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operational demands.

This PSO Perspective examines why police staffing challenges are not a single, uniform crisis facing
agencies. Specifically, it describes how small, medium; and large agencies face distinct staffing
pressures related to coverage, workload, retention, growth, specialization, and 'organizational
complexity. It argues that stafﬁng solutions should be tailored to agency size, structure and

Historic Staffing Strategies /
Historically, police stafﬁng strategies have often o
relied on broad, standardlzed approaches to \
determine how many officers an agen/y/needs

Common methods include utrlrzmg per caplta ratlos N
or comparisons to srmllarly srzedjurlsdlctlons These, —

strategies are appeallng because they are relatlvely
easy to understand and commumcate to key
stakeholders, communlty members ‘and agency
leaders. They prowde a starting pomt for discussing
whether an agency is undersfaffer:l, adequately
staffed, or positioned for futur.e growth.

Where these tradmonal strategles fall short is when
they are applied unlformly acrOss agencies of
different sizes, based on the number of sworn
officers an agency employs Agencies of all srzes

may be experiencing lnadequate staffing Ievels " '

the nature and determlnants of those shortages can
vary substantially by agency size. As a result,
strategies that may be effective for one size of
agency may be unrealistic or ineffective for another.

Small Agency Staffing Strategies

Small agencies often face staffing challenges that
are less about specialization and more about
maintaining basic coverage, officer safety, and a
community service orientation. With fewer sworn
officers, even a single vacancy can create noticeable
strain on patrol coverage, response capacity, and

“~morale, particularly dué to the linkage of staffing
shortages to increased workloads, organizational

rstress burnout and agency turnover. These
‘agenues may also have limited promotional
lopportunities, fewer specialty assignments, and

—difficulty competing with larger agencies on pay and

benefits. As‘aresult, staffing strategies for small
agencies should\f&cus on maximizing flexibility,
improving retentior\i;-:.\and protecting minimum
operational coverage. "

Feasible strategles may |ncIude

o Predlctable scheduhng

e Cross training’ officers for multrple
responsibilities ‘ .

e Strengthening recruitment. plpellnes

e Utilization of part-tlme or reserve officers

e Development of Shared services agreements

k‘wrth nerghbormgjurrsdrchons for specialized
functlons

Small agencies ma‘y also benefit from low-cost
retention efforts, such as clearer communication
from leadership, mentorship for newer officers,
recognition of added responsibilities, and
opportunities for officers to take ownership of
specific roles, such as training, traffic safety,
evidence, community engagement, or
investigations.

Medium-Sized Staffing Strategies


https://www.sciencedirect.com/org/science/article/abs/pii/S1363951X19000587
https://www.emerald.com/pijpsm/article/47/5/725/1221182/What-do-we-know-about-key-influences-on-police
https://www.emerald.com/pijpsm/article/47/5/725/1221182/What-do-we-know-about-key-influences-on-police
https://www.emerald.com/pijpsm/article/47/5/725/1221182/What-do-we-know-about-key-influences-on-police

Medium-sized agencies often sit in a difficult middle
ground. They may be large enough to experience
growing call volume, community expectations,
specialized responsibilities, and internal divisions,
but not large enough to absorb vacancies as easily
as larger police agencies or maintain deep staffing
across every function. As these agencies grow,
staffing challenges may emerge when patrol
demand, investigations, supervision, training, and
administrative needs expand faster than the
agency’s organizational structure and capacity.

Staffing strategies for medium-sized agenaes :
include: >~

e Proper alignment of shifts anﬂlzspecializations

o Ensuring personnel are assigned where

workload and"aemand are the greatest

e Assessing whether speC|aI|zed a55|gnments are

7

properly staffed Y
e Strengthening front-line supervfsmﬁ

e Identifying where civilian personnel can relleve J—

sworn officers from admlnlstra‘uve functlons
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Medium-sized agenC|es may also beneﬁt from
formal career pathway deveIOprnent becauSe
officers may begin to expect advar’(cement ‘and
specialization opportunltres that are more dlfﬁcult
to provide in smaller agenues

Large Agency Staffi n'g Strategies

Large agencies often face stafﬁhg challenges tied to
scale, complexity, and wOrkforce movement. Whlle
they may have larger appllcant pools and more
specialized resources thgin srhaller agencies, they

must also manage academy pipelines, retirements,
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resignations, and staffing needs across internal
districts. In these agencies, staffing problems may
not be limited to whether enough officers are hired,
but whether personnel are moving through the
organization in ways that support operational need.

Staffing strategies for large police agencies include:

e  Forecasting retirements and vacancies

e Monitoring attrition by career stage
Evaluating academy and field training capacity

—identifying bottlenecks in promotion or
specialty assigrir‘n'ents\.

Large agencies should examine whether officers
have clear pathways for advancement and whether

__internal transfer processes are perceived as fair and

accessible.

Conclusion

jl?olice staffing challenges should not be treated as a
éingle or uniform problem across the board. While
agierfé'ies of all sizes may face staffing shortages, the
causes and solutions often differ substantially by
agency size. Staffing strategies and solutions are
most effective when '\'they reflect the size, structure,
and operational realities of the agency rather than
relying on broad strategres applied across the
professmn )
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About the Michigan State University Police Staffing Observatory

The Police Staffing Observatory (PSO) is a global collaborative of academics, scholars, practitioners, and

students working with Michigan State University to promote evidence-based police workforce research,
strategy, and operations. It aims to advance police workforce knowledge and its application through
research and its dissemination, including practitioner partnerships.


https://cj.msu.edu/community/pso
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