just potentially average employees.  

Step Seven – Complete the selection process in accordance with established agency procedures, hire the chosen individuals, and continue with the new program as established in the previous steps. 
After the seven planning steps have been completed, the ongoing processes of the program are easy to discern.  Training, evaluation, mentoring, ongoing supervision, employee development, etc., is already in place for any agency, and these new positions are merely integrated into the “system.”  Much as police officers are continually developed and evaluated for investigations positions, supervisory positions, etc., these new employees will be the source for the department’s future police officers and as a succession position, will be evaluated in that manner.  Your agency personnel will have months and years to evaluate these kids and will be able to send the best of them to police academies.  An added benefit is that with your ready-made applicant pool, obstacles such as hiring freezes, vacant positions while backgrounds are completed, etc., will be a hit to the civilian program, not the sworn officer positions. 

Conclusion

An internet search of “intern program” yields thousands of results, all different in some way.  According to Internweb.com Staff, a recent employer survey by the National Association of Colleges and Employers (NACE) revealed that 82.5% of them offered an internship or similar program.  In one year, 22% of the overall new hires were from these programs.
  This clearly supports the idea that this is a viable concept for the future. It will allow departments to have an immediate labor pool from which to hire sworn officers. It will also allow agencies to select from amongst applicants with known work records and a track record of success in the entry-level position. When faced with the decreased applicant pool we are now seeing, we need to do different things to face the staffing challenges of the future.  We in law enforcement often limit ourselves by way of tradition and the “We have always done it that way” style of thinking.  In the future, we must adapt to survive. 
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