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Abstract

The following study examines the factors which are currently influencing the officer retention

crisis presently happening within the United States and around the globe.

The following research makes use of four primary points cited within academic literature
regarding the issue of officer retention. An online sample survey is conducted based on how an
officer’s education, work experience, job satisfaction/ burnout, and perspective on incentives
impact their desire to remain employed. This research was conducted by making use of a mixed

methods approach with the hopes of providing qualitative and quantitative data.

The discoveries uncovered in this study aim to be used as practical solutions to be implemented
by policing administrators in order to combat the current officer retention crisis. By using
pragmatic data, it is the intent of this research that departments will gain an in-depth
understanding of what motivates an officer to quit and what can be done to prevent voluntary

turnover.
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Chapter 1: Introduction
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The Problem of Officer Retention

The magnitude of the current police officer retention crisis that is occurring within the
United States should not be overlooked. Many within the profession itself know this period of
high turnover as the ‘Police Exodus” due to many officers leaving the field completely. It has
been suggested that this “Exodus” may be linked to current events that make the policing career
look less appealing than other well-paying and less stressful job opportunities. At this current
time, police departments cannot hire new officers faster than they lose veterans. The Police
Executive Research Forum (2023) has continually conducted voluntary surveys sent to chief
executives at participating departments. One hundred eighty-four different police departments
from across the United States and Canada participated in the 2022 survey. In total, around 79,500
sworn officers were accounted for. In just a three-year period, officer resignations were
concluded to have increased by 50%. Retirements in the same time period have been reported to
have increased by 20%. (Police Executive Research, 2023).

The significance of this issue extends beyond the scope of municipal government
headaches. Lingle (2024) states that a community itself feels the effects of this current problem.
As officer turnover rates continue to steady, the number of officers a department can offer per
patrol shift begins to decrease. This situation leads to lagging call response times and furthers
present dangers on scene. In arguably just as adverse of fashion, the increase in officer turnover
has led departments to turn to hiring a plethora of new officers. While this itself is not a major
issue, the challenge arises when one recognizes that veteran officers take years of learned

knowledge of the community that they serve with them when they quit. This leaves new ofticers
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to learn the community-oriented policing demands of their respective municipalities with no
further guidance from seasoned police officers. Such a lack of street training and cultural
awareness is a recipe for escalated officer encounters.

Significance of the Research

The primary purpose of this study is to examine what key factors determine the retention
rate of police officers. This study aims to establish what positive and negative matters cause
police officers to stay at their agency or decide to leave. The research question that this paper
seeks to better understand is: “Why do law enforcement officers leave the field, and how can

agencies retain officers?".

It is only with the statistics previously mentioned courtesy of the Police Executive
Research Forum in mind that the value of this research can be understood. The results of this
study are intended to help police departments and their executive members in improving their
organizational retention strategies. This research looks to give agencies fresh ideas and insights
into what kind of incentives or policies held within certain departments make officers want to
stay. This research can and should also be examined by the public. In this current time, police in
some instances are given a negative stigma according to public perceptions. The secondary goal
of this study would be to shed light on the grand exit from policing, which is occurring,

therefore giving the public knowledge of the current state of policing in North America.

The primary sources which were explored prior to the creation of this study were
scholarly journal articles. More specifically, a meta-analysis of data was collected based on
several department studies and practices set in place to mitigate the number of officer departures.

Results from other voluntary agency surveys have also been examined as the majority of
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retention data is gathered in this method. After a literature review was completed with the data, a
voluntary survey was conducted in order to further the field with more current information on
the issue of officer retention. The following body of research will be provided in this format. To
begin with, an in-depth review of the current academic literature has been provided related to the
rate of officer departure. There are several case studies of individual police departments and their
successes and failures at maintaining veteran officers. A voluntary study format was then created
based on the found literature. The method of sampling for this study focuses on a State Police
Force within Illinois comprised of 150 sworn members. Results of the voluntary convenience
survey conducted are listed below and succeeded by a discussion, recommendations, and a

conclusion.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review
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Historical Background of Officer Retention

During the extended history of policing in America, the issue of keeping police officers
employed has never been too difficult. For years, many departments suffered from the problem
of having too many qualified candidates to sift through. It was not unheard of for hundreds of
applicants to compete for a single digit number of vacancies. This was the case until the early
1990’s, but the problem with losing (and not being able to recruit) officers has grown
exponentially since then. The current wave of what is known as the “policing exodus” has been
attributed to several factors. In recent times, the global covid-19 pandemic has been referenced
in creating an extremely limited labor economy. This, in conjunction with the media’s effect on
public perceptions of police, has made it more difficult to get highly qualified candidates to
apply. To put it simply, at the current time the policing field is viewed to have more negative
aspects to officers than positive ones. This is often referred to within the policing sphere as the
“pendulum”. Until the “pendulum” shifts back to society in general favoring law enforcement,
research will be aimed at tackling the ongoing problem of officer retention (Office of

Community Oriented Policing Services, 2023).

