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What does good look like?
Officers’ perception of the ideal
law enforcer

Stephen W. Bell®** and Jennifer L. Cliff®?

!Criminal Justice Program, School of Professional Studies, University of Kansas, Lawrence, KS,
United States, 2Psychology Department, Mount Marty University, Yankton, SD, United States

The purpose of this basic qualitative study was to explore how law enforcement
officers describe the attributes, characteristics, and qualities that combine to
form the archetype of the ideal law enforcer. Convenience sampling was used to
recruit 22 law enforcement officers. Data were collected through semi-structured
interviews and thematically analyzed. While the participating officers were candid
about the traits they perceived to be ideal among law enforcers, interestingly,
these officers tended to avoid topics of physicality. The bulk of the coded data
revealed themes that related to personality characteristics. Findings revealed that
law enforcement officers categorized their self-described ideal traits of other
officers into three primary themes: (1) Humanity and Emotional Intelligence, (2)
Moral Courage, and (3) Resilience and Occupational Effectiveness.
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Introduction

As a publicly funded occupation, law enforcement carries certain expectations of
excellence. Members of the taxpaying public demand a certain level of vigilance, fairness,
trustworthiness, and legitimacy (Charman et al., 2022; Perry and Jonathan-Zamir, 2020). The
roles assumed in policing are often discretionary and somewhat unsupervised, as the decisions
made by officers come with immediate autonomy and are scrutinized afterward (Bell and
Adams, 2023; Huff, 2021). Additionally, there is an expectation that law enforcement officers
take on different roles, such as counselor, enforcer, and problem solver (Zakimi et al., 2022).
These expectations are not limited to the exterior perspectives of the community. Peer groups
also develop internal demands. Regardless of the perspective or the occupation, a struggle
exists to define a hypothetical ideal model of the subject. Among law enforcement officers, the
qualities of the ideal police officer are not always apparent, nor is there a consensus regarding
the existence of a so-called police personality (Ten Eyck, 2024). The ambiguity is exacerbated
further by how the different promotional and rank-based roles experienced within a career
can alter that person’s perspectives. Understanding that opinions and perspectives may not
remain constant as roles, responsibilities, and rank change is crucial.

The researchers in the current study aimed to examine these ideal characteristics of law
enforcement officers from the unique perspective of their fellow officers. A total of 22 officers
were interviewed to provide data regarding their perceptions of a so-called good officer. The
current study gathered data through the perspective of law enforcement officers in the Western
United States, a region that has recently experienced a thriving defund the police movement
and calls for police reforms in de-escalation and transparency (Cobbina-Dungy and Jones-
Brown, 2023; Cook and Fortunato, 2023; Fine et al., 2022; Plummer et al., 2024). This
movement would seemingly conflict with the normative values of police officers and impact
the perceptions of what so-called good looks like among officers and the community. The unit
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of analysis within the study consisted of the individual officers’
perceptions, which were shaped by their lived experiences with
community expectations and organizational norms.

This was the genesis of the study’s title, which was borrowed from
the academic discipline of education. Educators understand that
multiple people may look at the same assignment and grade it with
different criteria. To avoid misunderstandings and ambiguity in
feedback, academia has adopted rubrics (Chowdhury, 2019; Krebs
etal,, 2022). A common phraseology associated with the use of rubrics
is “What does good look like?” (Hooper et al., 2024; Landoni et al.,
2022). This phenomenon can be transferred to the concept of
discovering what characteristics law enforcement officers attribute to
the ideal police officer, with the understanding that there are multiple
occupational demographics within one career. There is more than one
police officer career point. There are academy recruits, trainees, field
training officers, supervisors, managers, and administrators
(Townsend and Loudoun, 2024). For the purposes of this study,
we focus on two of these points: officers and supervisors.

Modern law enforcement officers are required to assume a variety of
occupational roles within their daily duties. These roles do not always
comport; in fact, at times, they may conflict in the way they are expected
to wear the proverbial hats of enforcer, helper, mediator, and mental
health worker (Bailey et al., 2022; Zakimi et al., 2022). Given these
various functions, the researchers in the current study viewed the data
through the lens of a multiple-role heuristic. The participants’ perceptions
of the ideal law enforcer are guided by their awareness of differing
occupational responsibilities. By viewing the traits that fellow officers
identify as so-called ideal, researchers and administrators can more
effectively understand the most desired traits from an internal perspective.

The perspective of fellow officers provides a unique lens through
which to view the perceived ideal traits of a law enforcer. Understanding
internal biases and perspectives is especially significant when compared
to public perceptions and organizational policies. As agencies establish
expectations in hiring and training, identifying how fellow officers
describe the ideal officer provides an opportunity for administrators to
comparatively analyze these descriptions with the organizational
expectations they hold. By comparing the organizational expectations,
the desired norms of the administration emerge but may not necessarily
support the established norms embodied by the officers within the
agency. Ensuring the alignment of the desired norms and actual norms
is crucial to organizational cohesion.

