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Abstract

Law enforcement organizations face challenges finding high-quality candidates due to
strict qualifications, low salaries, and negative perceptions of police. The strict qualifications
result in potentially excellent candidates being overlooked due to their past drug use. Low
salaries, while not the primary deterrent, play a role in candidates' decision-making. Negative
media portrayals of the police also significantly impact individuals considering a career in law
enforcement. To address these issues, law enforcement organizations need to review their
internal qualifications, especially in light of the decriminalization of marijuana in many states.
Additionally, increasing starting salaries could help attract a larger and more qualified pool of
applicants. Building positive partnerships and interactions between the police and diverse
community members is crucial, as it could lead to better-quality candidates seeking careers in

law enforcement.
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Introduction

There is a need to further the conversation about why hiring challenges exist among law
enforcement organizations seeking to find suitable candidates for employment. This discussion is
crucial as it helps to understand the complex factors contributing to the recruitment crisis and
deteriorating public-police relationships in the 21st century (Semukhina et al., 2024). Many
factors may contribute to disqualifying applicants for employment. These include fatal shootings
of African Americans (Copeland et al., 2022), qualifications that vary from agency to agency,
starting salaries, and negative perception of law enforcement. A comprehensive understanding of
these issues is essential for addressing the recruitment crisis organizations are currently
experiencing.

Qualifications

The public's attitudes towards the police have been scrutinized in various cities within the
United State (Vitro et al., 2022). Efforts to reform police agencies have gained prominence
following controversial shootings of unarmed African Americans (e.g., Trayvon Martin, Tamir
Rice, Michael Brown), leading to civil unrest and what is known as the Ferguson Effect (Rhodes
& Tyler, 2020). This resulted in stricter recruiting guidelines and new hires' need for more
advanced skills. While hiring standards across law enforcement organizations differ, the most
commonly required qualifications include a clean credit history, physical fitness, a drug-free
record, and no felony or domestic violence convictions (Williams & Sondhi, 2022). Bottema and
Telep (2020) explored the impact of pre-employment drug use on potential new hires. They
found that strict hiring standards regarding past drug use, particularly marijuana, may lead

agencies to overlook suitable applicants with the necessary skills.



Evaluating drug use is crucial to ensure the suitability of candidates and is one of the
factors considered during the rigorous hiring process. Scholars also found that law enforcement
executives (67.3%; n=66) and students (78.9%; n=900) have the proper perspective on the
current standards of drug and narcotics use during the hiring process (Bottema & Telep, 2020).
Investigating past drug use is vital to prevent the hiring of problematic officers (Linos & Riesch,
2020)—as police enforce the same laws regarding illegal drug use that applicants may have
previously violated. Despite ongoing debates, marijuana remains illegal at the federal level. For
aspiring police officers, a history of drug use is one of the many factors that are explored prior to
securing employment. Financial history also significantly affects the disqualification of African
American applicants (McDowell, 2023), resulting in fewer hires and creating challenges for law
enforcement organizations during the hiring process.

Police Salaries and Negative Perception

The job of a police officer is a dangerous profession (Elntib & Milincic, 2020); there is
much risk involved with being a police officer that may sway or deter many from seeking law
enforcement as a profession. With the dangers facing the police—one of the concerns that
applicants consider when entering and remaining in law enforcement is pay alignment with
voluntary police turnover (Skaggs et al., 2022). Gibbs (2019) found that salaries and benefits
were the least cited reasons among those sampled as a motivating factor when applying for
police positions. The conflicting research on the impact of salaries and benefits on motivation to
join law enforcement, as presented by Gibbs (2019) and Skaggs et al. (2022), is of particular
interest. These factors provide a nuanced understanding that influences the decision to pursue a
career in law enforcement. Although conflicting research exists (Gibbs, 2019; Skaggs et al.,

2022), police salaries are steady compared to other public service occupations (i.e., Social



Worker, Registered Nurse, Paramedic, Firefighter). In May 2023, the annual starting salary for
Police officers nationally was $76,550, according to the U.S. Bureau of Labor and Statistics (see

Figure 1).
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Public Service Occupations and National Salaries

Social Worker | .00
Regisered Nurse | 59,50
potice Orricer | 550

Occupation

pParameaic | 5:'.15)
pircrghter | .35

$0  $10,000 $20,000 $30,000 $40,000 $50,000 $60,000 $70,000 $80,000 $90,000 $100,000
Salary

Note. Figure 1 depicts the national wage estimates of public service occupations' average salaries
in 2023.