Current Literature on the Reasoning Behind Officer Departure

Several hypotheses have been explored in current academic research to answer the
question of why a policing exodus is occurring. Clark and Ryan (2024) state that the most used
event to explain the loss of officers is the defund police movement. The officer involved death of

George Floyd in Minneapolis has been cited as the tipping point of a dramatic shift in policing.
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Such events have been suggested to make new policing candidates look for a career with less
conflict. It is important to note that not all experts in the criminal justice field agree with these
recent events as the starting point of the officer retention crisis. For example, Chaney and
Robertson (2014) cite the Los Angeles Police Departments interaction with Rodney King in
1992 as the beginning of a reduction in police candidates.

What most scholars would agree upon is that acts of excessive force administered by
police departments across the United States over the past three decades have created a negative
narrative of police within the media. Negative officer interactions in the media have triggered a
movement of political unrest which has been attributed to what is known as the “defund the
police” movement. This sentiment of hate towards law enforcement has been used as a factor in
attempting to explain why many officers are deciding to leave the career field. The police reform
movement, which gained ground in the middle of 2020, is sometimes used as an explanation for
an increase in burnout and job dissatisfaction amongst officers. It should be stated that this
sentiment is not unanimous. According to Clark and Ryan (2024), who offer to the literature a
three-year study conducted between 2021-2023, concluded the police reform movement has
increased the rate of violent crimes in select areas where reform is demanded. More specifically,
homicide has increased. Because of this increase in crime, not all Americans favor extreme

institutional changes in policing (Clark & Ryan, 2024).

Academically Explored Prescriptive Solutions

The current bodies of research surrounding officer retention fall into two categories. The
first body of research examines factors prior to hiring officers. One area of study which has been
explored to predict how long an officer stays at their respective department is to examine their

background prior to hiring. O’Guinn et al. (2024) explored a hypothesis that individuals who
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come into policing with a law enforcement or military background would be more likely to stay
employed longer. Authors of this experiment used officers employed by the Charleston Police
Department as their sample. A surprising result of this research concluded that officers hired with
prior military experience were significantly more likely to leave the department. In fact, these
officers on average left the department 20 months earlier than those with no prior military
experience. However, officers who joined the department and had previous law enforcement

experience did not leave significantly earlier (O’Guinn et al., 2024).

Another pre-hiring factor which has been studied to explain increases in turnover is
officer education levels. Pollock and Rauhaus (2023) explained that one of the main arguments
of the police reform movement in the past five years was that officers lacked education and
training which could increase the likelihood of those officers using excessive force. Thus, the
suggestion has been articulated that departments hiring standards should be raised to make
candidates possess a bachelor’s degree prior to being hired. However, as anticipated, law
enforcement officers do not agree with the consensus that secondary education impacts officer
performance. Hilal et al. (2013) dispersed a voluntary survey to 627 officers with only 30%
believing a 4-year college degree was necessary to do their duties. While literature does exist to
state that officers with higher education are less likely to have complaints filed against them,
more relevant studies exist in the context of officer turnover. For example, Paoline et al. (2015)
was able to conclude that officer job satisfaction was not significantly different between officers

who held a 4-year degree and those who did not.

As previously mentioned, many studies review how pre-screening hiring candidates’
backgrounds can impact retention rates, but other studies look at current officers and explore

what keeps those patrolmen motivated to stay. One of the main factors brought up when
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discussing retention practices is overall job satisfaction. As could be inferenced, when
individuals are not satisfied with their work, they tend to leave in hopes of finding a more
fulfilling career. Julseth et al. (2011) explored the relationship between stress and overall job
satisfaction. The results of the experiment concluded that officers who faced more stress, fatigue,
and higher workloads were less likely to be satisfied with their careers. This research is

particularly beneficial in exploring the effects of job fatigue on retention rates.

Other researchers have explored the relationship between retention rates and burnout.
Drew et al. (2024) conducted a nationwide survey among members of law enforcement relating
to the effects of burnout on an officer’s willingness to stay in the profession. This final data had
over 2,500 officers’ responses and provided evidence that factors such as trauma, psychological
distress, and internal stress from the department had an impact on commitment to the

organization and desire to stay in the policing profession (Drew et al., 2024).

Researchers take several different stances on the solutions to officer retention. Some
suggest that retention begins before hiring, others will cite non-material improvements to current
employment may help as they impact job satisfaction; but one of the most common answers to
retention issues is monetary. This would be seen as a commonsense solution. Individuals who are
paid more are likely to stay in their career field, even when the career is challenging. Schuck and
Rabe-Hemp (2018) concluded based on their research of policing agencies and associated
salaries that a significant relationship existed between higher salaries and lower rates of
voluntary turnover. While it seems like an easy solution to pay more, this is almost never
possible in the public sector of policing. Additional research provided by Longrigg (2016)
supports Schuck and Rebe-Hemp’s (2018) findings with the suggestion of including non-salary

payment incentives to prevent officers from leaving. Such incentives include take home squad
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car programs that help to reduce the cost of an employee’s personal gas, paid time off, quality

health care options, and deferred compensation plans.

