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Abstract 

Amid the fallout from the 2020 George Floyd murder and the COVID pandemic, reports 
surfaced that an unexpected and unprecedented wave of police officers exited police 
employment, contribuDng to severe staffing shortages. It remains unclear, however, which 
officers leF policing and why they leF. In this paper, I explore police officers’ decisions to exit 
policing, examine how these decisions changed from 2012 to 2022, and evaluate the 
mechanisms that may account for the early 2020s spike in officer exits. AFer linking statewide 
administraDve employment data to officers’ voter registraDon records, I find that police exits 
increased by 1.4 percentage points (70 percent) from 2019 to 2022 for reDrement-ineligible 
officers. Police exits differenDally increased for white and Republican officers compared to their 
nonwhite and non-Republican colleagues at the same agencies. I also demonstrate that in stark 
contrast to police, there is liTle change in firefighter exits for reDrement-ineligible employees 
during these years. CollecDvely, the results suggest that shiFs in the police climate substanDally 
contributed to the early 2020s police exodus and that there can be tradeoffs between police 
reform and officer retenDon.   

https://www.neilfilosa.com/research
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1. Introduc,on 

 The composition of a jurisdiction’s police force impacts key policing outcomes. More 

experienced police officers deter more crime, use less force, and conduct more producDve 

searches than their less experienced peers (Ba et al., 2022; West, 2019). Moreover, women, 

nonwhite, and Democrat officers make different enforcement decisions and use less force than 

their male, white, and Republican colleagues (Ba et al., 2021; Ba et al., 2024; Goncalves and 

TuTle, 2024; Hoekstra and Sloan, 2022; Weisburst, 2024). The size of a jurisdicDon’s police force 

maTers too: larger police forces reduce crime (e.g., LeviT, 1997; Evans and Owens, 2007; 

Chalfin and McCrary, 2018). Thus, the impact that police have on communiDes depends on how 

well jurisdicDons retain their officers and which officers they retain.   

In the early 2020s, there were consistent reports that an unexpected and 

unprecedented wave of police officers exited police employment (e.g., MacFarquhar, 2021; 

Maher, 2022; PERF, 2021), resulDng in a smaller and less experienced police labor force. Several 

years later, there is only a limited understanding of how police retenDon changed, and even less 

insight into why the exodus occurred. Police leaders and media oFen anecdotally aTribute the 

wave of exits in part to the contenDous police climate that emerged following the 2020 George 

Floyd murder. But other forces could also be at play – most notably, the COVID pandemic and 

the labor market boom that eventually followed.  

In this paper, I explore police officers’ decisions to exit policing, examine how these 

decisions changed from 2012 to 2022, and evaluate the mechanisms that may account for the 

early 2020s spike in police exits. More specifically, I first explore the relaDonship between 

officers’ probability of exiDng policing (“police exits”) and their defined benefit (DB) pensions, 

demographics, and agencies. I devote special aTenDon to DB pensions because they criDcally 

shape police exits, and they are policymakers’ preeminent but costly tool for retaining 

experienced officers.1 I then examine how police exits changed from 2012 to 2022 and 

invesDgate differences by reDrement eligibility status. Finally, I take two approaches to evaluate 

 
1 Governments expect to spend nearly twice as much on police pensions as they do for other government 
employees as a percentage of payroll (Aubry and Wandrei, 2020). Police pension spending crowds out spending on 
other vital public services (NaTon, 2018; Ludwig, 2024). 
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how the shiFing police climate impacts police exits in the early 2020s. First, informed by 

evidence that opposiDon to police reform and the Black Lives MaTer (BLM) movement differs 

by demographic idenDty, I test for heterogeneity in officer retenDon across gender, ethnicity, 

and party affiliaDon within agencies. Second, leveraging differences in employee exposure to 

the police climate, I test for heterogeneity in police and firefighter retenDon within jurisdicDons. 

For my primary analysis of police retenDon, I create a statewide panel dataset of 

California police employment using administraDve records from the California Commission on 

Peace Officer Standards and Training (POST). I link municipal police and county sheriff’s 

department officers from these employment data to their voter registraDon records. With the 

linked dataset, I infer an officer’s reDrement eligibility status and their pension-driven financial 

incenDves, both of which criDcally shape exit probability. Moreover, the linked data include 

gender, ethnicity, and party affiliaDon for officers at nearly 400 agencies, providing sufficient 

power to examine heterogeneity in officers’ exit decisions across Dme.  

