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Why This Matters

Law enforcement officers play a critical role in supporting public order and safety
across the United States. However, recruiting and retaining a sufficient number of
officers has been a challenge for federal, tribal, state, and local law enforcement
agencies. This challenge is likely to grow as these agencies expect the number of
officer retirements to increase. For example, approximately one-third of federal
law enforcement officers will be eligible to retire in the next 5 years. Moreover, the
Police Executive Research Forum has reported that staffing is a top concern for
many police chiefs and sheriffs because the demand for officers exceeds the
supply of qualified candidates interested in taking the job.

The Recruit and Retain Actincludes a provision for GAO to report on the effects o
recruitment and attrition rates on federal, tribal, state, and local law enforcement
agencies in the United States. (Pub. L. No. 118-64, § 6, 138 Stat. 1435, 1437-38
(2024)). This report provides information on staffing levels at eight selected
federal law enforcement agencies from four departments and how they changed
from fiscal years 2020 through 2024, recruitment and retention of law enforcement
officers, and the effects staffing levels may have had on public safety.

Key Takeaways

e According to a survey of law enforcement agencies nationwide, the number of
law enforcement officers who resigned increased by 18 percent and the
number who retired increased by 2 percent from 2019 through 2024. These
retirements and resignations contributed to overall large decreases in officer
staffing.

e Federal law enforcement officer staffing levels varied from fiscal years 2020
through 2024 across eight selected federal law enforcement agencies.

e Law enforcement agencies reported taking steps to recruit and retain officers
by enhancing benefits and compensation and diversifying their recruitment
techniques.

o The Department of Justice’s Office of Community Oriented Policing Services
(COPS) Hiring Program provides grant funding to support hiring initiatives at
tribal, state, local, and territorial law enforcement agencies.

e Peer-reviewed studies included in our literature review showed that higher
numbers of local law enforcement officers resulted in a reduction in crime. In
addition, one study found that an increase in funding for homicide detectives
helped improve the city’s homicide clearance rate.
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What do the data show about staffing levels at the eight selected
federal law enforcement agencies from 2020 - 20247

Federal law enforcement officer staffing levels varied across eight selected
agencies during fiscal years 2020 through 2024, according to agency provided
data. For the purposes of this report, we use the term “law enforcement officer” to
include supervisory and nonsupervisory personnel with arrest authority who are
also authorized (but not necessarily required) to carry firearms while on duty. We
asked the selected federal law enforcement agencies to identify the population
that would meet our definition of a law enforcement officer and provide data
related to staffing for those positions.

Specifically, the eight selected federal agencies from four departments reported
data, including their staffing levels, vacancies, and staffing targets:
Department of Homeland Security

Customs and Border Protection (CBP). CBP data show that from fiscal years
2020 through 2024, the agency’s law enforcement officer staffing levels ranged
from a low of 46,646 in 2022 to a high of 47,346 in 2024, as shown in table 1.

Table 1: U.S. Customs and Border Protection (CBP) Law Enforcement Officer Staffing Levels
Category 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024

CBP law enforcement 47,043 47,036 46,646 46,779 47,346
officer staffing level®

Source: GAO analysis of CBP data. | GAO-26-108495

2CBP identified law enforcement positions as Border Patrol Agents, CBP Officers, Air Interdiction Agents, Marine
Interdiction Agents, Aviation Enforcement Agents, and Criminal Investigators. CBP identified staffing targets for
Border Patrol Agentsand CBP officers, but not for its other law enforcement positions. Agency officials said this
was due to their smaller size.

o Forits CBP officers and Border Patrol agents, which CBP characterized as
law enforcement officers for the purposes of our review, CBP provided both
staffing targets and vacancy data.

e Specifically, for CBP officer positions, the agency experienced its highest
staffing level in 2024 when it exceeded its staffing target by 52 positions and
had no vacancies. In 2022, CBP reported 212 vacancies in its officer
positions—its lowest staffing level for the selected period.

e Forits Border Patrol agents, CBP data show that the agency had 2,732 agent
positions vacant in 2024. In 2020, its data shows that the actual staffing level
for Border Patrol agents exceeded its staffing target by 185."

Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE). ICE data show that from fiscal
years 2020 through 2024, the agency’s law enforcement officer staffing levels
ranged from a low of 12,280 in 2023 to a high of 12,803 in 2021, as shown in
table 2.2

Table 2: U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) Law Enforcement Officer Staffing Levels and
Target Staffing Levels

Category 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024

ICE law 12,749 (13,368) 12,803 (13,640) 12,459 (13,116) 12,280 (12,304) 12,296 (12,477)
enforcement

officer staffing

level (target

staffing level)

Source: GAO analysis of ICE data. | GAO-26-108495

As shown in table 2, ICE data show that ICE ranged from having 1,082 officer
positions vacant in 2021 to exceeding its staffing target by 42 positions in fiscal
year 2023.
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Department of Justice

Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI). FBI data show that from fiscal years
2020 through 2024, the agency'’s staffing levels for special agents ranged from a
low of 13,566, in 2020, to a high of 13,969, in 2022. Staffing levels for police
officers ranged from a low of 202, in 2024, to a high of 219 in 2023, as shown in
table 3. FBI data show its highest vacancy of 983 special agents in 2024, and its
lowest vacancy of 362 special agents in 2021. For its police officers, data show
that the highest number of vacancies the bureau experienced was 44 vacancies in
2020, and its lowest number was 21 vacancies in 2023.

Table 3: Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) Staffing Levels and Target Staffing Levels for Special
Agents and FBI Police Officers

Category 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024

FBI special 13,566 (14,186) 13,941 (14,303) 13,969 (14,447) 13,927 (14,628) 13,635 (14,618)
agent staffing

level (target

staffing level)

FBI police 203 (247) 215 (248) 216 (240) 219 (240) 202 (239)
officer staffing

level (target

staffing level)

Source: GAO analysis of FBI Data. | GAO-26-108495

Bureau of Prisons (BOP). BOP data show that from fiscal years 2020 through
2024, the agency'’s staffing levels for all law enforcement officer positions ranged
from a low of 32,565, in 2023, to a high of 35,052, in 2021, as shown in table 4. In
2023, BOP data show that it had 5,082 law enforcement officer positions vacant.
In 2020, BOP data also show that it had 2,466 vacancies.

Table 4: Bureau of Prisons (BOP) Law Enforcement Officer Staffing Levels and Target Staffing Levels

Category 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024
BOP law 34,821 (37,287) 35,052 (37,390) 33,134 (37,357) 32,565 (37,647) 33,244 (37,791)
enforcement

officer staffing
level (target
staffing level)

Source: GAO analysis of BOP data. | GAO-26-108495

Department of the Interior

Bureau of Indian Affairs. Bureau of Indian Affairs data show that from fiscal
years 2020 through 2024, the agency’s staffing levels of law enforcement officers
ranged from a low of 338 in 2021 to a high of 370 in 2024, as shown in table 5.
The agency did not provide vacancy rate or staffing target data.

Table 5: Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) Law Enforcement Officer Staffing Levels

Category 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024
BIA law enforcement 340 338 358 351 370
officer staffing level®

Source: GAO analysis of BIA data. | GAO-26-108495
*BIA did not provide staffing targets or vacancy data

Bureau of Land Management. Bureau of Land Management data show that from
fiscal years 2020 through 2024, the agency’s law enforcement staffing levels
ranged from a low of 253 in 2020 to a high of 299 in 2023, as shown in table 6.
Data show that the number of Bureau of Land Management law enforcement
officers ranged from 61 officer positions vacant in both 2021 and 2022, and 52
officer positions vacant in 2024.
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Table 6: Bureau of Land Management (BLM) Law Enforcement Officer Staffing Levels and Target Staffing
Levels

Category 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024
BLM law 253 (313) 256 (317) 265 (326) 299 (352) 289 (341)
enforcement

officer staffing

level (target

staffing level)

Source: GAO analysis of BLM data. | GAO-26-108495

U.S. Park Police. U.S. Park Police staffing levels for law enforcement ranged
from a low of 623 in 2021 to a high of 663 in 2023, as shown in table 7. U.S. Park
Police did not provide vacancy data or staffing targets.

Table 7: U.S. Park Police Law Enforcement Staffing Levels

Category 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024
U.S. Park Police law 625 623 624 663 629
enforcement officer staffing

level®

Source: GAO analysis of U.S. Park Police data. | GAO-26-108495
@U.S. Park Police did not provide staffing targets or vacancy data

Department of Veterans Affairs

Veterans Health Administration (VHA). VHA data show that from fiscal year
2020 through 2024, the agency’s law enforcement officer staffing levels ranged
from a low of 4,669 in 2021 to a high of 6,281 in 2024, as shown in table 8. VHA
data show that it had 2,236 officer positions vacant in 2023 and 897 officer
positions vacant in 2020.