Chapter 3: Methodology

15
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Objective of Study

This studies objective is to correlate effective officer retention strategies as it relates to
hypothesized variables such as level of education, previous work experience, offered incentives,
and job satisfaction. This study will be accomplished with the assistance of the Illinois
Department of Natural Resources Office of Law Enforcement. The Illinois Conservation Police,
otherwise known as “game wardens”, were established in 1885 by the governor of Illinois,
Richard Oglesby. At that time, only three wardens were hired to cover the major metropolitan
areas. By 1900, only 5 game wardens patrolled the entire state of Illinois. In 1928, Illinois
Conservation Police’s scope of authority increased to not only enforcing game related laws but
undertaking the responsibility of becoming fish wardens as well. In 1959, the duties of these
officers once again increased as boating enforcement legislation was introduced. During the
1960’s Conservation Police Officer’s duties once again morphed as officers were given full
policing authority on or within Department of Natural Resources owned property. Legislation
over the upcoming years would increase Illinois Conservation Police Officer authority to what it
is today. Game Wardens, also referred to as CPQO’s, are endowed with all the arresting powers of
a traditional police officer, with the ability to exercise these powers anywhere within the state of

Ilinois (Illinois Department of..., 2025).

The responsibilities of an Illinois Conservation Police Officer are broad and vary in
degree depending on an officers’ location within the State. The areas of enforcement that CPO’s
are entrusted with include enforcing criminal, traffic, and drug laws. Additionally, CPOs are
tasked with enforcing laws common to game wardens of every state such as fish and game laws,

boating, ATV, and snowmobile regulations. Moreover, officers have duties of commercial
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enforcement such as timber and forest product investigations, commercial fishing enforcement,
taxidermy inspections, and many other nuanced areas of enforcement. Perhaps one of the lesser-
known qualities of the Illinois Conservation Police is their commitment to education. This is
achieved as the Department of Natural Resources has an emphasis on community relations
which come to fruition through public speaking events including: college career days,

educational trailer events, attending hunter safety courses, etc. (Illinois Department of..., 2025).

Specific Department Demographics

As of 2025, the Illinois Conservation Police have around 150 sworn law enforcement
officers. In comparison, the state of Illinois has 102 counties. To be suspected, the metropolitan
areas such as Chicago, East St. Louis, Springfield, Peoria, Bloomington, and Rockford have
multiple officers assigned to the same area. From an organizational management vantage point,
the state can be broken down into 5 zones. This study in particular will examine officer
responses from the Northwest Region of the State. In terms of desired law enforcement careers,
the role of a conservation police officer is highly sought after. The unique advantage of this
study will be conducting a survey in one of the most sought-after law enforcement careers.
Simultaneously, it is hypothesized that even in such a department factors still will be discussed
which relate to officer burnout and overall job satisfaction. The positive goal which is hoped to
be discovered by this department is ways law enforcement agencies can seek to increase officer

retention, specifically by examining what factors make officers willing to stay employed.

Research Question and Key Concepts Defined
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The focus of this study will examine the reasons why officers decide to leave law
enforcement and what departments may be able to do to prevent early departures. Therefore, the
final research question which will be used in this experiment is: "Why do law enforcement

officers leave the field, and how can agencies retain officers?”.

The dependent variable (Officer Retention) can be defined as the practice of using
interventions or incentives to keep police officers employed longer. This outcome is typically
measured in two various styles. First, officer retention has been accounted for at a
departmentwide level on a yearly basis. Other studies have taken account of how many officers
from a certain department resign, retire or are forced to leave. The result of how many officers
leave per year can be measured by a department to determine if retention practices are effective.
Other bodies of research target retention strategies at a more personal level, using officer
sampling to ask each officer what retention strategies would make them want to stay. The mixed

methods approach to this experiment will build off the ladder of these strategies.

The independent variable of education is academic experience which can be defined as
any secondary schooling beyond receiving a high school diploma. Many law enforcement
agencies within the United States require high school graduation as the lowest level of education
possible to gain employment. Research exists which proposes that time officers spend in school
will affect how long they choose to stay in law enforcement (Paoline et al., 2015). The argument
being that those with more schooling experience have more opportunities to be able to explore
other career fields. Additionally, those who possess advanced degrees in majors other than law
enforcement also have an increased potential to leave policing. Several variables which are

measurable from an educational standpoint include: number of officers with high school
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diplomas or GED, those who possess an associate’s degree, those who possess a four-year
degree, and those who possess post graduate education.

The independent variable of previous employment is said to have an impact on the rate at
which officers leave. Officers who have previous experience in the military or in law
enforcement are typically given “preference points” when going through the hiring process at a
police department. Policing agencies have hypothesized that individuals with previous
experiences such as these are more likely to remain employed longer as they are able to operate
in stressful working environments (O’Guinn et al., 2024). Alternatively, it is possible that having
previous working experience in military or law enforcement actually makes members more
likely to leave. This has been explained as it is said to be easier for these individuals to find other

places to work due to their well-established credentials.

One of the more highly attributed factors to the officer retention crisis is what is referred
to as officer burnout. Drew et al. (2024) was able to conclude officers nationwide currently feel
that on-the job trauma, psychological distress, and organizational stressors impact overall job
satisfaction. Therefore, two suggested variables could be overall job satisfaction and officer self-
perceived burnout. These variables can either be conducted as yes or no responses or implement
a scaling system to identify officer ratings. It was decided that the ideal question format for
gauging officer burnout is likely by making use of definitive answers.

Lastly, one of the most prominently proposed solutions to the officer retention crisis is to
pay officers more money (Schuck & Rabe-Hemp, 2018). As one would expect, offering better
benefits also are attributed to keeping officers retained. Several measurable variables could be

deducted from this thought. This could include asking officers how much each incentive would
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influence their likelihood of staying in their current department. These variables could include
increased wages, paid time off, deferred compensation packages, or a take home squad program.