Literature review

Previous research into the ideal characteristics of law enforcement
officers has a distinct trajectory. There are two primary strands: the
way officers choose to portray themselves and the way the public
perceives them. As the authors of the current study examined the
previous literature, they found that the ways in which officers choose
to portray themselves through their actions and enforcement decisions
fell into two distinct categories. These two categories are most
commonly described as warriors and guardians (Clifton et al., 2021;
Inzunza and Wikstrom, 2020; McLean et al., 2020; Murphy and
McCarthy, 2024). Strah et al. (2023) defines the guardian mindset by
using the image of communication, not commands. The guardians see
their occupational priority as a duty to protect through a focus on
crisis intervention, de-escalation, and procedural justice (Simon, 2023;
Strah et al.,, 2023). Conversely, the warrior mindset is embodied by
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officers who see police work as a battle between good and evil. These
officers may fail to consider their role as community representatives
(McLean et al., 2020).

Inzunza and Wikstrom (2020) found that these two mindsets of
warrior and guardian may be a product of nurture versus nature. They
examined new police recruits and found a correlation between youth and
inexperience to the desire for positive relationships with the community.
Not all policing traits were defined by the level of experience. For
example, the ability to differentiate between truthful and untruthful
statements was examined by Manzanero et al. (2015), and they found no
difference between experienced and inexperienced officers.

Regarding officers who displayed characteristics aligned with a
warrior mindset, McCarthy et al. (2024) found that these officers were
more likely to see danger in ambiguous situations and support the use of
physical force to quell the perceived threats. In contrast, guardian-
centered officers were likelier to show restraint in the face of perceived
danger. Clifton et al. (2021) supported these findings. They reported that
instilling the guardian mindset in younger officers could lead to a sense
of genuine trust between communities and their law enforcement officers.

In current literature, Murphy and McCarthy (2024) supported
previous research and found two orientations of law enforcement
officers that they described as conceptually distinct. They used the
guardian label to describe officers who embraced procedural justice
and the warrior label for officers who embraced coercive policing
techniques. Oliveira and Jackson (2021) studied the topic of coercive
policing and found that it leads to alienation and public detachment.

The next strand of literature that the authors examined was the
ways officers are perceived by others. This type of categorization
differed from the previous strand based on the so-called eye of the
beholder. Rather than a conscious choice to behave in a particular
manner, this strand focuses on how their peers and the public judge
officers regardless of the persona they attempt to portray.

Sjoberg et al. (2024) conducted research specifically focused on
officers who were assigned to Special Weapons and Tactics (SWAT)
teams, which have unusually high contact with violent offenders. After
surveying 159 male SWAT officers, they found that a high level of
discipline and a low level of vulnerability were preferred. Menton et al.
(2024) also studied specific officer types when examining the
characteristics, including a lack of integrity, that correlate with
negative field performance among recruit officers. Azzahrah et al.
(2024) researched ethics as mandated by codified documents among
law enforcement agencies. They found that professionalism, defined
as knowledge and technical ability, were highly desired traits from an
organizational perspective.

When continuing the review of the literature regarding the ideal
characteristics of law enforcers, Schuck and Rabe-Hemp (2024) surveyed
community members to examine how traditionally feminine traits
would be viewed if they were elevated in policing. They found that
compassion was a highly desired trait for officers. In related research,
Sunde (2024) examined how officers perceive de-escalation and its
benefits. The findings showed a relationship between de-escalation and
compassion. Wittmann et al. (2021) evaluated communication skills and
found it particularly beneficial when fostering relationships with
community partners. In related research, Cheng (2020) examined
community relationships and found that officers in the study could show
tendencies to resist the necessary change to effect substantive change.

Gong et al. (2020) quantitatively examined the role that
adaptability plays in the career of law enforcement officers. They found
adaptability to be especially impactful among officers with lower
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goal-self concordance. Similarly, Bennell et al. (2022) found that
adaptability is a distinguishing factor in determining excellence
among officers. In related research, Moreno et al. (2024) studied how
resiliency training affected performance indicators and found a
positive correlation. Similarly, Eliasson (2021) found that life
experience positively affected policing.

Opverall, the current literature clearly shows that the ideal officer
cannot be defined solely by a single demographic or perspective.
Preferred traits are a combination of self-identification, conscious
decisions and behaviors, and perceptions from outside sources (McLean
etal., 20205 Simon, 2023; Strah et al., 2023). This meandering definition
opens an opportunity for researchers to examine the perceived ideal
characteristics of law enforcement officers from various perspectives
individually. That is to say, there is a research gap in which each
perspective can be isolated and studied. In the current study, which is just
one in a planned research series, the authors examined the perspectives,
experiences, and opinions of the law enforcement officers’ peers. Fellow
police officers provided the data for research examining the ideal
characteristics of law enforcement officers.

Problem statement

The problem this study seeks to address is identifying the
perceived characteristics of the ideal law enforcement officer.
Community members may define positive attributes in vastly different
terms than law enforcement officers perceive those same traits. Even
more compelling is how membership within the law enforcement
community impacts the sought-after characteristics of their
coworkers. The researchers in this study aim to find emerging themes
regarding how law enforcement officers view the traits they would
desire in their workplace. How a young officer perceives the ideal traits
of a police officer may differ significantly from that of a police
supervisor. Identifying and differentiating how separate groups define
what good looks like among law enforcement officers is crucial.

Research question

How do law enforcement officers describe the attributes,
characteristics, and qualities that combine to form the archetype of the
ideal law enforcer?