Table 8: Veterans Health Administration (VHA) Law Enforcement Officer Staffing Levels and Targets

Category 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024
VHA law 4,699 (5,596) 4,669 (5,710) 4,891 (7,001) 6,017 (8,253) 6,281 (8,281)
enforcement

officer staffing
level (staffing
level target)

Source: GAO analysis of VHA data. | GAO-26-108495

What have tribal, state, and local law enforcement associations
reported about law enforcement agency staffing levels?

All 10 law enforcement associations selected for our review told us their tribal,
state, and local law enforcement member agencies had faced staffing shortages
or challenges with law enforcement officer recruitment or retention. According to
these associations, there has been an overall decrease in law enforcement
staffing levels due to various factors, such as increases in resignations and
retirements. For example:

e Accordingto a 2025 Police Executive Research Forum survey,3 the number of
law enforcement officers hired nationwide increased each year from January
2020 to January 2024.4 However, overall, law enforcement officer staffing
levels decreased during this time. The Police Executive Research Forum
attributed this to an excess demand for officers compared to the supply of
qualified candidates interested in taking the job. Additionally, overall, the
number of law enforcement officers who resigned nationwide increased by 18
percent and the number who retired increased by 2 percent from 2019 through
2024, although the number of resignations and retirements began decreasing
in 2023.

e A 2024 International Association of Chiefs of Police survey found that more
than 70 percent of respondents reported that recruitment was more difficult in

Page 4

GAO-26-108495 Law Enforcement Officer Recruitment and Retention



2024 than it had been 2019.5 Moreover, it found that, on average, agencies
were operating at approximately 91 percent of their authorized staffing levels,
indicating a staffing deficit of nearly 10 percent.

What is reported about the reasons people join law enforcement?

According to information from all 10 selected law enforcement associations and all
eight federal law enforcement agencies, people join law enforcement for various
reasons. For example:

Appeal of public service

Officials from all 10 selected law enforcement associations we met with stated that
people enter law enforcement with an interest in public service and a desire to
help and serve others. Specifically, National Sheriffs Association discussion
session participants stated that seeing the impact local law enforcement had on
the community and being service-minded drove them to join law enforcement.

Additionally, officials from all eight selected federal law enforcement agencies
noted that an agency’s mission and public service are primary reasons individuals
seek to become officers. For example, officials from the VHA noted that the most
common reason individuals sought to become their agency’s law enforcement
officers related to the mission of serving veterans.

Prior military experience

According to selected law enforcement associations and agencies, some people
seek to join law enforcement because they want to continue a career in public
service after serving in the military. Seven out of the 10 selected law enforcement
associations we met with stated that many law enforcement recruits have previous
military experience. For example, officials with the VHA told us that about 80
percent of their agency’s law enforcement officers had prior military experience.

At the federal level, according to a Bureau of Justice Statistics report, more than
half (56 percent) of federal law enforcement agencies targeted military veterans
for recruitment in fiscal year 2020.°

Family connections

Another key motivator for people seeking law enforcement careers is wanting to
extend a family’s legacy within the field, according to our analysis of literature and
interviews with 10 selected law enforcement associations. Specifically, studies
have shown that those with relatives in law enforcement cite a desire to continue
in the “family business.” Further, officials from five of 10 selected law
enforcement associations we met with stated that familial connections to law
enforcement were a driving factor for their members seeking a law enforcement
career.

Job security and benefits

Other primary reasons reported as to why people choose a career in law
enforcement include job security and benefits. In particular, 10 of the studies in
our literature review cited salary and benefits as top motivators for entering a
career in law enforcement.? We heard similar responses in our interviews with law
enforcement associations. For example, when asked to describe the primary
reasons that police officers choose a career in law enforcement:
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o Officials from four of 10 selected law enforcement associations stated that
some people join law enforcement because they consider it to be a secure job
with benefits, including a pension and health benefits.

¢ Officials we interviewed from three of the eight selected federal law
enforcement agencies listed job security and benefits as primary reasons to
join.

How did the reasons people cited for joining law enforcement after
2020 differ from previous years?

The reasons people cited for joining law enforcement from fiscal years 2020
through 2024 differed from those typically cited prior to 2020, according to officials
from selected law enforcement associations. For example:

e Seeing law enforcement as a short-term rather than a long-term career.
Officials from five of 10 selected law enforcement associations stated that,
from fiscal years 2020 through 2024, more police officers viewed their jobs as
short-term—uwith plans to stay at their agency for less than five years, or a
bridge to another career altogether. According to the Department of Justice’s
COPS office, fewer people than in previous generations were entering policing
with the plan of staying for 25 years or more.