Throughout the paper, I analyze police retenDon for officers hired before 2013 with five 

or more years of experience. There are several advantages of studying this populaDon of 

officers. First, studying officers hired before 2013 helps separate changes in officers’ exit 

decisions from potenDal shiFs in entry into policing careers in later years.2 Second, focusing on 

this group of “career” police provides a sample where all officers face a high opportunity cost of 

exiDng policing.3 Because these officers are vested in California’s lucraDve police pension plans 

that were standard before later pension reforms, changes in their retenDon speak to the 

strength of non-pecuniary factors in police exit decisions. Also, California police receive the 

highest statewide median police wages in the US (Hernandez, 2024), which further raises their 

opportunity cost of exiDng policing. 

In my iniDal analysis of California police retenDon, I demonstrate that DB pensions are 

the central influence on officers’ exit probability each year. When officers reach reDrement 

eligibility at age 50 – when they typically can begin to receive their pensions – officers’ exit 

 
2 Police hired in later years may differ from police hired before 2013. First, a major pension reform law took effect 
in 2013 that placed new hires in less generous pension plans (CalPERS, “PEPRA”). Second, as I document in SecTon 
2, there was a large shi_ in the police climate in the mid 2010s that may change entry into policing careers.  
3 Police typically vest in their DB pensions at five years of service (CalPERS, “Benefit Factor Charts;” SFERS, 
“Membership”), which substanTally alters their financial incenTves and exit decisions.  



 3 

probability spikes by 11.5 percentage points, represenDng a five-fold increase compared to 

officers in their late 40s. I also find a strong relaDonship between years of experience and exits 

among reDrement-eligible officers, for whom a one standard deviaDon increase in experience 

leads to an 8.1 percentage point increase in exit probability. This relaDonship is consistent with 

reDrement-eligible officers responding to their pension formulas’ financial incenDves that 

reward addiDonal service with higher pension incomes. Looking beyond pensions, I document 

that there are large differences in exit probability across demographic idenDty. Female officers 

are more likely to exit than observably similar male officers. Meanwhile, LaDno and Asian 

officers are less likely to exit than similar white officers.  

With this understanding of the “fundamentals” of police retenDon in California, I next 

analyze how police retenDon changed from 2012 to 2022. I find that exit probabiliDes increased 

substanDally in the early 2020s for reDrement-ineligible officers. By 2022, these officers were 

1.4 percentage points (70 percent) more likely to exit than similar officers in 2019. In 

comparison, exits increased less dramaDcally for reDrement-eligible officers. In 2022, 

reDrement-eligible officers’ exit probabiliDes increased by 2.8 percentage points (18 percent) 

compared to 2019, conDnuing a pre-exisDng upward trend. Thus, the key change to police 

retenDon is the rise in exits for reDrement-ineligible officers, who face a high opportunity cost of 

exiDng policing and previously have a low exit probability. 

Despite the police exodus’ severity, the mechanisms driving it remain poorly 

understood. The primary empirical challenge is that in 2020, there are two shocks to the 

environment in short succession that are difficult to disentangle. On March 13, 2020, the US 

declared COVID-19 a naDonal emergency, marking the start of a years-long pandemic. The 

pandemic disrupted police work and eventually contributed to a “Great ResignaDon” in the 

general labor market. A liTle more than two months later, on May 25, 2020, George Floyd’s 

murder set off what are perhaps the largest protests in US history (Buchanan et al., 2020). This 

event marked a sharp, negaDve shock to the police climate and substanDally strengthened the 

police reform movement. Both events – the COVID pandemic and George Floyd murder – could 

have profound impacts on the police labor market. 
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I employ two strategies to unpack how these mechanisms influence police retenDon. 

First, I test for heterogeneous changes in police exits within agencies across officer gender, 

ethnicity, and party affiliaDon. Drawing on evidence that male, white and Republican individuals 

are more likely to oppose police reform (Morin and Stepler, 2016; Brown, 2017; Morin et al., 

2017; Pew, 2020), and that officers from these demographic groups exhibit differenDally 

vigorous enforcement behavior (Ba et al., 2021; Ba et al., 2024; Goncalves and TuTle, 2024; 

Hoekstra and Sloan, 2022; Weisburst, 2024), I hypothesize that male, white and Republican 

officers are differenDally likely to exit policing following negaDve shocks to the police climate. 

Consistent with this expectaDon, in the early 2020s, I find larger increases in exit probabiliDes 

for white and Republican officers relaDve to their nonwhite and non-Republican peers at the 

same agencies. Among reDrement-ineligible police, white and Republican officers’ exit 

probabiliDes differenDally increase by 1.1 and 0.6 percentage points (56 and 33 percent) from 

2019 to 2022, respecDvely. Similarly, among reDrement-eligible police, I find a differenDal 

increase in exit probabiliDes for white officers in 2021 and Republican officers in 2020.  