Methods

Upon receipt of university IRB approval (#23-015), researchers in
the current study solicited 22 participants from a single law
enforcement agency on the United States West Coast. The Principal
Investigator contacted the agency administrators, who reviewed and
approved access to their employees but deferred the final approval to
the labor union. Once the labor union representatives reviewed and
approved access to their members, they sent out the solicitation
materials that directed potential participants to a website to screen for
qualifications, present the consent statement, and collect email
addresses. Those email addresses were used to contact qualified
participants and schedule the qualitative interviews. The criteria used
for participant screening included the following qualifiers:
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« Participants must be a current law enforcement officer
« Participants must belong to one of the two following categories:

o Hold the rank of officer
o Hold a supervisory rank

The researchers scheduled semi-structured interviews with the
participants via Microsoft Teams video conference software, which
lasted approximately 30-45 min each (Appendix A). Each interview
was recorded using the Teams software; however, the participants were
directed to leave their web cameras off during the interview to
maintain confidentiality. A total of 22 participants were interviewed
during the data collection process.

Merriam and Tisdell (2015) helped introduce and popularize the
basic qualitative study, which uses qualitative methodologies and data
collection but is not limited to the five commonly used frameworks
described and so often cited by Creswell and Poth (2018). As the
proliferation of the basic qualitative study emerged, several researchers
published peer-reviewed studies demonstrating how data saturation
was discovered (Dunn and Moore, 2020; Oakes, 2022; Weir and
Panesar-Aguilar, 2022) (Table 1).

Data analysis

Once the interviews were completed, the recordings were converted
to transcriptions using Microsoft Teams transcription software. These
transcripts were reviewed with the recordings to ensure accuracy. The
researchers analyzed 732 pages of raw data using computer-aided
qualitative data analysis software (N'Vivo 14) to conduct thematic analysis.

Trustworthiness/rigor

Qualitative research requires trustworthiness to ensure the data is
consistent and precise (Nowell et al., 2017). The primary component
of trustworthiness is credibility (Lincoln and Guba, 1985). In the
current study, credibility assurances came in the form of member
checks. Participants were given the opportunity to review their
transcripts to verify accuracy. Throughout the data analysis, the
researchers maintained the necessary situational awareness through
reflexivity and self-reflection (Karcher et al., 2024).

Results

When this study’s participants described their ideal law enforcer,
they did not limit the discussion to a singular role within policing.
Given the various expectations of modern officers, the participants
aligned their perspective of ideal with multiple roles. Some of the roles
required emotional intelligence, while others relied on maturity and
decision-making. The findings reflected the multiple roles with
multiple definitions of ideal, depending on the volatility or sensitivity
of a particular incident. When combining the list of traits and
characteristics together, a clearer picture of the participants’
perceptions of the ideal law enforcer emerges.

The results of this analysis revealed there were consistencies in the
way members of law enforcement officers described their perception
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TABLE 1 Participants.

10.3389/fs0c.2025.1568487

Pseudonym Role Gender Age Race Education Years of experience
Damian Officer Male 39 w Some College 17
Devin Officer Male 55 Some College 22
Emily Officer Female 36 A Bachelors 10
Emma Officer Female 34 H Bachelors 11
Eric Officer Male 54 H Some College 19
Jack Officer Male 50 A Associates 25
Jim Officer Male 43 H Masters 12
Naomi Officer Female 36 A Some College 16
Roxanne Officer Female 35 H Masters 5
Scott Officer Male 31 w Masters 6
Susan Officer Female 38 H Bachelors 14
Vanessa Officer Female 51 w Some College 28
Andrew Supervisor Male 58 w Some College 30
Charles Supervisor Male 57 w Masters 36
Derrick Supervisor Male 43 w Bachelors 18
Dylan Supervisor Male 53 w Bachelors 27
Evelyn Supervisor Female 36 H Masters 9
George Supervisor Male 52 H Bachelors 29
Jerry Supervisor Male 45 w Bachelors 24
Jill Supervisor Female 36 H Masters 15
Nicole Supervisor Female 38 H Bachelors 12
Valarie Supervisor Female 49 H Some College 25

of the ideal officer regardless of rank. The researchers found several
themes that emerged from the thematic analysis of the data.
Interestingly, there was little discussion of physical characteristics.
Thematic analysis primarily revealed personality-related traits without
discussing the physicality of police officers. The three themes that
emerged were (1) Humanity and Emotional Intelligence, (2) Moral
Courage, and (3) Resilience and Occupational Effectiveness. These
three overarching themes contained several subthemes within each
and will be discussed in the following section (Table 2).

Humanity and emotional intelligence

The theme of Humanity and Emotional Intelligence was discussed
at length by the participants in this study. The collective definition
achieved through commonalities among their interviews was the way in
which officers initiated and maintained positive relationships with
members of the community and fellow law enforcement employees. This
was achieved through appropriate emotional and human connection.
Four subthemes emerged from this perceived ideal characteristic of
police officers. These four subthemes were Compassion and Empathy;,
De-escalation, Communication, and Community Relationships.

Compassion and empathy

The subtheme of Compassion and Empathy emerged as the
participants described the attributes necessary to exhibit a human
connection with members of the public in situations that range from
crisis to routine. The participants spoke about the importance of
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TABLE 2 Primary themes and subthemes.

Primary theme Sub-theme

Compassion and Empathy

De-escalation skills

Humanity and emotional intelligence
Effective communication

Community relationships

Integrity
Moral courage Professionalism
Humility
Adaptability
Resilience and occupational
Mental Strength

effectiveness

Life experience

caring as an officer and the need to emotionally engage with
community members who are in need.