Research Instrument: Convenience Survey

A suggested proposed method of this research design would be to implement a voluntary
survey across the entire Illinois Conservation Police Department comprised of 150 sworn
members. However, this would only be a manageable amount of data if the voluntary survey was
short and had one independent variable. In this way, it may have been reasonable to study the
entire population. This type of survey measure would be known as a census (Withrow, 2016).
Only one relationship would have to be monitored; an example of this would be to survey the
officers on how burnout has impacted their desire to leave the department. However, the
proposed research design seeks answers for multiple independent variables related to the officer
retention crisis. This research design makes it more challenging to track amongst 150 possible
officer responses.

Since selective sampling was the most rational and logistical option to do within the
study, a convenience survey was administered. Convenience sampling encompasses officers
within the department that are easily available to be surveyed (Withrow, 2016). Thus, from a
methodology standpoint, the survey only observed responses from one zone of the state. Within
the department, there are 5 zones with one zone typically consisting of approximately 30
officers. Within one zone there are generally 5-7 districts that fall within the zone’s jurisdiction.
Each district has multiple counties, and geographic makeup is influenced by the State’s
population. Each district is assigned a Sergeant to command 5-10 officers. Because of this
format, zones are likely to have subcultures within themselves varying slightly from district to

district. Thus, a convenience sampling method was used to ask for participation from the closest
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zone of officers adjacent to the researcher. This survey included twenty-four questions which are
included in the following section below.

Questions Included in Survey

1. “What is your current rank?

2. “How long have you been employed by the IDNR Office of Law Enforcement”

3. “Prior to joining IDNR or congruently with your current employment, were you a
member of the armed forces? If applicable, please state how many years you were
involved.”

4. “In your opinion, do you believe your experience in the military makes you qualified for
employment outside of law enforcement? Please select not applicable if you did not
serve.”

5. “Prior to joining the Illinois Conservation Police, did you have previous law enforcement
experience? If applicable, please state how many years you have worked for another
department. Note: Law enforcement experience includes patrol, probation, and
corrections.

6. “Do you believe your experience in law enforcement before your current employer
would benefit you if you chose to seek another career field? Please select not applicable
if you have no prior experience.”

7. “What is your highest level of education?”

8. Do you feel your current education level could make you successful in a career outside of

law enforcement?”
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9.

10.

11

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

Was the primary goal of your current level of education to achieve employment with the

Illinois Conservation Police?”

“I am genuinely satisfied with police work”

. “Compared to other police departments, I feel working at ours is significantly more

rewarding.”
“I have seriously considered transitioning to another law enforcement department within
the past year”

“I have felt overworked or burnt-out due to my career in the past year”

“My overall job satisfaction and burnout have made me consider leaving police work
altogether in the past year”

“I believe the general public has a positive attitude toward my career. I feel my duties are
supported within my working area.”

“I feel I am adequately rewarded for my work from a fiscal perspective”

“I have a support network which I can count on at home”

“I believe I receive the recognition that I deserve for the work that I achieve”

“Explain: In your opinion, what benefits the department offers which make it appealing
to remain employed”
“Please list the less than ideal incentives that do not impact your opinion on remaining

employed”
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21. “In your opinion, what does our organization exceed at that makes your employment
more fulfilling.”

22. “In your opinion, what could be improved within the department to make your
employment more fulfilling.”

23. What incentive below is the most important to you” Options: Flexible scheduling, Wage

Increases, Take Home Squad Program, Patrol Independence, Paid Time Off.

24. What incentive below is the least important to you” Options: Flexible scheduling, Wage

Increases, Take Home Squad Program, Patrol Independence, Paid Time Off.

Goals of Convenience Sample

The survey distributed had questions associated with three primary objectives in mind. To
begin, the data collected attempted to establish a demographic overview of the police department
in question. Ideally, the survey would provide researchers with the number of officers surveyed,
what their rank is, and how many years they have served with the Illinois
Conservation Police. This objective is important for the purpose of making this survey format
operational and replicable. Specifically, if further research needs to be collected from various
other departments. For example, if most respondents from the Illinois Conservation Police were
to report that they have served for less than 5 years, it may be worth observing another
department with more seasoned officers to complete a broadened view of officer retention

practices.
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A secondary goal of this research was to observe quantitative data. This survey aimed to
collect number-based evidence of what retention practices help and hurt policing agencies. For
instance, if most respondents stated they felt wage increases were the most important incentive
offered to them, this would likely be valuable data for other departments looking for officer
retention solutions. The third goal of this design is to gather qualitative data. Offering open
responses was paramount to ensuring that no questions which needed to be asked regarding
officer retention were missing. Participants through this approach were given the opportunity to

voice their opinions on how policing agencies can mitigate officer turnover.

Insurance of Validity and Reliability

Reliability of an experiment means that the results are consistent and trustworthy
(Withrow, 2016). One way the reliability of this survey was ensured was that the questions were
delivered to all participants in the same format. Thus, the same questions were asked in each
survey taken in the exact same order. It was also crucial that this study was presented as a
voluntary survey that was anonymous if valid results were hoped to be collected. Mandating
participation or failure to keep participants anonymous would result in a tampered survey as
those participating could have felt backlash from their supervisors was possible if constructive
criticism was given, which could provoke a response from their direct chain of management.