¢ Placing less emphasis on family connections to law enforcement and
prior military experience. Officials from three of 10 selected law enforcement
associations stated that traditional policing hiring pipelines, such as familial
connections and military experience, were becoming less prevalent. For
example, officials from one law enforcement association said that some
agencies had shifted to new recruiting pools, such as hiring social workers as
law enforcement officers.

e Wanting to change the profession from within. Officials from three of 10
selected law enforcement associations stated that a desire to change policing
from within was a more recent reason people cited for having chosen a career
in law enforcement. Additionally, officials from one of the selected federal
agencies in our review noted that younger generations were inspired by justice
reform and the chance to contribute to positive change.

What is reported about the primary reasons law enforcement officers
retire and resign?

According to our analysis of literature and interviews with 10 selected law
enforcement associations and seven selected federal law enforcement agencies,
law enforcement officers retire or resign for various reasons. These include
reaching retirement age, retirement laws and policies, wanting to improve their
mental health and work-life balance, seeking new career opportunities or
increased compensation, and negative perceptions of policing.

Reaching retirement age

According to our analysis of literature and interviews with 10 selected law
enforcement associations, people most often leave policing because they are
eligible to retire. Additionally, reaching retirement age was one of the most
common reasons why officers retire according to law enforcement association
officials we spoke with. In addition, in 2023, the Office of Personnel Management
reported that about a third of federal law enforcement officers would be eligible to
retire in the next five years.®
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Further, federally funded hiring programs, such as those funded by the
Department of Justice’s COPS grants, led to large cohorts of officers being hired
at the same time, and therefore generally being eligible to retire at the same time.
The COPS Office awards grants to tribal, state, local, and territorial law
enforcement agencies. As we reported in 2005, grant recipients used those funds
to assist in hiring initiatives, resulting in hiring rates of additional officers being
above the levels that would have been expected without the grant funds.
Specifically, we estimated that COPS expenditures yielded about 88,000
additional officer-years hired from 1994 through 2001. An officer-year refers to
each year of service a law enforcement officer position received COPS funding.

We heard similar information from law enforcement associations. For example:

¢ Intheir 2019 survey, Police Executive Research Forum found that responding
agencies said more than 20 percent of their officers had been eligible for
retirement or would become eligible in the next five years." The Police
Executive Research Forum reported this may be due to a growing number of
officers who entered policing during the federally funded hiring programs of
the 1990s were now reaching retirement age.

e Officials from the International Association of Chiefs of Police, one of 10 law
enforcement associations we met with, told us that agencies may not have
been prepared for multiple, simultaneous retirements as officers hired under
the original COPS grants reached retirement eligibility.

Retirement laws and policies

According to officials from the federal law enforcement agencies and law
enforcement associations we met with, law enforcement officers retire when they
are subject to mandatory separation or choose to retire as soon as they are
eligible to avoid being subject to certain changes in retirement policies.

e Atthe federal level, statutorily defined law enforcement officers are generally
subject to mandatory separation at age 57.'2 Officials from three of the eight
selected federal law enforcement agencies in our review reported that
mandatory separation is a main reason these law enforcement officers leave.

¢ Whereas some officers who are not subject to mandatory separation
provisions but who qualified for retirement might have previously stayed on,
more officers are retiring as soon as eligible, according to selected law
enforcement associations in our review. For example, in its 2024 survey
report, the International Association of Chiefs of Police stated that most
agencies reported that the rate of retirement in 2024 was relatively stable
compared to that of five years ago. However, some agencies responding to
the survey reported a perceived increase in retirements.

e When asked to describe the primary reasons that law enforcement officers
choose to retire, officials from six of 10 law enforcement associations we met
with listed changes in retirement policies as a reason for leaving the
profession, including for the purposes of retirement. Policy changes the
associations told us about were law enforcement officers’ retirements not
transferring if they move agencies and increases to the required terms of
service for retirement.

Wanting to improve mental health and work-life balance

Law enforcement associations and law enforcement agencies reported that some
officers retire because they want to improve their mental health or work-life
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balance. A 2021 survey conducted by the National Fraternal Order of Police found
that among active officers, about 54 percent of law enforcement officers surveyed
reported experiencing high levels of burnout.

o Officials from five of 10 law enforcement associations we met with shared that
law enforcement agencies often addressed low staffing levels with increased
overtime—which could have a negative impact on officers’ mental health and
contributes to burnout. Nine out of 10 selected law enforcement associations
we met with stated that burnout or mental health concerns were significant
contributing factors to officer attrition.

o Officials from four of eight selected federal law enforcement agencies stated
that mental health was frequently cited in decisions to leave the profession.
For example, according to FBI officials, mental health concerns were
frequently cited in decisions to leave the agency. Moreover, based on our
review of exit survey data for FBI special agents in fiscal years 2023 and
2024, among the most often cited factor listed on the FBI exit surveys for why
special agents left the agency was the inability to maintain a work-life
balance.™

Seeking new career opportunities or increased compensation

New career opportunities in other agencies or departments. According to
selected law enforcement associations and selected federal law enforcement
agencies, officers cited reasons to move from one agency to another or the desire
to pursue a career outside law enforcement as factors for resigning.