Damian (White, Male, 17 years of experience) addressed the concept
of emergent situations when he said, “We see people on their worst days. ..
we have to try to kind of break that emotional shock” His statement shows
how unimportant authority can be without emotional awareness.

Emily (Asian, Female, 10 years of experience) described her
connection with people as a collaboration by saying, “You have to
be in it with them, like, we are here together. It’s not just you, it’s not
just me, it’s us” This quote demonstrates a partnership with the area
she polices. Using specific verbiage describing togetherness shows an
understanding that an officer’s responsibilities include collaboration.
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Scott (White, Male, 6 years of experience) presented an intriguing
challenge in which he was required to transition from interviewing
victims to arresting the offender, “Not that 'm saying I had to set aside
any compassion, but I had to set aside the nice... from being
exceptionally cordial to, now I have to go take that guy into custody”
His reflection highlights the struggle of officers transitioning between
compassion and enforcement.

Andrew (White, Male, 30 years of experience) created a proverbial
blank page with each interaction, saying, “I try to give everybody an
opportunity, even if they are having their worst moment. We really do
not need to make this worse than it already is” His quote exemplifies
the deliberate choice that officers can make to demonstrate
compassion to diffuse volatile situations.

When viewed together, these participants describe how officers
can see compassion and empathy as occupational requirements rather
than mere personality traits. This subtheme supports the findings of
Schuck and Rabe-Hemp (2024), who found that compassion was a
highly desired trait for officers.

De-escalation

The next subtheme that emerged within Humanity and Emotional
Intelligence was officers’ ability to de-escalate emotionally charged
interactions. The participants discussed the perception that de-escalation
should be a constant mindset rather than a mere policy to follow or a
checkbox to tick. Susan (Hispanic, Female, 14 years of experience)
recalled a de-escalation technique she was taught called verbal judo. “You
use verbal judo and give them a voice and let them talk and ease their
mind alittle bit” Her description of de-escalation as a strategy exemplifies
a way to give community members a sense of control and ultimately
adheres to a collaborative environment rather than an undesirable us
versus them mentality. Andrew (White, Male, 30 years of experience)
described the urgency associated with de-escalation by saying, “Find
your way through the drama, the emotional conflicts that are happening.
Sometimes, there'll be multiple people there. Maybe they assaulted each
other. You have got to figure it out real fast” This quote personifies the
speed at which policing decisions must be made and how prepared the
officers must be to quickly quell a volatile encounter. Conversely, Eric’s
(Hispanic, Male, 19 years of experience) perspective was more cautionary
when he warned that de-escalation can be overemphasized and create
unintended consequences. “The department is so hyped up about
de-escalation, de-escalate, de-escalate, and thats all they have in their
head. De-escalate. De-escalate. De-escalate. That their de-escalation
efforts are actually escalating situations that are turning into shootings.”
This warning emphasizes a perception that rigid adherence to policy can
be problematic when those decisions are not viewed through the lens
of experience.

When these perceptions are combined, the importance of
emotional intelligence in the form of sound judgment emerges. The
officers paint a vivid picture of de-escalation as a primary focus that
remains in the forefront during personal interactions instead of
reluctant policy adherence.

Communication skills

Continuing with the subthemes that the participants discussed
within the theme of Humanity and Emotional Intelligence, officers
described the need for communication skills, but they also specified
the nuance necessary to establish effective relationships. Through
active listening, non-verbal communication, and adjusting messaging
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styles, participants demonstrated their desired traits of the ideal
officer. Without effective skills to adequately communicate, officers
feared an inability to defuse tense situations or connect with members
of the community. Derrick (White, Male, 18 years of experience)
emphasized that communication skills should be a priority when
he said, “I think that one of the most important things in our job is
being able to listen, a good listener and effective listener whether it’s
through active listening or just using all your senses, you know
you have to be able to pay attention to what’s going on around you.”
This description shows how the unpredictability of policing can
impact the importance of effective communication. Jill (Hispanic,
Female, 15 years of experience) spoke of her experience with how the
community desires to interact with law enforcement officers. “What
I've found is most people just want to be heard” Her statement
addressed the emotional intelligence required to acknowledge and
validate those who interact with law enforcers, which can demonstrate
respect and foster legitimacy throughout an organization. Andrew
(White, Male, 30 years of experience) described his method of
maintaining communication during his radio calls: “There are
different ways of communicating and different expectations, but your
core foundation is still the same. You read the room, and you act
accordingly” By identifying the value of adjusting his tone and
messaging, he can create a sense of equality and fairness in his
interactions. Finally, Devin (White, Male, 22 years of experience)
viewed the necessity of communication through the organizational
lens. “When you stop talking to the community, they are left to search
for information on their own.” This observation demonstrates how
communication between law enforcers and the community is not
merely an individual concern. Organizational reputations can
be impacted by communication deficiencies.

Cumulatively, these lived experiences portray the significance of
effective communication. The participants described it not only as an
individual style but also as a professional tool that is necessary for
promoting Peelian Principles like voluntary compliance and
legitimacy (Kotsoglou and Oswald, 2025).