Ethical Considerations

The major ethical consideration which is paramount to gaining valid data metrics from
this experiment is the protection of the human subjects participating. The key strategy which
could not be taken lightly in the administration of this survey was to follow the ethical research

principle of ensuring privacy (Withrow, 2016). This meant that answers from each officer must
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not be able to be traced back to them. This issue is directly connected with ensuring the validity
of the experiment’s results. As previously stated, if the results of this survey were to be linked
back to specific officers within the department, it could be detrimental to the lives of those who
participated in the event they received retaliation from their chain of command for the answers

they gave.

Informed Consent Issued to Survey Participants

“You are being asked to participate in this survey because of your status as a member of
the Illinois Conservation Police assigned to a county within region one. You must be 21 years or
older to participate in this study. The information in this consent form is to help you decide if
you want to be in this research study. Please take your time reading this form and contact the

researcher to ask questions if there is anything you do not understand.

The purpose of this survey is to research practices which promote officer retention, as
well as those practices which make officers decide to leave their respective departments, or the
policing field altogether. If you agree to participate in this study, the medium you will be using to
participate is an online survey. This survey includes questions which will ask you about your
demographic information, education level, previous work experience, and personal questions
regarding job satisfaction/burnout. You may skip any questions which you would not like to
answer. Your participation in this survey is completely optional. You will have the capability to
stop participating until you submit the survey. After you submit the survey, we will be unable to

remove your answers as the survey will be collected anonymously.

Possible risks: Some of the survey questions may be personal in nature and present the

risk of making participants feel uncomfortable. As participants are members of law enforcement
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the risk posed is not more likely to make you more uncomfortable than typical everyday
enforcement encounters. Additionally, participation may make members fear personal
information being shared. Rest assured this survey is anonymous, your participation cannot be
traced to you beyond understanding that all answers are from region one of the Illinois

Conservation Police.”
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Survey Participant Demographics

30 responses

@ | agree to particpate
@ | do not agree to partipate

34 members of the Illinois Department of Natural Resources were asked to participate in the
online survey explained above. 30 of the 34 members engaged in the survey in some form.
96.7% of respondents, after being presented with the informed consent, decided to participate.

Meaning one out of the thirty who engaged declined to proceed.

What is your current rank?
29 responses

@ Conservation Police Officer Trainee
@ Conservation Police Officer |
@ Conservation Police Officer Il

@ Administrative Position (Sergeant,
Captain, Lieutenant)
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75.9% of active participants reported that their current rank was as a Conservation Police Officer
I. This rank is given to officers with less than 10 years of service amongst other requirements to
become promoted to Conservation Police Officer II. For this specific rank, 10.3% of participants
are self-identified. Lastly, 13.8% of responses were elicited from administrative positions such
as field sergeants and captains. In conglomeration with this data, over 60 percent of participants
stated they had been employed by the Illinois Conservation Police for less than 5 years. 21
percent indicated they had been employed for more than 10 years, and nearly 18 percent shared

they had been employed for more than 15 consecutive years.

Previous Experience

Prior to joining IDNR Office of Law Enforcement or congruently with your current employment, were

you a member of the armed forces? If applicable, please state how many years you were involved.
29 responses

® 1-5 Years
@ 5-10 Years
10 Plus Years

@ | never served in a branch of the armed
forces

Y

Members were asked to share if they had military experience prior to joining IDNR office of law
enforcement or while employed as a Conservation Police Officer. 55.2% indicated that they had

never joined the armed forces. 10.3% of respondents reported they had 1-5 years of military
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experience. Almost one quarter (24.1%) of officers indicated they had been enlisted between 5-

10 years. Lastly, 10.3% of officers indicated they had served over a decade.

In your opinion, do you believe your experience in the military makes you qualified for employment

outside of law enforcement? Please select not applicable if you did not serve.
29 responses

® Yes
® No
Not Applicable

"

Officers were then asked if they felt their military experience made them a qualified candidate
for employment outside of law enforcement. Those who had not served were asked to select not
applicable, which made up 51.7% of responses, or 15 respondents. 14 respondents stated that
they had served. 12 believed that their military experience assisted with their qualifications for
employment outside of law enforcement (41.4%), and 2 stated that they did not believe it
assisted in their qualifications (6.9%). In summary, 85.71% of respondents who served in the
military believed that their experience was an asset for seeking employment outside of law

enforcement.
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Prior to joining the lllinois Conservation Police, did you have previous law enforcement experience?

If applicable, please state how many years you work...rience includes patrol, probation, and corrections.
29 responses

@ 1-5 Years
@ 5-10 Years
10 Plus Years

@ Prior to my current position | did not
work in law enforcement.

Participants were then asked about their law enforcement experience prior to being employed by
the Illinois Conservation Police. 69% explained that prior to their current position they were not
involved in law enforcement. 20.7% reported they had worked in either probation, corrections,
or on patrol for 1-5 years prior to joining IDNR. 2 officers (6.9%) stated that they were involved
in law enforcement previous to their current employment for between 5-10 years. Finally, 1
officer (3.4%) shared they had 10 plus years of law enforcement experience before joining

[llinois Department of Natural Resources.
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Do you believe your experience in law enforcement before your current employer would benefit you
if you chose to seek another career field. Please sel...not applicable if you did not have prior experience.