Second, I test for heterogeneity in police and firefighter retenDon within municipaliDes 

in the 2010s and early 2020s. For this analysis, I use a separate administraDve employment 

dataset from the California Public Employees’ ReDrement System (CalPERS) that includes both 

police and firefighters.4 Firefighters are an informaDve comparison group for police because 

both work in hazardous public safety industries, parDcipate in the same DB pension systems, 

and experience the COVID pandemic. However, changes in the police climate likely 

overwhelmingly affect police officers with at most small spillovers on firefighters. Therefore, I 

hypothesize that negaDve shocks to the police climate cause a differenDal increase in police 

exits relaDve to firefighter exits in the early 2020s. Consistent with this hypothesis, for 

reDrement-ineligible employees, I find that annual exit probabiliDes increase by 2.0 percentage 

points (74 percent) for police in fiscal year (FY) 2021-22 relaDve to FY 2019-20 compared to an 

increase of just 0.3 percentage points (25 percent) for firefighters over the same period. For 

 
4 The jurisdicTons included in the CalPERS sample represent 22% of police employment in the POST sample. Similar 
to the POST data, I match employees to their voter registraTon records. 
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reDrement-eligible employees, in contrast, exit probabiliDes increase for both police and 

firefighters in the early 2020s, and there is no evidence of a differenDal increase for police.  

CollecDvely, the results from the within-policing analysis and police-firefighter analysis 

suggest that shiFs in the police climate substanDally contributed to the early 2020s police 

exodus. These findings imply that there can be tradeoffs between police reform and officer 

retenDon.    

I contribute to literature examining the police retenDon “crisis” of the early 2020s. A 

police group’s surveys of its member agencies provided key early evidence of the crisis, but its 

survey data are limited to member agencies that respond (PERF, 2021; 2022; 2023). There is 

also a small academic literature that uses administraDve data to study changes in police 

retenDon in the 2020s (Adams et al., 2023; Grunwald, 2024). These studies use aggregated 

approaches that compare exit counts following the George Floyd murder to exit counts from 

previous years. Building on these earlier studies, I employ an individual-level approach that 

analyzes the probability of individual police officers exiDng across Dme while accounDng for 

officers’ reDrement incenDves, demographic characterisDcs, and agencies. This new approach 

allows me to rigorously study differences in officers’ exit decisions across gender, ethnicity, and 

party affiliaDon and consider their impact on the demographic composiDon of the police labor 

force. Moreover, to my knowledge, I am also the first to compare individual police officer and 

firefighter exit decisions to gain further insights into the mechanisms driving elevated police 

exits in the early 2020s.   

Second, I contribute to literature studying how public employees respond to changes in 

their work environment. Among studies of police, the exisDng literature evaluates how shiFs in 

the police climate influence officers’ enforcement decisions. Research examines officers’ 

enforcement response to changes in the poliDcal environment (Grosjean et al., 2023; Stashko 

and Garro, 2023), collecDve bargaining (Dharmapala et al., 2021; Goncalves, 2023; Cunningham 

and Gillezeau, 2025), high-profile deadly force events (Cheng and Long, 2022; Mikdash and 

Zaiour, 2022; Premkumar, 2022; Rivera and Ba, 2023), and killings of police officers (Cho et al., 
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2023).5 I add to this literature by examining how changes in the police climate influence officers’ 

exit decisions. My study also complements research analyzing how shocks to other public 

employees’ work environments influence employee retenDon, including teachers. This literature 

finds that teacher retenDon declines following shocks like the COVID pandemic (e.g., Bacher-

Hicks et al., 2023; Camp et al., 2023; Rogers et al., 2025) and school shooDngs (Cabral et al., 

2024). 

 Third, I contribute to a literature that examines how DB pensions influence public 

employees’ reDrement decisions (e.g., Asch et al., 2005; Brown, 2013; Coile and Stewart, 2021; 

Chalmers et al., 2014; Costrell and McGee, 2010; Papke, 2019).6 While this literature oFen pools 

various groups of public employees or focuses exclusively on teachers, I bring a new focus on 

police officers. Police officers’ reDrement response to DB pensions may differ from other public 

employees due to differences in employee demographics (police are overwhelmingly male) and 

the nature of police work (policing is hazardous and physically demanding). Moreover, police 

officers’ reDrement response may differ due to differences in pension design, as police pensions 

oFen allow for reDrement at younger ages and with larger pension incomes.  