¢ Inits 2019 survey, the Police Executive Research Forum found that among
officers who were resigning or retiring, the most common reason officers gave
was to accept a job at another local law enforcement agency. A close second
reason for leaving was to pursue a career outside of law enforcement. In our
discussion with the National Sheriffs’ Association, nine out of 12 participants
agreed that leaving for another agency was the top reason why officers resign.

o Officials from six of 10 selected law enforcement associations we met with
stated that officers often resign or retire to work for a different sized agency,
for example, one of a different size or one located in what they perceive to be
a more pro-law enforcement jurisdiction.

o Officials from six of eight selected federal law enforcement agencies stated
that officers left to pursue career opportunities at other agencies or outside of
law enforcement. According to federal law enforcement agencies and law
enforcement associations in our review, one factor driving agency competition
is differing financial incentives, such signing bonuses. In particular, officials at
the National Sheriffs’ Association expressed concern that some sheriffs may
leave their agencies for opportunities at others that have increased funding for
hiring.

Increased compensation

Officials from six of 10 selected law enforcement associations we met with
reported that officers leaving their agency to join another or leaving the
profession, were often motivated by improved salaries and financial benefits.

Negative public perception

Officials from seven of 10 selected law enforcement associations and officials
from four of eight federal law enforcement agencies stated that negative public
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perception of policing was a primary reason why officers choose to resign or
retire. For example:

e According to a 2021 National Fraternal Order of Police survey, respondents
identified community relations as a critical issue for law enforcement officers.
Within the category of community relations, officers rated negative news
media about law enforcement and other anti-police rhetoric as the most
serious. Additionally, according to the survey, over 77 percent of officers
indicated they ‘somewhat,” ‘quite a bit,” or ‘very much agreed’ that negative
publicity impacted their motivation to do the job.

e According to the survey, respondents stated that critical issues facing the law
enforcement profession included violent crime, negative news media about
law enforcement and other anti-police rhetoric, and the potential removal of
state-level qualified immunity—a legal doctrine that can shield officers from
civil liability for constitutional violations.14 Within the category of the police
profession, officers rated the removal of qualified immunity for officers and
insufficient staffing as the most serious issues.

e When asked to describe how the primary reasons that law enforcement
officers choose to retire has changed over the last five years, officials from five
of 10 selected law enforcement associations we met with cited public
perception of the law enforcement profession as a driving factor.

e Additionally, three of eight selected federal law enforcement agencies cited
negative public perception as a reason why officers leave their agency or the
profession.

What is reported about the efforts law enforcement agencies have
made to recruit and retain officers?

Officials from seven out of eight selected federal agencies and all 10 selected law
enforcement associations reported their member agencies engaged in various
efforts to recruit and retain officers, including diversifying recruitment techniques
and enhancing benefits and compensation.

Recruitment strategies

According to selected law enforcement associations and federal agencies, law
enforcement agencies reported using a variety of recruitment strategies, such as
the following:

e Creating supportive environments for police officers. Officials from nine of 10
selected law enforcement associations we met with discussed the importance
of having a supportive environment to recruit and retain police officers. They
stated that this included support from the community, agency leadership, and
elected officials, as well as general positive perception of the profession.

¢ Using electronic media. Officials from eight of 10 selected law enforcement
associations we met with found the use of electronic media helpful in their
recruitment efforts. Association officials stated that social media was best for
attracting younger generations and highlighting the uniqueness of their
specific agency. In addition, members from the National Sheriffs’ Association,
one of the 10 selected law enforcement associations we met with, highlighted
that the more an agency can communicate its value to the community, the
more it helps its recruitment efforts. Officials from eight of eight selected
federal agencies also used electronic media as a recruitment tool.
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Targeting recruitment efforts. Officials from four of 10 selected law
enforcement associations and two of eight selected federal agencies we met
with mentioned agencies used targeted recruitment efforts like attending job
fairs, to effectively recruit people with diverse backgrounds.