29 responses

® Yes
® No
@ Not Applicable

Similarly to previous questions of military employment, participants were asked to disclose if
they felt their previous law enforcement experience would benefit them if they chose to seek
another career field. 69% stated this was not applicable as they had no prior policing experience
before their current occupation. 27.6% (8 officers) believed their previous experience would
benefit them in trying to switch career fields. Only 1 officer (3.4%) did not concur with the
benefits of previous employment. In summary, 88.8% of officers with prior law enforcement

experience believe it would benefit them in trying to seek another career field.

Education

What is your highest level of education?
29 responses

@ High School Diploma

@ Associates Degree (2 Year)

@ Bachelors Degree (4 Year)

@ Post Bachelors (Graduate Degree)
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A vast array of responses was collected concerning level of education amongst officers. Most
respondents reported that the highest level of education they had earned was their bachelor's
degree (65.5%). The second largest group reported that they had earned their high school
diploma (17.2%). 10.3% stated they had achieved the earning of an associates degree. The
smallest group reporting was those who had earned an advanced degree beyond their bachelors.

6.9% reported earning an advanced degree.

Do you feel your current education level could make you successful in a career outside of law
enforcement?
29 responses

® vYes
® No

)

Respondents were then tasked with stating if they felt their current education level could make
them successful in a career outside of law enforcement. 89.7% of participants felt that their
current education could make them successful in another career field. 10.3% indicated they felt
their degree could not make them successful in another line of work. 26 of the 29 reporting

individuals believe they could be successful outside of law enforcement due to their education.
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Was the primary goal of your current level of education to achieve employment with the lllinois

Conservation Police.
29 responses

@ Yes, | earned my current degree to
become an lllinois Conservation Police
Officer

@ No, the lllinois Conservation Police was
not my first intention

@ | wanted a career in law enforcement,
but had no specific department in mind.

Members were also surveyed on the original intent of their current level of education. 24.1%
shared they pursued their current level of education in order to specifically become a member of
the Illinois Conservation Police. 51.7% of respondents stated that Illinois Conservation Police
employment was not their first intention. Lastly, 24.1% stated the goal of their education was to

be involved in law enforcement, but not the Illinois Conservation Police specifically.

Job Satisfaction and Burnout

| am genuinely satisfied with police work.
29 responses

® Yes
® No
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86.2% of sharers reported that they were genuinely satisfied with police work. 13.8% indicated

that they were not content with law enforcement.

Compared to other police departments, | feel working at ours is significantly more rewarding.
29 responses

® Yes
® No

When asked specifically about fulfillment as an Illinois conservation police officer, 75.9% stated
they felt working at their department was significantly more rewarding than working at another

agency. 24.1% dissented in opinion indicating that they did not believe working in their current

department was significantly more rewarding.

| have seriously considered transitioning to another law enforcement department within the past
year.
29 responses

@ Yes
@ No
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Respondents shared similar results when asked if they had seriously considered transitioning to
another department within the past year. 72.4% reported they had not considered transitioning,

while 27.6% reported that they had considered a move.

I have felt overworked or burnt-out due to my career in the past year.
29 responses

® Yes
® No

In attempt to understand officer burnout, members were asked if they had felt overworked or
burnt out due to their careers within the past year. 17 of the 29 respondents (58.6%) advised they
had felt overworked or burnt out within the specified timeframe. 41.4% reported they had not

felt overworked or burnt out.

My overall job satisfaction and burnout have made me consider leaving police work altogether in the

past year.
29 responses

® Yes
® No




THE POLICING EXODUS 37

Members were then asked to disclose if they felt their overall job satisfaction and burnout had
made them consider leaving police work altogether in the past year. 55.2% had not considered

leaving law enforcement due to these stressors in the past year. 44.8% admitted these stressors

had made them consider leaving their career.

| believe the general public has a positive attitude toward my career. | feel my duties are supported
within my working area.
29 responses

® vYes
® No

Relative to community relations, participants were asked if they believed the general public had
a positive attitude towards their careers. Specifically, officers were asked if they felt their duties

were supported within their working area. Over % of respondents believe that the general public

has a positive attitude towards their duties.
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| feel | am adequately rewarded for my work from a fiscal perspective.
28 responses

® Yes
® No

82.1% of officers indicated that they felt they were correctly financially rewarded for the duties

that they performed. 17.9% believe that they are not correctly fiscally compensated.

| have a support network which | can count on at home.
29 responses

@® Yes
® No

In terms of officer wellbeing, the question was asked if officers believed they had a support
network at home that they could count on. All 29 participants believe that they are surrounded by

the necessary support structures at home.
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I believe | receive the recognition that | deserve for the work that I achieve.
29 responses

@ Yes
® No

Participants were asked to explain whether they felt they were given the recognition that they

deserved for the work that they achieved. Over 75% of respondents agreed with this statement.

Open Ended Questions

Participants were encouraged to engage in a set of open-ended questions pertaining to
their job satisfaction and the incentives which impact it. The first of these questions asked
department members which benefits were seen by them as the most appealing to remain
employed. Members were given several examples to think on such as pay, pension, the take
home squad program, independence, scheduling, deffered compensation, and health care. The
most common themes mentioned in response to this question were the benefits of pay, pension,
and good insurance. Respondents reported that these themes were “unmatched”, “would make
leaving difficult”, and that they “help make the decision to remain employed”. Other benefits
which were cited multiple times were the benefits of having a take home car, the changing of

enforcement each season to prevent burnout, and time off.

