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Jeremy M. Wilson, Clifford A. Grammich, and Terry Cherry

This PSO Perspective summarizes and extends lessons from our research, Reframing the Police Staffing
Challenge: A Systems Approach to Workforce Planning-and-dManaging.\Workload Demand, appearing in

Vol. 18 of Policing: A Journal of Policy and Practice. It highlights the advar\t"a'ges\and disadvantages of
referring to the current police staffing situation as a crisis, and how, by instead considering it a dynamic
challenge, a systems approach,o‘ffers evidence-based guidance for addressing it.

y:

The “Crisis” in Police Sta/fﬁng

Police staffing is among, the most challenging i |ssues

for municipal leaders. Decreases in appllcantS\
during the COVID-19 pandem|c and m;zreases m
resignations and retirements foII()wmg the George
Floyd protests have been the 50urce of some recent

concerns. Yet stafﬁng concerns have recurred over
time. Roughly two decades ago Qendlng ”baby
boom” generation retirements, expanded police
duties for homeland securit‘y afndbudget‘shortfalls
posed staffing challenges. For more than a half-
century, police agenc'ies have also strugé,_led to
recruit forces representative bf their communities,

a challenge that contin"qes today.

Many have referred to the most recent difficulties
in police recruitment and retention as a ”cr‘isis Y

Such characterization can faC|I|tate awareness and_

hence support, resources, ‘research, and other
means to address the problem It can provide the
impetus to make necessary changes to staffing
approaches.

The “crisis” characterization, however, has some
downsides. It can oversimplify a complex situation.
It focuses attention on allocation levels and
minimizes the importance of other staffing issues. It
obscures what communities need and want from
policing and what the organization seeks to achieve.
It downplays ongoing difficulties, such as in

~selection-and training, aéencies face building and
a m"aintainri_ng,their workforces. It overshadows the
 success of some agencies in meeting their workload
\obl_i'gations and accomplishing their performance
- objectives. It also provides cover for those who are
"'notinnevati_ng, encouraging an “everyone is

struggling” response.

N
Issue framing can inﬂuence organizational
outcomes, leading to either paralysis or
empowerment. Labeling staffing a “crisis” suggests
the occurrence was 'unf\ore‘seen and beyond the
organizatiorlfs,\control, a\b_sdlving the agency of
responsibility fbr'SeIf-assessment, preparation, and
growth. In contrast, frbmipg st\é.f\ﬁng asa
“challenge” fosters a resilieh'eeldriented mindset,
enabling the organizafion to address the issue

,through strategic creat|V|ty and evidence-based

plannlng

Reframmg the Stafﬁng Challenge through a

Systems Approach
Considering staffing a challenge can lead to a
systems approach where staffing is but one of

several solutions. It leads to questions such as how
do we know a police agency is “understaffed”? If it
is understaffed, how do we address the effects of
understaffing? What all, including boosting
retention and productivity, can be done to build
more robust, effective, and diverse police
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workforces? What solutions, such as relying on non-
sworn personnel or reprioritizing tasks, are there
for managing police workforce demand?

A systems approach has at its core three elements

of strategy: workload, i.e., the work police must do,
such as answering calls for service; performance
objectives, e.g., additional work agencies choose to
do, such as preventative patrol; and workforce
goals, such as achieving diversity. The strategy must
address several elements of workforce context:
allocation, the number of officers needed to
accomplish the workload; deployment, including
how officers are assigned by shift/or”éeography;
recruitment and selection; refceﬁﬁon; training;

productivity, which can dim'rhish in times of strained .- - -

community relations or mcrease under skillful -
management; and successmn plannlng,mcludmg
identifying the next géneration of pahce ieaders _‘
and ensuring they have the skills they need FlnaIIy,
a systems approach' must consu:ler the operatlonal
environment, including Ieadershlp, agency culture
the resources available to an agency, non- sworn
staff alternatives, and orgamzatlonal Iearnmg for
staffing issues. | N 4 ‘

A Six-Step Workfo.rce Pla‘hhing Approach
To develop a systems“approaeh for workforce
planning and meeting 'worklo“ad demand, we
suggest the six steps below ] |

1. Determine an efﬁuent aIIocatlon Ievel A
workload-based approach based on caIIs for
service and how to answer them can shlft the~
discussion from what is wanted to what is
needed and keep it within the context of what
the community can afford.

2. Establish workforce goals. Agencies may form
a coalition of stakeholders to assess which

- N . — .
“7 Our central lesson is that it is not just number of

“officers that matters: what they do and how they

goals—e.g., for diversity, special skills, or
future force planning—are most important
and how to reach them.

3. Assess existing circumstances, including what
the community wants the police to do, before
setting a force size.

4. Formulate strategy, including elements of
staffing, alternative service delivery, agency
needs and supports, and performance metrics
and analysis.

5. Implement strategy, adjusting as needed to
obstacles such a's"budge\tary changes as they
arise. §

6. Monitor and assess performance, including
routine, systematic, ‘and comprehensive
reV|ews  which mform subsequent workforce
plannmg

| |
|
‘Co_nclu5|on

do it also matterrReframing the staffing situation as
a dynamic chaIIeng\e\\of meeting workload demand
and performance objé‘ctives is key to addressing it.
Drawing upon research evidence, such framing can
help reveal preferences of stakeholders for agency
work, the realltles of what the agency must do, and
the costs and tradeoﬁs of necessary and desired
work. The most efﬁuant approach to managing
police workload will be one that:balances strategy,
staff, and process.

[ Jeremy M. Wilson is professor of criminal justice
at Mlchigan State Unlver5|ty and the director of
the Police Stafﬁ‘ng Observatory. Clifford A.
Grammich is director of Birdhill Research and
Communications, LLC. Terry Cherry is a sergeant
with the Charleston (SC) Police Department.

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.
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