The rest of this paper proceeds as follows. In SecDon 2, I provide background on 

California police pensions and key changes in the environment. In SecDon 3, I develop a 

conceptual framework for police exit decisions and consider the anDcipated effects of key 

changes in the environment. In SecDon 4, I explore the fundamentals of police exit decisions 

and examine how police exits changed from 2012 to 2022. In SecDon 5, I evaluate how police 

exits changed relaDve to firefighter exits. In SecDon 6, I discuss policy implicaDons.  

 

2. Background  

2.1 Police pensions in California 

 DB pensions are a ubiquitous feature of police compensaDon in California. Because 

benefits depend on when an officer exits policing and they contribute substanDally to officers’ 

 
5 While evaluaTng the mechanisms that drive their main results, Cho et al. (2023) briefly examines whether killings 
of police officers impact agency-level police retenTon and find lifle evidence of change.   
6 A related literature studies how public employees value their pensions (e.g., Fitzpatrick, 2015; Biasi, 2024).  



 7 

finances in reDrement, pensions play a criDcal role in officers’ exit decisions. Like other DB 

pensions, California police receive a guaranteed reDrement annuity if they work at least a 

minimum number of years (oFen five), at which point they “vest” in their pension. There is 

usually a minimum reDrement age (oFen 50). A formula sets the officer’s annual pension 

benefit equal to the product of a scalar “benefit factor,” their years of service (YOS), and their 

highest average annual earnings over a period of years.7  

For example, police officers who parDcipate in the CalPERS “3% at 50” plan are eligible 

to reDre at age 50. Their annual benefit follows the formula:   

Annual benefit = 3.0% x (Years of service) x (Highest annual earnings) 

In this plan, the scalar benefit factor is 3.0%,8 and earnings are calculated using a single year. 

The plan has a maximum replacement rate (pension income expressed as a percentage of pre-

reDrement earnings) of 90% (CalPERS, “Benefit Factor Charts”).   

Figure 1 displays the replacement rate for a representaDve police officer who was first 

hired at age 25 and parDcipates in the CalPERS “3% at 50” plan. AFer vesDng in his pension with 

five YOS at age 30, his replacement rate increases by 3% each year unDl he reaches the plan’s 

maximum replacement rate of 90% at age 55. The figure also shows his pension income at three 

hypotheDcal exit ages: 45, 50, and 55. If he exits at age 45, his replacement rate is 60% (3% x 20 

YOS) but he does not begin to receive his annual benefit unDl his 50th birthday.9 If he instead 

exits at age 50, his replacement rate is 75% (3% x 25 YOS) and he receives his annual benefit 

immediately upon reDrement. Finally, if he exits at age 55, he receives the maximum 

replacement rate of 90% (3% x 30 YOS) and receipt starts at age 55.  

 For long-serving “career” police officers, DB pension income and wealth are substanDal. 

The median CalPERS municipal police reDree in 2019 reDred aFer 24.3 YOS with an annual 

pension of $93,100 (author’s calculaDon of CalPERS reDree data). For a typical 51-year-old male 

 
7 While details vary across union contracts, there is usually a cost-of-living adjustment (COLA) that at least parTally 
buffers pension benefits against inflaTon. For the earnings calculaTon, base salary is always included and overTme 
is usually excluded. The inclusion of addiTonal compensaTon varies. 
8 While the “3% at 50" plan’s benefit factor is constant, in other plans benefit factors can vary by reTrement age.  
9 The officer receives an implicit penalty if he exits before age 50 because nominal earnings usually increase over 
Tme and he will not receive a COLA unTl he reaches reTrement eligibility. 
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reDree, the approximate present discounted value of this pension is $1,410,000.10 DB pensions 

therefore provide a crucial source of officers’ reDrement income.  

 While most California law enforcement agencies parDcipate in CalPERS, five large city 

police departments (PDs) and 20 county sheriff’s departments (SDs) parDcipate in separate city 

or county pension systems.11 Each system has various police pension plans with different 

parameters, but they usually share this formulaic structure where benefits are a funcDon of 

maximum earnings, years of service, and (someDmes) reDrement age.  

Following the Great Recession, soaring pension debts led to a major pension reform law 

that reduced pension generosity for new hires (CalPERS, “PEPRA”).12 I focus on police hired 

before 2013 to avoid shiFs in entry into policing careers from this major reform.  

 

2.2 Changes in the Police Climate from 2012 to 2022 

Na'onal context  

In the 2010s and early 2020s, high profile police killings of Black Americans led to the 

naDonal rise of the BLM movement, mass protests, and widespread calls for police reform. 

