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Civilian Workforce 
According to the Bureau of Jus�ce Sta�s�cs, in 
2020, civilians accounted for a third of the over 
one million full-�me personnel in state and local 
law enforcement agencies, a percentage that 
hasn’t changed much over the past twenty years. 
The percentage of civilian personnel across types 
and sizes of agencies varies greatly, with sheriff’s 
departments employing the most.  
 
Of note, various terms - civilian, non-sworn, 
professional staff - describe police personnel who 
are not sworn employees. While “professional 
staff” is preferred, “civilians” is used 
interchangeably here. 
 
Benefits and Challenges 
Several publica�ons, including PERF’s Cri�cal 
Issues Embracing Civilianiza�on report, Police 
Chief Ideas and Insights: Research on Civilians in 
Policing, and Police Chief Professional Staff, have 
described the benefits of professional staff and 
how agencies u�lize and integrate them.   

The benefits of professional staff include lower 
costs and a lower burden on sworn officers and 
individuals with specialized backgrounds. Various 
challenges, including internal and external 
resistance and cultural issues, can impact an 

agency’s ability to hire, support, and retain 
civilian staff. 

When civilians and sworn officers do not 
understand or appreciate their varying roles, they 
do not work well together, which impacts morale, 
efficiency, and opportuni�es for innova�on.  

Suppor�ng Civilians at the NYPD 
The NYPD has over 16,000 civilian employees 
(≈30% of the workforce). With nearly 200 �tles, 
many serve as school safety agents, traffic 
enforcement agents, and call dispatchers. Most 
are city residents, and most are women and black 
or Hispanic (see NYPD Demographics). 

At the NYPD, we worked closely with the 
Advancement of Civilian Employees Society 
(ACES) to understand and address issues of 
professional staff. We reviewed historical 
informa�on and conducted surveys and focus 
groups. The following concerns were paramount: 

• Lower salary, fewer benefits, and less job 
security than sworn officers. 

• Sworn officers lack awareness regarding 
civilian �tles and rank structure. 

• Insufficient training and opportuni�es for 
professional development. 

Policing is widely regarded as a public safety ac�vity conducted by sworn officers. While civilians have 
historically had a significant role in policing, they have not been fully embraced as a solu�on to staffing 
challenges, nor has their job sa�sfac�on been a concern for many agencies. Using the New York City 
Police Department (NYPD) as an example, this PSO Perspective considers ways to improve the 
workplace for civilians, allowing for beter integra�on and opportuni�es to address staffing challenges. 

 

https://bjs.ojp.gov/sites/g/files/xyckuh236/files/media/document/lpdp20.pdf
https://www.policeforum.org/assets/Civilianization.pdf
https://www.policeforum.org/assets/Civilianization.pdf
https://www.policechiefmagazine.org/ideas-insights-research-civilians-policing/
https://www.policechiefmagazine.org/ideas-insights-research-civilians-policing/
https://www.policechiefmagazine.org/ideas-insights-research-civilians-policing/
https://www.policechiefmagazine.org/magazine-issues/november-2024-professional-staff/
https://app.powerbigov.us/view?r=eyJrIjoiZTI4OTRjZTYtNTYwOC00NzcxLThhYTItOTU5NGNkMzIzYjVlIiwidCI6IjJiOWY1N2ViLTc4ZDEtNDZmYi1iZTgzLWEyYWZkZDdjNjA0MyJ9&pageName=ReportSection
https://aces300k.org/index.html
https://aces300k.org/index.html


 

• Lack of inclusion in department 
engagement efforts and programs. 

• Varia�on in pay scales across civilian 
�tles, leading to pay equity issues. 

• Disconnect between sworn officers and 
civilians. 

• Lack of promo�onal and advancement 
opportuni�es. 

• Differences in over�me across �tles. 

The NYPD did several things to address concerns.  

• Created a Civilian History of the NYPD 
guide and a recruit curriculum to provide 
awareness of civilian �tles for sworn 
officers.  

• Provided clarity around civilian execu�ve 
�tles in department policy.  

• Revamped and provided clarity on the 
Civilian Advancement Commitee. 

• Ins�tuted a pay parity working group to 
examine differences in pay across and 
between �tles.  

• Reviewed all training and professional 
development opportuni�es and created 
new curriculum and courses specific to 
civilians. 

• Ensured civilians were considered when 
designing and implemen�ng new 
programs (e.g., peer support, recogni�on 
program). 

• Ensured department leadership, civilian 
unions, and city managers were aware of 
concerns and the cost of cyclical 
civilianiza�on efforts.  

Conclusion 
Professional staff serve in many capaci�es and 
should be considered a cri�cal and valued part of 
an agency’s workforce. Leaders must ensure all 
employees are included in engagement and 
organiza�onal change efforts to understand 
issues specific to professional staff beter.  

Several things can be done to address job 
sa�sfac�on for civilians. Agencies that focus on 
the well-being of all employees will be beter 
posi�oned to support and integrate professional 
staff into their workforce, which will ul�mately 
impact police agencies' staffing challenges. 

 

 

 

About the Michigan State University Police Staffing Observatory 
The Police Staffing Observatory (PSO) is a global collabora�ve of academics, scholars, prac��oners, and 
students working with Michigan State University to promote evidence-based police workforce research, 
strategy, and opera�ons. It aims to advance police workforce knowledge and its applica�on through 
research and dissemina�on, including prac��oner partnerships. 

Tanya Meisenholder is the Director of 
Gender Equity at the NYU Policing Project, 
where she leads the 30x30 Ini�a�ve to 
advance women in policing. She was 
previously the Deputy Commissioner of 
Equity and Inclusion at the New York City 
Police Department. 

https://www.nyc.gov/assets/nypd/downloads/pdf/eeo/nypd-2021-civ-hist-1-31-2022.pdf
https://www.nyc.gov/assets/nypd/downloads/pdf/public_information/public-adminguide1.pdf
https://www.nyc.gov/assets/nypd/downloads/pdf/public_information/public-adminguide1.pdf
https://cj.msu.edu/research-excellence/pso/pso-home.html
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