Changing hiring policies and procedures. Officials from four of ten selected
law enforcement associations reported that agencies had made changes to
certain policies, such as some physical standards, education requirements,
tattoo restrictions, and those related to previous drug use. According to
officials from three of 10 selected law enforcement associations we met with,
changes made to streamline the application process, such as reducing the
length of time involved in hiring, can help agencies’ recruitment efforts. One of
the selected federal law enforcement agencies stated it has implemented
recruitment marketing strategies, such as highlighting expedited hiring
timelines.

Benefits and compensation

Selected law enforcement agencies and associations reported that law
enforcement agencies had taken steps to enhance benefits and compensation as
strategies for recruiting and retaining officers. For example, agencies offered the
following:

Mental health and wellness services. Officials from five of 10 selected law
enforcement associations we met with stated a focus on mental health and
wellness services is an effective strategy for officer retention. Officials from
one of the selected federal agencies in our review stated the agency has
taken specific actions to support officers' mental and physical health.

Compensation and financial benefits. Officials from seven of the 10 selected
law enforcement associations we met with stated salary increases or other
financial benefits, such as signing bonuses and housing stipends, were
effective recruitment and retention strategies. Additionally, at the federal level,
officials from three of the eight selected agencies noted challenges in
recruiting officers for remote locations and using certain financial benefits to
overcome this challenge. For example, Bureau of Indian Affairs officials told us
the agency had introduced hiring flexibilities and recruitment and retention
bonuses to increase the agency’s hiring of law enforcement on tribal lands.

Retirement and health benefits. Officials from five of 10 selected law
enforcement associations we met with stated that retirement and healthcare
benefits help agencies retain officers.

Opportunities for growth. Officials from five of 10 selected law enforcement
associations we met with stated opportunities, such as trainings and room for
advancement, were effective strategies for officer retention.

Work-life balance and time off. Officials from three of 10 selected law
enforcement associations we met with stated policies and schedules that
promote work-life balance and allow for more time off are effective recruitment
and retention strategies.

Other recruitment and retention incentives. According to interviews with law
enforcement associations, other benefits agencies used as recruitment and
retention strategies included tuition assistance for trainings, childcare, and
programs for officer health and safety. For example, at the federal level,
agencies may agree to repay officers’ student loans to recruit and retain
them.15 Additionally, officers employed by federal, tribal, state, or local
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government organizations, agencies, or entities may be eligible for the Public
Service Loan Forgiveness program.16

What is reported about how law enforcement officer staffing levels
relate to public safety?

Staffing shortages can adversely affect law enforcement officers’ ability to carry
out their public safety missions. This is according to our analysis of information
obtained from federal law enforcement agencies and associations representing
federal, tribal, state, and local law enforcement agencies and our review of
literature.

Impact of federal law enforcement staffing shortages on public safety

Officials from multiple federal law enforcement agencies told us that staffing
shortages could hinder their ability to effectively carry out law enforcement
operations. For example:

CBP. CBP generally fell short of staffing targets in recent years, while its
encounters with noncitizens at the U.S. border greatly increased.'” According to
CBP’s Fiscal Year 2025-2029 Human Capital Strategic Plan, law enforcement
attrition could directly result in an increase of fentanyl distribution in the United
States. In addition, staff attrition decreased CBP’s Air and Marine Operations
capacity for drug, weapon, and migrant interdiction, as well as conducting rescue
operations, according to CBP’s Fiscal Year 2025-2029 Human Capital Strategic
Plan.

Bureau of Land Management. The Department of the Interior’s Bureau of Land
Management experienced fewer law enforcement incidents when it maintained its
highest number of uniformed officers in 2023 compared to other years, according
to bureau officials. During that year, officials said that the bureau had 10 percent
more law enforcement officers compared its average number of officers from 2020
through 2024. Moreover, bureau officials said staffing issues may jeopardize
public safety on federal lands, among other locations.

Bureau of Indian Affairs. Bureau of Indian Affairs officials stated that not having
adequate law enforcement staffing had jeopardized public safety throughout
Indian Country. For example, they said that the bureau had limited capacity to
patrol tribal lands and conduct criminal investigations.

VHA. Law enforcement officers are one of VHA'’s top non-clinical occupational
shortages, according to agency officials. Specifically, officials said one factor
leading to understaffing is budget constraints which required the agency to weigh
competing priorities in hiring clinical and nonclinical staff. As a result, they said
that officers were not always available to patrol facilities, potentially making them
less safe.