Community relationships

The remaining subtheme is Community Relationships. The
interviews with participants provided a perspective that focused on traits
that allowed officers to create a trusting and positive relationship with
members of the public, regardless of the reason for contact. Emily (Asian,
Female, 10 years of experience) demonstrated the way she prioritizes the
importance of this trait by asking, “What's the point of being a police
officer if you do not have a community to serve? You cannot police
nothing. You cannot police no people, so having those connections is
important” Her insight shows an understanding that the community is
critical to success, and officers must fundamentally grasp the significance
of external factors outside of the organization. Jack (Asian, Male, 25 years
of experience) showed the value of fostering relationships that lead to
positive results. “Even if they do not want to talk to you in person,
you leave them a business card. We stopped all these crimes because they
would call us or email us and let us know who was committing what
crimes. He acknowledges that effective policing requires the assistance
of those outside the agency in a collaborative relationship. Evelyn
(Hispanic, Female, 9 years of experience) showed concern for the publics
perception of quality by saying, “They can at least trust that when
we responded to their call for service, we actually cared, and we gave
them the best service we could” Naomi (Asian, Female, 16 years of
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experience) continued the topic of perception by demonstrating a desire
to overcome media bias. “It is your job as that police officer to go to that
radio call and help that community member realize that the media was
wrong. I am here to help you” These statements displays a realization that
relationship-building is an ongoing process and must be consistent to
pay dividends.

Much like the previous subthemes, the participants framed the
relationship they foster with the community as a necessary component
of being so-called good. Rather than a secondary option to enhance
the existing professional abilities, building strong relationships was
described as a primary goal.

Moral courage

The second theme to emerge among the participants in their
discussion of ideal characteristics in policing was the concept of Moral
Courage. Participants bifurcated between physical courage and moral
courage. Interestingly, physical courage as it relates to the ideal police
officer was rarely mentioned. Instead, there were frequent discussions
of moral courage as it pertains to honesty, ethical conduct, and
professional behavior. The subthemes identified within Moral Courage
were Integrity, Professionalism, and Humility.

Integrity

One of the most common themes to emerge in this study was
Integrity. Of the 22 participants, 15 identified integrity as an ideal trait
among law enforcement officers. Time after time, the participants’
interviews contained data supporting the idea that ethical standards
are crucial to maintaining public trust. Emily (Asian, Female, 10 years
of experience) spoke on the correlation between productivity and
integrity held by the community when she said, “If they feel like they
cannot trust us, they will not call us, and we will not be able to solve
crimes or prevent crimes from happening” Her quote appears to
indicate that an ideal officer must rely on more than themselves for
success. Eric (Hispanic, Male, 19 years of experience) differentiated
between honesty and moral courage when he described how honest
officers can be dissuaded from maintaining integrity with enough
social pressure. “Someone can be very honest, but when you are in a
position of pressure or peer pressure or so forth, some of the officers
lack the moral courage to do it” He identifies an intriguing aspect of
integrity. External stressors can manipulate the decision-making
process. Andrew (White, Male, 30 years of experience) focused on the
concept that integrity encompasses more than doing the right thing;
officers must also have the courage to stop wrong behavior. He said,
“You just do not tolerate something you are not willing to deal with”
This statement continues along the subtheme, showing that not all
integrity is internal. The ideal officer must also positively influence
others. Jim (Hispanic, Male, 12 years of experience) emphasized how
foundational integrity is within the occupation of policing. He said,
“Integrity is the most important thing because you have to be honest
with yourself. You have to be honest in everything you do” Eric
(Hispanic, Male, 19 years of experience) specified the importance of
a morally courageous officer, describing them as “someone who does
the right thing, no matter what, has the moral courage to stand up and
make the hard decision, which is usually the right decision” Both Jim
and Eric highlight the universal nature of integrity and focus on the
consistency that is necessary to embody that trait.
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Previous subthemes were described as necessary components of
so-called ideal officers, and integrity is no different, according to the
participants. The difference lies in the ease with which the trait is
displayed. Integrity, while necessary, was also portrayed as both a
challenge and an active decision that can be difficult and lead to
consequences. Regardless of the situation or rank, integrity appears to
be a form of quiet leadership.

Professionalism

Participants identified Professionalism as a critical aspect of Moral
Courage. They described the subtheme of Professionalism as an
evident dedication to the job requirements and the high standards
associated with maintaining those perceived ideal traits. Emily (Asian,
Female, 10 years of experience) discussed professionalism in terms of
physical appearance when she said the ideal officer is “adhering to the
uniform standard as far as the hair goes. Their equipment is in decent
condition, functional. Their duty belt is up against their body, and it’s
not too tight or too loose” She broached a rare description of ideal
when she described physicality. Emma (Hispanic, Female, 11 years of
experience) described the importance of leadership ability as a form
of professionalism and moral courage. She emphasized that leadership
and rank are not necessarily related when she said, “It does not matter
if you wear the stripes or if you do not wear the stripes. I think
regardless of being in any position or any role that you are in, you have
to be a leader, and you have to be willing to speak up.” Her statement
is an understanding of that the ideal law enforcer can be a leader, even
if they are not a supervisor. Jill (Hispanic, Female, 15 years of
experience) used customer service as a metaphor for professionalism.
She said, “It absolutely is. It is customer service. We serve the
community, and we have to make sure the community is happy with
our service. Otherwise, what's our purpose?” This indicates a
perception that an officer’s effectiveness is judged by the public, not
necessarily by the organization. Jack (Asian, Male, 25 years of
experience) provided an example of a professional police officer when
he spoke about the kind of officer that attracts the positive attention
of other officers. “You always wanted to be the person that everybody
wanted to work with” He identifies a perspective that conflicts with
Jill, in which the ideal officer should strive for internal validation.