The portrayal of the police in the media and their interactions with the public have led to
a negative societal perception (Campbell & Valera, 2020; Nix et al., 2019; Radburn et al., 2020).
Researchers in 2020 posited that social media has significantly shaped the public's view of
increased police brutality (Campbell & Valera, 2020). Scholars agree that these perceptions
influence public opinion about the police, contributing to the defund the police movement
(Campbell & Valera, 2020; Radburn et al., 2020). During this challenging time, negative media
coverage has increased, impacting attitudes toward law enforcement, which has spread to other
organizations (Nix et al., 2019). On the other hand, police attitudes toward citizens can vary and

are visible during interactions with the public (Nix et al., 2019). These interactions have a lasting



impact due to the negativity displayed during the encounter, leading bystanders to record and
share these encounters using social media (Stringer & Murphy, 2020). Such negative depiction
of the police, by way of social media and other platforms, influences the decisions of those
wishing to join the police force.

Despite the prevailing belief in low salaries and the negative portrayal of police, a few
applicants continue to apply for positions as police officers. Understanding the motivating
factors behind this decision (Diaz & Nufio, 2021; Clinkinbeard et al., 2021; Stringer & Murphy,
2020) cannot be overstated. Research has shown that the media's negative portrayal of the
police can motivate individuals to join the force (Diaz & Nuio, 2021). Another significant
motivator is the altruistic desire to protect and serve in one's community (Clinkinbeard et al.,
2021). Although media negativity exists (Campbell & Valera, 2020; Nix et al., 2019; Radburn et
al., 2020), the presence of gender and ethnic-diverse role models and positive media influence
play a crucial role in inspiring individuals to pursue careers in law enforcement (Stringer &
Murphy, 2020).

Recommendations

Law enforcement organizations should internally review the qualifications for potential
recruits. While minimum standards (i.e., high school diploma, no felony or domestic violence
convictions, being at least twenty-one years of age, and completing an extensive background
check) are required, they increase as applicants move through each phase of the hiring process. It
is essential to consider marijuana use in light of its decriminalization (Stanton et al., 2021)—
organizations should consider historical use prior to disqualifying candidates, which may
alleviate one hiring challenge when examining factors such as the extent of drug use and the

most recent usage. Increasing the salary to attract applicants can motivate and lead to higher-



quality applicants. Conversely, research has shown that low wages discourage individuals
(Skaggs et al., 2022) from pursuing careers in law enforcement. However, it is essential to note
that raising the starting salary does not guarantee that candidates will be motivated to apply
(Elntib & Milincic, 2020). Establishing a strong partnership between the police and members of
all ethnic backgrounds within the community can create a clear and positive perception of the
police. Moreover, people of color have less favorable views of the police than Whites (Boehme
et al., 2020), and this perception may vary based on ethnic and geographical differences.
Encouraging positive interactions between law enforcement and communities with less favorable
views can help address the trauma inflicted by those who protect and serve.
Conclusion

Law enforcement organizations grapple with ongoing challenges in hiring recruits. The
strict qualifications related to prior drug use often lead to the oversight of suitable candidates,
posing a persistent challenge. Despite conflicting research on pay, potential candidates make
compelling decisions to consider their safety regarding the salaries offered for employment, even
though some argue that it is not the main deciding factor. The criticism and negative attention
directed at the police force impede law enforcement organizations from recruiting high-quality
candidates. The negative perception held by potential candidates discourages them from pursuing
careers as police officers, highlighting the urgency of addressing these issues. Organizations
must strive to overcome these challenges. By modifying their qualifications, increasing starting
salaries, and establishing and reinforcing solid partnerships to combat the negative perceptions in
the community, they may experience a rise in the quality of applicants seeking a career in law

enforcement.
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