Outrage over excessive force reached its peak with the 2020 George Floyd murder, which 

sparked what are likely the largest protests in US history (Buchanan et al., 2020).13 Amid the 

uproar, some acDvists called on poliDcians to “defund the police,” held signs with the acronym 

ACAB for “All Cops Are Bastards” (Woodyard, 2020), and even directed violence against police 

officers (Hutchinson, 2020).  

In addiDon to igniDng mass protests and historically tense police-community relaDons, 

the George Floyd murder and its aFermath contributed to poliDcal change. The event led to 

greater public awareness of BLM’s agenda (Dunivin et al., 2022) and it inspired a large, 

 
10 This calculaTon assumes a 29-year life expectancy based on 2019 Social Security AdministraTon Actuarial Life 
Table and 5% discount rate. 
11 Los Angeles, San Francisco, San Diego, San Jose, and Fresno PDs parTcipate in city pension systems (CAPRS, 
“Members”). The 20 county SDs that parTcipate in separate pension systems tend to be in more populous counTes 
than the SDs that parTcipate in CalPERS (SACRS, “Systems”).  
12 Some local governments – both in CalPERS and with independent pension systems – provided new police hires 
with less generous pension plans in advance of the law (LAFPP, “Members;” SFERS, “Membership”).                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                        
13 Moreover, the murder and protests generated the most media coverage of any event in the last 50 years 
(Heaney, 2020). 
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sustained increase in liberal aptudes on racial issues (Gethin and Pons, 2024). In more 

progressive states like California, policymakers responded to calls for police reform with vigor.  

 

State context 

 As the public grew increasingly concerned over racial dispariDes in the criminal jusDce 

system and distrusqul of police, California voters and policymakers enacted a series of reforms. 

Figure 2 provides a Dmeline of major protest events and key California state-level reforms from 

2012 to 2022. As part of a broader shiF towards criminal jusDce reform, voters approved ballot 

iniDaDves in 2014 and 2016 that recategorized certain nonviolent felonies as misdemeanors and 

sped up prison release Dmelines.14 Moreover, state policymakers passed new laws in 2015 and 

2018 that increased police transparency through requiring agencies to publish demographic 

informaDon from every stop and release addiDonal use of force and misconduct records.15 

 Most crucially, in direct response to high-profile deadly force events at both the state 

and naDonal levels, state lawmakers later shiFed their legislaDve efforts towards increasing 

police accountability, especially with regard to the use of deadly force. State lawmakers passed 

three major laws that imposed steep penalDes for officers judged to have overstepped their 

legal authority. First, 2019’s AB 392 raised the legal standard for police use of deadly force. 

Second, 2020’s AB 1506 required the state ATorney General’s office to invesDgate all fatal 

officer-involved shooDngs of unarmed civilians. Third, 2021’s SB 2 (i) empowered a state agency 

to decerDfy police officers, and (ii) ended certain qualified immunity provisions shielding police 

from civil lawsuits. CollecDvely, these reforms made it more likely that police would face 

criminal, professional, and civil sancDons for using force.16   

 
14 Specifically, 2014 ProposiTon 47 recategorized certain nonviolent felonies as misdemeanors for common 
offenses like the_ and drug possession (Ballotpedia, “California ProposiTon 47”). Moreover, 2016 ProposiTon 57 
reduced the amount of Tme certain nonviolent offenders spent in prison by increasing parole opportuniTes and 
rewarding good behavior and educaTon with opportuniTes for earlier release (Ballotpedia, “California ProposiTon 
57”).  
15 Passed in 2015, AB 953 requires agencies to collect demographic data on stops and created a state oversight 
board to combat racial and idenTty profiling (California DOJ, “AB 953”). In 2018, SB 1421 required agencies to 
release addiTonal records related to use of force and misconduct (California Legislature, 2018).  
16 While these are among the most important police reforms passed during these years, there were addiTonal 
significant reforms. For instance, when Governor Newsom signed SB 2 in 2021, he signed seven other police reform 
measures. These include laws that require officers to intervene and report when colleagues use excessive force (AB 
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The passing of these reforms reflected a major shiF in poliDcal power in the state 

Capitol.17 When reforms were proposed in earlier years, observers noted that the police lobby 

could “kill legislaDon in the state Capitol” (Atkinson et al., 2019; Chabria, 2019). However, by the 

early 2020s, it was clear that California police could no longer expect allies in the state 

legislature to block reforms that they perceived as threatening.  