Impact of state and local law enforcement staffing levels on public safety

According to our review of nine peer-reviewed papers that assessed the impact of
law enforcement staffing levels on public safety, hiring additional law enforcement
officers at the local level can have a positive impact on public safety. '8

Studies we reviewed show that increased police presence resulted in a
reduction in crime. Five of the nine empirical studies we reviewed found that an
increase in police presence resulted in a reduction in incidences of both violent
and property crime.™®
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Three of these nine studies examined the COPS program, to show that increasing
the number of police officers caused a reduction in criminal activity.?° Two of the
studies showed that a one percent increase in uniformed officers led to
approximately a 0.8 percent reduction in property crime and 1.3 percent reduction
in violent crime.?' Two of the COPS studies also estimated that each additional
officer hired prevented around 20 crimes each year; one of the studies further
broke that number down to 15 property crimes and 4 violent crimes.?? Notably,
these same studies did not show a significant increase in arrests, suggesting
instead that increased officer staffing elevated local agency capacity for
deterrence.

Further, three of the nine studies looked specifically at the effect of hiring more
officers on homicide. One study found no significant effect, a second study found
that hiring roughly 10 additional officers prevented one homicide, and the third
study found that, on average, hiring an additional 10 to 17 officers prevented one
homicide.?® The latter study covers 38 years of crime data (compared to 10 and
15 years for the other two studies) and yielded the most precise estimates,
indicating that there is evidence that increasing police officers could reduce
homicide.?*

Studies we reviewed show that increased funding for law enforcement may
result in an increase in homicide clearance rates. Two empirical studies from
2019 and 2022 focused on the impact of law enforcement funding on homicide
clearance rates.?® The clearance rates reflect offenses that are cleared, or
“closed,” by law enforcement agencies in one of two ways—by arrest or by
exceptional means. In certain situations, elements beyond a law enforcement
agency’s control can prevent the agency from arresting and formally charging the
offender. When this occurs, the agency can clear the offense exceptionally.
Examples of exceptional clearances include, but are not limited to, the death of
the offender; the victim’s not cooperating with the prosecution after the offender
has been identified; or the denial of extradition because the offender committed a
crime in another jurisdiction and is being prosecuted for that offense. Increasing
homicide clearance rates is an important consideration for public safety because it
helps reduce the chance that violent criminals would be able to commit future
offenses.

One 2019 study found that an increase in funding for homicide detectives in the
Boston Police Department in 2012 helped improve the city’s homicide clearance
rate.?® A 2022 study broadened the scope to see how changes in police funding in
the 47 largest cities between 2007 and 2017 impacted homicide clearance rate—
and found no significant effect.?” The authors of the latter study noted that police
departments did not use the increased funding in the same way Boston did which
could explain why there was no significant overall effect on homicide clearance
rates from increased funding.

One study we reviewed showed fewer highway patrol officers may result in
increased traffic fatalities. One empirical study suggested that a 2003 mass
layoff of Oregon highway patrol officers resulted in an increase in fatal accidents.?
Specifically, a 1 percent decline in the number of highway patrol officers resulted
in a 0.33 percent to 0.38 percent increase in traffic fatalities. The authors estimate
that had the state increased highway troopers commensurate with the increase in
vehicle miles traveled, there would have been over 5,000 fewer fatalities between
1979 and 2005.
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Agency Comments

In January 2026, the Department of Homeland Security, Department of Justice,
Department of the Interior, and Department of Veteran Affairs provided technical
comments, which we incorporated as appropriate.

In its technical comments, the Department of Homeland Security added that the
Federal Protective Service (which we did not review in our study) was
experiencing a severe attrition crisis. It stated that it had 24 percent of its law
enforcement officer positions vacant. It further stated that its exit surveys and
interviews consistently identified the lack of enhanced federal law enforcement
retirement coverage as the primary reason for its law enforcement officer
departures. In addition, it stated that the agency had lost multiple recruits during
training at the Federal Law Enforcement Training Centers to other agencies
offering enhanced federal law enforcement retirement coverage, resulting in it
experiencing significant financial losses and operational setbacks.

Finally, DHS stated that the Federal Protective Service’s inability to offer the
enhanced federal law enforcement retirement coverage created a difficult cycle. It
stated that, as officers leave for agencies with better benefits, the remaining
workforce faces increased workloads, leading to burnout, diminished morale, and
further departures. It further stated that this cycle undermines the Federal
Protective Service’s ability to recruit, retain, and sustain a stable, effective
workforce, directly impacting the security of federal facilities and the safety of
employees and visitors.

How GAO Did This Study

For purposes of this report, we use the term “law enforcement officer” to include
supervisory and nonsupervisory personnel with arrest authority who are also
authorized (but not necessarily required) to carry firearms while on duty.