The participants identified several characteristics from both
internal and external sources that define professionalism. From
physical appearance to the satisfaction of peers and the public, officers
must display the traits that signal respect for their role as leaders in the
community while still embracing their function as law enforcers.

Humility

The final subtheme to emerge under the theme of Moral Courage is
Humility. Participants defined this trait as one who possesses the ability
to learn from mistakes and can separate success from arrogance. Derrick
(White, Male, 18 years of experience) described the law enforcement
career as a learning process that requires humility from officers who are
“open to criticism, that accept the criticism and learn from their mistakes,
that understood that they are going to fail and that should not be afraid
to fail” His statement underscores the importance of failing forward in a
dynamic career like policing. Damian (White, Male, 17 years of
experience) discussed the concept of officers who possess enough
humility to understand they are not infallible. He said, “You have to
be humble to learn on this job because you are not gonna always get it
right. Youre gonna make mistakes. .. you are not gonna have all the right
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answers. Youre gonna need help” This quote identifies how accepting
criticism is crucial yet difficult in the process of learning. Dylan (White,
Male, 27 years of experience) provided some character traits to avoid
when considering career survival. He said, “You cannot be an arrogant,
pompous cop. [Saying] I'm telling you what to do, and you will do it... If
you walk in there arrogant and pompous and without any kind of
humility... [it could] cost you your career” He describes the false value
in bravado over true confidence in one’s ability.

The participants discussed humility as a quiet strength rather than
a deficiency or self-deprecation. The ideal officer appears to be aware
of their limitations while simultaneously soliciting and accepting
critical feedback. Conversely, those who demonstrate a lack of
humility were perceived to be a liability within the organization.

Resilience and occupational effectiveness

The final theme to develop in the data was the concept of
Resilience and Occupational Effectiveness. Participants described the
significance of the ability to adapt to challenging environments and
the mental toughness that develops with maturity and experience. The
subthemes that emerged under this concept were Adaptability, Mental
Strength, and Life Experience.

Adaptability

The first subtheme to emerge under the concept of Resilience and
Occupational Effectiveness was the idea of Adaptability. The officers
who participated in this study identified the necessity of flexibility and
efficiency in high-stress environments. Jim (Hispanic, Male, 12 years
of experience) described these traits as critical thinking and said, “I do
not want [officers] to be trapped in a box... I want you to think about
every perspective, and I want you to think of every solution to the
problem because there’s no one way to skin a cat” His perception
points to the ideal officer having an ability to analyze fluid incidents
safely but thoroughly. Scott (White, Male, 6 years of experience)
alluded to the dynamic nature of decision-making in law enforcement
as proverbial hats when he said, “You have to have a lot of hat options,
and you have to know when and how to wear them.” Derrick (White,
Male, 18 years of experience) also discussed the decision-making
aspect of adaptability when he said, “Critically think about what’s
happening in front of you that you can solve [the issue] to try to do it
in a manner where it’s not gonna repeat itself and somebody else is
gonna have to deal with this” He identifies that each decision tree is
going to follow a different path, and a good officer must be able to
avoid complacency. Devin (White, Male, 22 years of experience) spoke
on the topic of training as a method of reducing stress through
exposure to situations. He said, “Training can help a person with
exposure that may help mitigate spontaneous flight-fight response
when exposed to a new event or stimulus” This statement describes
how crucial exposure can be in preparing for dynamic encounters.

Adaptability was discussed by the participants through the lens of
preparedness. The ideal officer must adhere to the adage of expecting
the unexpected. In an occupation that demands such flexibility, a
one-size-fits-all approach will not foster success in volatile situations.
This flexibility applies to decision-making and personal interactions.

Mental strength
The next subtheme analyzed in the data was the idea of Mental
Strength. Officers defined this concept as the psychological well-being
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and mental toughness required to navigate a career in law enforcement.
Andrew (White, Male, 30 years of experience) described the variety of
negative situations that can lead to stress when he said, “You have to
comprehensively understand what is happening whether its an
emotional thing, a deadly thing, a scary thing, a yucky thing...
You have to be able to understand and comprehend what is happening
and immediately switch your gear” His description of the variety of
negative stressors that officers encounter underscores the importance
of wide-ranging resilience preparation. Vanessa (White, Female,
28 years of experience) identified how physical injuries can take a toll
on wellbeing. She said, “At 28 years [of law enforcement experience],
Pve got so many injuries... I even pick up a sock wrong at this point.
It could be a really bad situation... do you really wanna put yourself
out there with all this?” While not included in the typical description
of ideal, her inclusion of physicality broached the exception wherein
participants rarely discussed physicality over behavioral traits. Scott
(White, Male, 6 years of experience) described the questions officers
must ask themselves when making decisions. “You have to be brave...
you have to be strong-willed in the sense that when somebody calls
you and needs your help, are you brave enough to help them based on
the situation that might arise from it?” In his discussion, he identified
the preparation that Andrew described. Emily (Asian, Female,
10 years of experience) spoke on the topic of physical fitness and
exercise as a way of mitigating mental stress when she said, “There are
a lot of benefits to staying in shape, not just your physical self but your
mental health is a lot better, your emotional well-being is a lot better”
Her quote not only identifies the challenges related to mental strength
but also exemplifies a solution in physical fitness.