 

Local context 

 Looking beyond state policy in Sacramento, the shiFing police climate inspired change at 

the local level in California as well. As part of a broader shiF towards criminal jusDce reform, 

voters in several counDes elected progressive prosecutors who brought a new, less puniDve 

approach to criminal prosecuDon (Pfaff, 2023).18 Other local changes were specific to policing, 

such as city-level reforms to formerly rouDne police pracDces and responsibiliDes. For instance, 

ciDes like Los Angeles and Berkley imposed new restricDons on pretextual traffic stops (Beland 

et al., 2025; Cowan, 2021). Similarly, ciDes including San Francisco launched new iniDaDves that 

shiFed mental health crisis response from police to other specially trained units (Westervelt, 

2020). Several large ciDes even temporarily reduced police department funding in response to 

the 2020 defund the police movement, although these cuts were largely symbolic and short-

lived (Manthey et al., 2022).19 CollecDvely, these local level reforms further contributed to the 

shiFing police climate.  

 

 
490), prohibit certain arrest techniques (AB 26), and further expand public access to police records (SB 16) 
(McGreevy, 2021; Lewis, 2021).   
17 PoliTcal support for police reform split along parTsan lines. Major accountability reforms like AB 392, AB 1506, 
and SB 2 were exclusively sponsored by Democrats (Legiscan, “CA AB 392,” “CA AB 1506,” “CA SB 2”). DemocraTc 
lawmakers overwhelmingly voted in support of these bills, while Republican lawmakers largely opposed these bills. 
Because Democrats dominate California’s state poliTcs, the reforms passed. 
18 In contrast to tradiTonal prosecutors, progressive prosecutors may decline to prosecute certain nonviolent 
misdemeanor offenses, increase the use treatment programs instead of punishment, and limit the use of cash bail 
(Agan et al., 2022). 
19 In these ciTes, police officers did not face layoffs due to budget cuts.   
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2.3 COVID Pandemic and Labor Market Turmoil in the early 2020s 

COVID Pandemic  

 In the early 2020s, the COVID pandemic disrupted work, family and social rouDnes 

across the country. The pandemic also had a profound impact on law enforcement. In California, 

police-community interacDons iniDally fell precipitously as Californians stayed home, by 

government mandate or by choice, to avoid infecDon (Premkumar et al., 2023). The pandemic 

changed public safety prioriDes as well. California police agencies minimized unnecessary 

contact with the public to avoid spreading and contracDng the disease. Moreover, state and 

local leaders changed bail and release procedures for many low-level offenses to minimize 

disease spread in jails (Premkumar et al., 2023; Premkumar et al., 2025).  

 Like other employers where remote work was infeasible, police agencies altered work 

rouDnes to minimize disease spread among officers. Leaders instructed officers to pracDce social 

distancing and to wear masks, and some agencies held roll call meeDngs outside (PERF, 2020). 

SDll, many officers fell ill. When agencies lost many officers to illness simultaneously such as 

during the Omicron surge, agencies relied heavily on overDme and someDmes reduced police 

services out of necessity (Lyons, 2022).  

 When COVID vaccines became available in 2021, some California ciDes and counDes 

mandated that all employees be vaccinated, including police (CA Healthcare FoundaDon, 2021). 

While many officers quickly received the vaccine, others strongly opposed vaccine mandates. 

AFer facing significant opposiDon from officers who refused to vaccinate – oFen backed by their 

unions – some jurisdicDons retracted their mandates (Angst, 2022; Lin and Money, 2023). Other 

jurisdicDons held the line, and ulDmately fired small numbers of officers who refused to 

vaccinate and did not qualify for medical or religious exempDons (Jany, 2024; Cassidy, 2022).20  

 

Labor market turmoil 

 The COVID pandemic disrupted labor markets other than law enforcement. Many 

employers issued layoffs in spring and early summer 2020, parDcularly in hard-hit industries like 

leisure and hospitality (Ansell and Mullins, 2021). Although the economy rapidly recovered in 

 
20 I observe if officers are discharged by their agency in my empirical analysis and drop them from the sample.  
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2021 and 2022, employment deviated from the pre-pandemic era in several key ways. First, 

some workers dropped out of the labor force altogether. This decline may have been driven by 

long COVID and fear of contracDng the disease, as the drop in labor force parDcipaDon was 

largest for older workers who faced the greatest risks from illness (Abraham, 2023; Forsythe, 

2022). Second, workers also increasingly switched jobs as part of a broader trend labeled the 

“Great ResignaDon” (Michaels, 2024). As employers lost workers and struggled to quickly find 

new replacements, job vacancy rates rose (Forsythe, 2022), expanding workers’ employment 

opportuniDes. 