To inform all our work, we conducted a literature search to identify studies,
articles, and other publications from peer-reviewed academic journals, law
enforcement associations, and government sources relevant to the recruitment
and retention of law enforcement officers as well as their impact on public safety.

We focused on publications from the past 10 years. To identify publications, we
conducted keyword searches in scholarly databases including ProQuest, EBSCO,
SCOPUS, and Lexis Nexis. Keywords included “police,” “law enforcement,”
“recruit,” “hiring,” “retain,” “crime,” and “deterrence” among others. In total, we
reviewed 103 abstracts and identified 28 that were potentially relevant to the
review. We reviewed the 28 abstracts and determined that 11 peer-reviewed
studies and trade association reports were relevant for this engagement. Through
the process of reviewing those 11 reports, we identified 7 more potentially relevant
peer-reviewed published academic papers, bringing the total to 18.

To assess methodological soundness of the 18 reports, we reviewed the study’s
research design (data analysis, survey, literature review, etc.), data sources,
sample size, empirical specification, and stated limitations. We sought papers that
showed the causal impact of changes in law enforcement staffing levels on public
safety. We identified nine peer-reviewed academic studies in our search that we
determined were relevant for our audit purposes and had sufficiently rigorous
methodologies. Eight peer-reviewed published papers were included because
they used a high-quality instrument that exploited quasi-random variation in officer
staffing and contained several robustness checks/alternative specifications that
confirmed the results of the author’s empirical model. One peer-reviewed
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published paper was a literature review that we included but did not end up citing
in the final report.

We excluded five of the 18 papers/reports because they explicitly did not address
the question of recruitment and retention of law enforcement on public safety.
Four other peer-reviewed published papers were excluded because they had
serious methodological flaws—including not properly controlling for confounding
variables that affect both crime and police staffing levels—and not having a proper
instrument.

We reviewed documentation and conducted interviews with officials from eight
selected federal agencies that employ law enforcement officers from four
departments: DHS—U.S. Customs and Border Protection and U.S. Immigration
and Customs Enforcement; DOJ—Bureau of Prisons and Federal Bureau of
Investigation; DOl—Bureau of Indian Affairs, Bureau of Land Management, and
U.S. Park Police; and VA—Veterans Health Administration. We selected these
agencies because their officers represented a cross-section of law enforcement
officers from across the federal agencies from various regions of the United
States, of different sizes, and from rural, suburban, and urban jurisdictions.

To examine the overall staffing trends for these agency law enforcement officers,
we obtained and reviewed data on staffing levels for fiscal years 2020 through
2024. We asked each agency to identify the positions they considered to be law
enforcement officers, that based on our definition that such positions have arrest
authority and are authorized to carry firearms and provide data related to staffing
for those positions. We assessed the reliability of the staffing data by reviewing
written responses from knowledgeable officials regarding data integrity and
controls over data systems and any known issues with the reliability (such as
accuracy or completeness) of the data. We determined the data were sufficiently
reliable to describe the overall staffing trends for law enforcement officers at these
agencies.

We also interviewed officials from 10 law enforcement associations to obtain their
perspectives on law enforcement officer staffing, recruitment, and retention. These
included interviews with the FBI National Academy Associates, Inc.; Federal Law
Enforcement Officers Association; International Association of Chiefs of Police;
Major Cities Chiefs Association; National Association of Police Organizations;
National Fraternal Order of Police; Police Executive Research Forum; Small &
Rural Law Enforcement Executives Association; and the Western States Sheriff's
Association—and a discussion session with members of National Sheriffs’
Association. We selected these 10 associations because their members
represented a cross-section of federal, tribal, state, and local law enforcement
agencies from various regions of the United States, of different sizes, and from
rural, suburban, and urban jurisdictions.

In addition, we reviewed surveys of law enforcement officer recruitment and
retention issues that were published from 2019 to 2025. They were conducted by
law enforcement associations including the Police Executive Research Forum, the
National Fraternal Order of Police, and the International Association of Chiefs of
Police. The various surveys reached active and retired sworn officers, leaders
from small (149 sworn officers), medium (50-249 sworn officers), and large (250
or more sworn officers) law enforcement agencies across all 50 states and the
District of Columbia. The surveys targeted the various law enforcement
memberships of each association, but were appropriate for the purposes of our
review.

We conducted this performance audit from May 2025 to February 2026 in
accordance with generally accepted government auditing standards. Those
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standards require that we plan and perform the audit to obtain sufficient,
appropriate evidence to provide a reasonable basis for our findings and
conclusions based on our audit objectives. We believe that the evidence obtained
provides a reasonable basis for our findings and conclusions based on our audit
objectives.
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