When analyzed together, the participants discussed mental
strength through the lens of resiliency after being exposed to various
levels of occupational trauma. The ability to mitigate the strain while
maintaining professional composure emerged at the forefront. The
physical and emotional demands identified by the participants pointed
to the ideal officer’s need to plan ahead to ensure psychological
readiness.

Life experience

The final concept under the theme of Resilience and
Occupational Effectiveness was Life Experience. Officers firmly held
to the belief that the lifetime spent before becoming a police officer
molded the decisions made while enforcing laws. Additionally, the
time spent as a police officer while getting older and gaining life
experience informed the ability to interact with a diverse community.
This impact was particularly significant in complex and
unpredictable situations. Roxanne (Hispanic, Female, 5 years of
experience) described the ability of younger officers to relate to and
advise older members of the community. She asked, “How is a
21-year-old gonna give advice to this 50-year-old couple ... or this
gangster that’s been already in and out of jail and is older? ... How
does your life experience apply to them?” This sentiment underscores
the importance of finding common ground during personal
interaction within the community, which can be difficult when a
young officer has not developed similar experiences to reference.
Susan (Hispanic, Female, 14 years of experience) described how she
has evolved over the years as a police officer compared to when she
began. She said, “Now that I'm 38 years old, I have children of my
own ... that all plays a role” She describes the process in which life
experience develops, whether through family growth, age, or
exposure outside of the occupational setting. Eric (Hispanic, Male,
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19 years of experience) spoke about how much authority is given to
officers at a young age when he said, “Life experience, I think,
experience on the job counts for something, decision-making,
maturity... you are giving a 22-year-old a gun and the power to
arrest” He identifies the severity of the challenge facing officers who
are given the responsibility of making life-and-death decisions at
such a young age. Finally, Naomi (Asian, Female, 16 years of
experience) provided herself as an example of using the entirety of
life experience. She said, “I say you use everything that you have
from your upbringing, your experiences out in the field because
that’s ultimately what’s gonna be able to guide you and help others.”
Her quote which relates to evolving throughout a lifecycle, points to
an introspective lens when describing the ideal officer.

The participants identified life experience as a necessary
component of the ideal officer. The maturity and growth associated
with the years before beginning a career in law enforcement provide
stability and an ability to relate to a diverse population. As described,
maturity leads to wisdom and sound judgment in the dynamic or
unpredictable incidents faced by officers.

Discussion

The research question posed by the authors aimed to answer was
to discover how law enforcement officers describe the attributes,
characteristics, and qualities that combine to form the archetype of the
ideal law enforcer. Ultimately, three themes emerged: Humanity and
Emotional Intelligence, Moral Courage, and Resilience and
Occupational Effectiveness. These themes may initially appear to
represent a conflicting view of the ideal law enforcer, but when viewed
through a multiple-role heuristic, they combine to represent the
flexibility of the modern officer. Whether the officer is assuming the
role of enforcer or mediator will determine the respective definition
of ideal.

The current literature provided a binary perspective of options
for enforcers. The choice between so-called warriors and
guardians was clear and distinct (Clifton et al., 2021; Inzunza and
Wikstrom, 2020; McLean et al., 2020; Murphy and McCarthy,
2024). The current study refuted the binary nature of policing by
providing a combination of characteristics from each of the
guardian or warrior columns; however, the findings supported
characteristics from each option when viewed from the perspective
of individual traits. Police officers, and humans in general, are not
merely a sum of individual characteristics, and these traits can
evolve (Haehner et al., 2024). They are a combination of attributes
that form the whole person, and these attributes should not
be viewed myopically.

Humanity and emotional intelligence

The findings within this theme revealed a departure from the
stereotypical toughness associated with American law enforcement
officers, and the participants instead opted for more emotional
capability. The participants placed significant value in the ability to
transition between the highly charged tactical situations to the
so-called softer side of policing, where communication, compassion,
and empathy became the ideal characteristics. Four subthemes
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emerged. The first of these was Compassion. The participants
identified compassion as a highly desired trait, which supported the
findings of Schuck and Rabe-Hemp (2024), who found that
compassion was a valued characteristic in policing. Additionally,
Sunde’s (2024) previous finding that de-escalation was closely related
to compassion was supported by the findings in the current study.
Regarding the subtheme of Communication Skills, the current study
found that to be a desired trait among law enforcement officers, which
supported the findings of Wittmann et al. (2021). Conversely, the data
in the current study refuted the findings of Cheng (2020), who found
that officers can be hesitant to engage in substantive change related to
relationships with the community. The participants in the current
study identified community relationships as a crucial aspect of
ideal policing.

Moral courage

The findings within the theme provided insight into the
significance officers place on the ability to prioritize integrity
regardless of the professional, societal, or peer-based consequences.
The importance of the courage required to set aside these risks and do
the right thing emerged as participants described how crucial
maintaining public trust is in relation to self-efficacy and mission
success. The theme of Moral Courage, specifically the subtheme of
humility, is most aptly applied to the research of Sjoberg et al. (2024).
They found that a low level of vulnerability was ideal, whereas the
current study found that willingness to admit mistakes and ignorance
was a desired trait among fellow officers. When continuing to examine
findings within the theme of Moral Courage, Integrity emerged as a
subtheme. As the participants listed integrity as one of the ideal
characteristics, it supported the findings of Menton et al. (2024) when
they examined the lack of integrity among recruit officers as a
correlate for field performance. Finally, the subtheme of
professionalism emerged as a desired characteristic for law
enforcement officers. This finding supports the research of Azzahrah
etal. (2024), who found that officers with a high level of technical skill
and knowledge are more respected than those who do not possess
those attributes.