Police did not suffer pandemic-induced layoffs like workers in other industries. However, 

they were exposed to COVID’s health effects and the strong job market of 2021 and 2022, and 

along with substanDal changes in the police climate, these forces could impact their exit 

decisions. I consider officers’ exit decisions in the next secDon.  

 

3. Conceptual Framework and Hypotheses 

3.1 Conceptual Framework 

I develop a conceptual framework to illustrate a police officer’s decision to exit police 

employment. Building on the framework for other public employees from Asch et al. (2005), 

consider lifeDme uDlity 𝑉!(𝑒) for a police officer i employed at agency j in current year t who 

exits policing in year e. Suppose his uDlity while working as a police officer during any year s is 

𝑈"(𝑌#, 𝐶#, 𝑋$), where Ys represents his earnings, Cs represents the favorability of the police 

climate, and 𝑋$  represents the officer’s demographic idenDty including gender, ethnicity, and 

party affiliaDon. Suppose the officer’s annual uDlity aFer exiDng police employment is 

𝑈%(𝐵#(𝑒), 𝑍#, 𝑋$). Here, Bs(e) represents his pension’s annual benefit and 𝑍# represents any 

earnings from other employment. His lifeDme uDlity at year t of exiDng policing in year e is  

𝑉!(𝑒) = 	.𝛽#&!𝑈"(𝑌#, 𝐶#, 𝑋$)
'&(

#)!

+.𝛽#&!𝑈%(𝐵#(𝑒), 𝑍#, 𝑋$)
*

#)'

 

Where 𝛽 is the discount factor, and T is the year he dies.   

The police officer exits when the expected uDlity of exiDng now in year t is greater than 

the expected uDlity of exiDng at a future year e, i.e., when 𝔼!𝑉!(𝑡) > 𝔼!𝑉!(𝑒), or   
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.𝛽#&!𝔼![𝑈%(𝐵#(𝑡), 𝑍#, 𝑋$)]
*

#)!

>.𝛽#&!𝔼![𝑈"(𝑌#, 𝐶#, 𝑋$)]
'&(

#)!

+.𝛽#&!𝔼![𝑈%(𝐵#(𝑒)	𝑍#, 𝑋$)]
*

#)'

 

for all e > t.  

 

3.2 Police Analysis: Mechanisms and Hypotheses 

 I consider how the two key changes to the environment in this era – negaDve shocks to 

the police climate and the COVID pandemic – influence police exits according to SecDon 3.1’s 

conceptual framework. I theorize their impact across all officers, as well as potenDal 

heterogenous impacts across officer idenDty.  

 

3.2.1 Mechanism 1: Police climate  

Overall impact  

First, I consider how negaDve shocks to the police climate – whether mass protest 

events, state-level police reforms, or local changes in enforcement prioriDes – influence officers’ 

uDlity of working as police. Evidence from sources in law enforcement consistently implies that 

police climate shocks reduced officers’ uDlity of working in police employment and induced 

some officers to exit. 

Anecdotal evidence from law enforcement leaders suggests that negaDve shocks to the 

police climate damaged officer morale and willingness to work as police. In a 2021 police 

staffing survey, one police leader explained that the police climate came up frequently during 

exit interviews, staDng “We have seen an increase in separaDons in all categories. A variety of 

different issues are presented during exit interviews, but consistently stated is the naDonal 

climate on policing” (PERF, 2021). Other police leaders directly Ded police reform to officer 

morale and retenDon. In a 2024 police staffing survey, one leader explained that “[The biggest 

challenge with retenDon is] keeping officers wanDng to do this job when it seems like legislators 

only want to make our jobs harder … officers [have] to do so much more than before to ensure 

they are doing their job properly in the eyes of the legislators. It used to be an officer’s word 

was good enough in a court of law..." (IACP, 2024). 
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Moreover, survey research registers individual officers’ distaste for changes in the police 

climate during this era. In a major naDonal survey of nearly 8,000 officers, 86% of police said 

that high profile deadly force incidents between police and Blacks made their jobs harder 

(Morin et al., 2017).21 AddiDonally, a second survey of police officers reveals that the backlash 

following the George Floyd murder was so severe that it led many officers to consider leaving 

policing. Specifically, 51% of officers surveyed agreed that the public reacDon to the George 

Floyd murder made them reconsider their careers as police officers (Rossler and Scheer, 2024).  