39



THE POLICING EXODUS 40

Respondents were then provided with an open-ended question asking what incentives do
not impact their decision to remain employed. One theme which was mentioned multiple times
was pension and deffered comp. Members indicated that these incentives were not as important
to them as “every employer offers some type of 401k™. Additionally, some members indicated
that the camaraderie of officers and take-home squad programs were not a priority to them as

they are something that “other departments have”.

The third open-ended question posed to participants asked what they believed their
organization exceeded at which made their employment more fulfilling. 9 of 26 respondents
mentioned in some form that freedom, flexibility, and independence was what the organization
exceeded at. A secondary theme which was presented was a positive relationship with upper
command. Responses regarding command included “good leadership”, “command that cares”,
and “support of high command”. Other themes mentioned which members believed the
department exceeded at included opportunities for overtime and accessibility of training

opportunities.

The last open-ended question asked was regarding what could be improved within the
department to make employment more fulfilling. Three major themes were articulated in the
responses given. These themes included the lack of freedom to schedule specific working area
needs, the presence of micromanagement, and the inability to use paid time off. Some
respondents stated they felt like “we get grief”, “hassled”, and received “complaints from
supervisors when trying to take time off”. Other officers’ complaints of micromanagement stated
that it “destroys officer morale”, “lessens drive to work hard”, “does not make good use of

officer time and taxpayer dollars”, and “limits freedom to schedule shifts in a way we deem fit to



THE POLICING EXODUS 41

get the most activity”. Other improvements requested included: an increase in top-down
communication, stricter hiring procedures to hire candidates with better work ethics, more
special assignments, and pay increases to be competitive with other state law enforcement
agencies. Lastly, multiple responses called for the abandonment of preferential treatment. The

responses cited this as “the good ole boys club”.

Incentives

What incentive below is the most important to you.
29 responses

@ Flexible Scheduling
@® Wage Increases

Take Home Squad Program
@ Patrol Independence

@ Paid Time Off (Comp, Holiday, Personal
Days, and Vacation Time)

Participants were asked to explain which incentive listed was the most important to them. 34.5%
stated that flexible scheduling was the most important. Something of great interest to highlight
was that 27.6% indicated that earning more money was their priority. Often fiscal incentives are
the most proposed solution to officer retention. 24.1% believed that paid time off was the most
important incentive. 13.8% reported patrol independence mattering the most to them. Lastly,
not one officer reported take-home squad program being an important incentive. This data

concurs with the feedback given during the open response portion of the survey.
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What incentive below is the least important to you.
29 responses

@ Flexible Scheduling

@ Wage Increases

@ Take Home Squad Program

@ Patrol Independence

@ Paid Time Off (Comp, Holiday, Personal

I‘ Days, and Vacation Time)

Members were then asked what incentive was the least important to them. 9 of the 29

respondents stated that the take home car program was not important. 7 stated that patrol
independence was not important. 7 also believed that wage increases were not a priority. 4 stated
paid time off was not important to them, and 2 believed that flexibility in scheduling was the

least important.
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Discussion

After a review of current academic data in conjunction with the results of this study listed
above, it is important to re-examine the magnitude of officer burnout. The significance of officer
burnout is a concept which has only recently gained traction in the law enforcement community.
It would be fair to state the research on the true effects of police officer burnout are significantly
lackluster in broadness and seriousness. In support of this point, a study conducted by Lester and
Mink in 1979 concluded that police officers in small towns experienced similar amounts of
stress to those who held office jobs. While many would agree working in rural areas likely has
less stress on officers, it is of significance to think that less than 50 years ago the stressors of

policing were academically considered even to those who worked in less intense civilian careers.

It has only been within the past two decades which the occupational stresses and burnout
related to policing have not been taken lightly. This issue of occupational burnout in policing is
not exclusive to the United States alone. For example, (Sousa et al., 2025) reported that 85% of
Portuguese Police officers were exhibiting high levels of stress related to their career. Of the
Portuguese Police officers surveyed, 11% showed symptoms of extreme burnout. Additionally, a
meta-analysis study of Chinese Police Officers conducted by Zhou et al. (2024) concluded a
positive correlation was evident between work pressures found in policing and occupational

burnout found amongst officers.

The law enforcement profession is one that is unique in the stressors that it presents. Like
other career fields, internal issues will always be prevalent. Any career which involves the

interactions of humans is bound to lead to points of stress. However, policing is a different breed
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as confrontation is not only possible but expected daily. Physical altercations are not only likely
to occur but are trained and prepared for regularly. One might predict because of this working
environment many may be jaded against police work, but the current research discussed says
differently, as 86.2% of responding officers stated they are genuinely satisfied with the police

work they are performing.