Resilience and occupational effectiveness

The final theme that emerged from the data was Resilience and
Occupational Effectiveness. Officers discussed the value placed on the
ability to endure the physical and mental challenges experienced in
repeated exposure to highly charged incidents, which can take a toll
on an officer. The participants identified Adaptability within this
concept as a beneficial aspect among law enforcers. These data support
the findings of Bennell et al. (2022) and Gong et al. (2020). The
participants discussed the topic of Mental Strength, and this emerged
as a crucial aspect of the Resilience theme, which supported the
findings of Moreno et al. (2024), who found that resiliency training
has a positive correlation with performance indicators among police
officers. The final finding within this theme is Life Experience. Officers
heavily favored a law enforcer who has significant life experience
before and after entering a policing career. Not surprisingly, this data
supported the findings of Eliasson (2021), who also found that life
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experience prior to a career in law enforcement was a
desired characteristic.

The participants were varied in the traits they perceived to be ideal
in a law enforcer. There was a sense of normative conflict among their
desired characteristics. On the one hand, the participants viewed quiet
leadership, the courage to make difficult ethical decisions, and life
experience as the attributes they viewed as ideal. These descriptions,
while noble, can be viewed as internalized desires more than
organizational demands. On the other hand, participants readily
identified other traits that aligned with organizational values in the form
of de-escalation, community relations, and problem-solving. The
reflections of the officers underscore the conflict that can result from the
need to fulfill multiple occupational roles and personal desires while still
addressing the demands of their community and their agency.

Limitations and recommendations for
future research

While the current study adds to the body of knowledge,
limitations are present. Generalizability is one limitation due to
sampling. Participants self-selected into the study based on
recruitment materials. Those who self-selected to participate could
have different characteristics and ideals than their fellow officers.
Additionally, the sample was comprised of law enforcement personnel
from the West Coast of the United States. Due to the regional nature
of the sample, the data collected may not indicate the ideology from
other locations across the United States. Lastly, the findings from this
study might not be representative of law enforcers in other countries.

As the researchers collected the data through interviews with
current law enforcement officers, the span of experience and age
became apparent. The desired characteristics of a younger officer with
little experience may vastly differ from that of an officer with
significant tenure. This is to say, the experiences of a 22-year-old
officer may not be comparable to that of a 54-year-old officer planning
for retirement after a 30-year career. These potential differences create
an intriguing opportunity for future research. The career cycle of law
enforcement officers should be researched through the lens of which
characteristics are perceived to be ideal by new officers as compared
to those of more experienced officers. Additionally, demographic-
based analysis of the data set may identify distinctly different themes.
Female officers, officers of color, or officers with higher levels of
education may also provide intriguing descriptions of their perceived
ideal law enforcer. Further, quantitative analysis of perceived ideal
characteristics could lend additional insight into the qualitative
findings presented in the current study.

Conclusion

The researchers in the current study collected data through semi-
structured interviews to help determine the ideal characteristics of law
enforcers as perceived by officers themselves. These data presented
three emerging themes: (1) Humanity and Emotional Intelligence, (2)
Moral Courage, and (3) Resilience and Occupational Effectiveness. In
examining the findings compared to the current literature, much of
the data supported previous research findings. Intriguingly, the
population in the study, police officers, rarely identified physicality
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among the desired qualities of the ideal law enforcer. Instead, they
almost exclusively described personality-related traits without specific
prompting from the researchers.

The researchers ultimately identified that the participants in this study
maintain various perspectives of the ideal law enforcer rather than a
singular archetype or the binary nature of guardian and warrior. Using
multiple-role heuristic, the significance of understanding that transition
and flexibility are crucial in modern policing. Not only do officers face
different challenges with each type of public interaction, but these changes
also potentially require a transition from one definition of ideal to a vastly
different and conflicting definition of ideal. Understanding these
complexities ultimately informs organizational policy and public scrutiny.
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Appendix A: Semi-Structured Interview Guide

o Tell me about yourself, your age, current rank/position, and how long you have been in law enforcement.

« Think about law enforcement. Then think about the word successful. What do you see?

« What comes to mind when you picture the ideal law enforcement officer.

o Think about an incident where you saw someone do something that you thought was ideal in law enforcement and tell me about it.

» How can the “ideal” officer be developed? Are they born or made?

o Tell me about the benefits that are gained from being ideal in the field of law enforcement.

« Thinking about your current assignment, what traits are most important for an ideal law enforcement officer?

« What has changed about your idea of the ideal law enforcement officer since you first came on the job?

« How do you think newer officers view the ideal law enforcement officer compared to officers with more time on the job or supervisors?

o Asa [specific rank], what has changed about your definition of the ideal law enforcement officer?

o When you think about the news and the internet, how have media and popular culture influenced the public’s idea of the ideal law
enforcement officer? Give me some examples.

» What's getting in the way of or stopping officers from being ideal?

» How is the ideal officer different in your area than other parts of the country where ideal may look different?
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