Considering other data gained from the conducted study, it is interesting to note that over
75% of officers believe they receive the recognition that they deserve for the work that they
achieve. This on its surface appears to go against hypothesis that lack of internal praise is
responsible for officer burnout. Likewise, over 75% of respondents believe the public supports
their efforts. Those surveyed also reported unanimously that they felt they had a support network
to count on at home. From a financial lens, 82.1% reported they felt they had been fairly paid
and had no issue with their respective salary. This data gives to the academia a suggestion that
financial troubles, family issues, and lack of public and internal support are not the main causes
of occupational stress, as all these pressure points were not present, yet many officers are feeling

burnout.

Recommendations

Law enforcement administrators do well to regularly review data collected from the
perspective of their field officers. From this study, one of the most interesting takeaways
administrators desperate to retain officers should understand is that officers care more about
their time than money. The cliché no matter what profession one is involved in is that more

money can always be made, but time is a finite amount. Two interesting data points to highlight
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in relation to this topic are officer burnout and preferred incentives. The overwhelming majority
of officers stated they felt satisfied with their careers. However, 58.6% reported that they felt
overworked or burnt out within their last year of employment. This is truly interesting when
many said their pay was good, they felt recognized, and thought the general public looked at
them positively. Yet, 44.8% indicated job satisfaction and burnout had made them consider
leaving law enforcement within the past year. Comparing this data with what was gathered
regarding which incentives officers cared about, 34.5% stated flexible scheduling was the most
important incentive to their employment. Also as relevant, 24.1% cited that paid time off was the

most important incentive to them.

Perhaps the most positive solution which highlights an organizational achievement of the
agency surveyed which this data set provides for other law enforcement leaders is the impact
that recognition has on officer retention. 75.9% indicated they felt they were recognized by their
supervisors for the impact that they made. It is recommended that when leadership considers
incentives the conversation goes beyond money, fringe benefits, retirement, and health
insurance. Officers of the surveyed organization when asked in open ended fashion what the
organization did which made their employment fulfilling repeatedly stated they felt their
department had good leadership, exceeded in promoting good morale, listened to employee
concerns, and finds a way to come to a “yes” through open lines of communication. To drive this
point home, some cited it was fulfilling to them to have command that cares about the officer. It
is recommended based on this positive example that agencies looking for ways to retain officers
start the process from the top of the hierarchical structure. Supervisors who understand and care

about the needs of their employees are not only more likely to increase production and retain



THE POLICING EXODUS 47

officers, but also predictably will ramp up the morale of the department in general. This in turn

will hopefully make the working environment more positive for all levels involved.

A proactive solution to the officer retention crisis which is currently happening in
response to the collected data is to encourage officer wellbeing through the unadulterated use of
paid time off. Policing leaders need to be conscious that money is not the largest priority of most
officers, it’s when they work and when they are able to take needed time off from a stressful
career. It’s being able to every so often take time off for their kid’s baseball game, piano recital,
or school play. It’s making it to their cousin’s wedding or to mom’s house for a Sunday meal. It
needs to be stated; this recommendation does not look past the operational needs of supervisors
to ensure proper coverage is obtained. Officers when they sign up for the job must understand
the sacrifices they are going to make. If officers are not comfortable missing some holidays,
birthdays, weddings etc. on occasion, it may be well for them to look for another career field

where the schedule is more businesslike.

However, this data set does recommend supervisors to exercise flexibility in their
scheduling and allowance of time off. Two of the most cited open-ended responses for
improvements desired were to not be micromanaged or guilted for using time off. Police
administrators of all departments should exercise faith in their officers, if they made good hires,
that allowing time off when wanted will make that officer more likely to pick up a shift when
another officer would like time off. The fault for this issue cannot be placed solely on
administrators. For many years police departments have operated on what is known as a “cycle
of abuse”. In essence, officers pay their dues when they are younger. New officers are expected

to work all the holidays and weekends while older staff stays home because “that’s the way it
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has always been”. Officers themselves also need to take accountability for the practices of a
policing subculture which tend to do more harm than good. If this change does not occur,
supervisors are held hostage to the fact that they need less senior officers to cover necessary

shifts, which over the course of a career starts the cycle all over again.

A final recommendation to criminal justice leaders is to implement an officer wellness
program. The literature provided and results of this study make a convincing argument that the
stress of police work takes a toll on officer’s overtime. This phenomenon has been presented in
various areas of the world as well as in different sectors of law enforcement. It should be eye-
opening to consider 25 of 29 respondents say they are truly happy in their profession, but 17 of
29 respondents have felt overworked and burnt out within the past year. It is in this instance that
the old way of thinking that police officers will “tough it out” needs to be forgotten. The
culmination of instances of depression and suicide by police officers vastly outperforms the
general public. A top priority for all departments should be to create programs to reduce stress in
their officers, ensure they have opportunities for physical fitness as well as mental health, and

provide them with chances to become financially educated.

Concluding Remarks

The issue of officer retention is a crisis which will not be leaving the field of policing for
the foreseeable future. The policing culture of the United States, as well as the rest of the world
is still in dire need of internal data of what helps retain officers. Limitations of this study are
understood, and the research provided does not aim to unanimously solve the officer retention

crisis in one fell swoop. Instead, this study attempts to lay the groundwork for future retention



THE POLICING EXODUS 49

studies based on the in-depth observations of one large police force. It is not an overstatement to
say that the failure to mitigate the rate at which officers leave could lead to catastrophic societal
consequences. It is recommended that municipal representatives, policing administrations, and
legislators alike take these considerations in mind to find practical solutions to this ongoing

problem.
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