In California, law enforcement groups' vigorous opposiDon to state-level police reforms 

reflects their officers' opposiDon to these changes.22 These groups reserved much of their 

strongest opposiDon for accountability-focused reforms like AB 392 and SB 2 that placed stricter 

limits on police use of deadly force and increased penalDes for officers who overstepped their 

legal authority. For instance, during negoDaDons over 2019’s AB 392, a key statewide law 

enforcement group warned its members that California’s police were “under aTack” and that 

the bill “threatens your life and the lives of those you protect” by imposing penalDes, including 

prison, for split-second use of force decisions (PORAC, 2019b).23 The same group and others 

also opposed 2021’s SB 2 in strong terms, labeling SB 2 “dangerous legislaDon” that creates an 

unfair decerDficaDon process “where the deck is stacked against [police].” The group also 

strongly opposed SB 2’s removal of qualified immunity, arguing that it would “place even the 

most respecqul officers at risk of being personally liable for honest mistakes, even if they acted 

in accordance with the law” (PORAC, 2021). California police groups’ virulent opposiDon to 

these reforms reflected their growing concern with the new police climate.24  

 

 
21 This survey evidence is consistent with later empirical evidence demonstraTng that police-community trust 
collapsed following the George Floyd murder (Ang et al., 2024; Mikdash and Zaiour, 2022). 
22 For addiTonal evidence of California police groups’ opposiTon to these reforms, see the links in the table below 
Figure 2.  
23 Later, many law enforcement groups that iniTally vigorously opposed AB 392 withdrew their public opposiTon 
a_er their allies in the state legislature successfully amended the bill to remove certain provisions that were seen 
as especially threatening to law enforcement (League of California CiTes, 2019; Chabria, 2019), but they remained 
concerned with the new law (PORAC, 2019a).  
24 Police opposed many local reforms as well. They registered their opposiTon to reform-minded prosecutors 
(Barba, 2019), restricTons on traffic stops (Kirkpatrick et al., 2022), and the defund the police efforts (McClain, 
2020).  
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Heterogeneity across officer iden'ty  

 NegaDve shocks to the police climate may have differenDal effects across officers. Given 

differences in support for police reform and enforcement decisions across officers’ demographic 

idenDDes, it seems likely that negaDve shocks to the police climate cause a differenDally large 

reducDon in the uDlity of police employment for male, white, and Republican officers compared 

to other officers and could lead to differences in exits. 

Survey evidence reveal that support for the BLM movement and police reform differs by 

gender, ethnicity, and party affiliaDon. In a major naDonal survey of police officers, male and 

white police officers were more likely to express skepDcism of BLM protestors’ moDves than 

other officers (Morin et al., 2017). Moreover, among the general public, white and Republican 

civilians have more confidence in police and are more likely to oppose police reform than other 

groups (Morin and Stepler, 2016; Brown, 2017; Pew, 2020). In fact, across a broad range of 

demographic factors, party, poliDcal ideology and race/ethnicity are the strongest predictors of 

policing aptudes (Ba et al., 2024). Thus, police may also differ in their level of support or (more 

oFen) opposiDon to changes in the police climate across these demographic idenDDes.  

Officers also differ in their enforcement decisions across their demographic idenDDes. 

Specifically, male, white, and Republican officers use more force and make more stops and 

arrests than other officers (Ba et al., 2021; Ba et al., 2024; Goncalves and TuTle, 2024; Hoekstra 

and Sloan, 2022; Weisburst, 2024). Changes in the police climate – both policy changes like 

California’s AB 392 and changes in public opinion (such as increased pressure on officials to 

prosecute the use of excessive force) – disincenDvize this type of zealous enforcement behavior. 

Thus, negaDve shocks to the police climate may also disproporDonately impact male, white, and 

Republican officers because these officers face the greatest increase in the “cost” of maintaining 

their status quo enforcement behavior.  

 

3.2.2 Mechanism 2: COVID pandemic and labor market turmoil 

Overall impact 

The COVID pandemic seems likely to lower officers’ uDlity of police work and could 

contribute to exits, as officers risked contracDng COVID on the job and were increasingly 
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required to work overDme to maintain minimum staffing levels when other officers were out 

sick (Lyons, 2022). Moreover, labor market turmoil in 2021 and 2022 increased the availability of 

jobs outside of policing (Forsythe, 2022), improving officer’s outside employment opDons.  

 

Heterogeneity across officer iden'ty  

 The COVID pandemic and subsequent labor market turmoil may have differenDal 

impacts across officers. The COVID pandemic likely differenDally decreases female officers’ 

uDlity of police work because the pandemic led to a differenDal decline in women’s labor force 

parDcipaDon in other sectors (e.g., Albanesi, 2023; Goldin, 2022), suggesDng that there was a 

decline in the uDlity of remaining in exisDng employment arrangements for women. Meanwhile, 

the pandemic’s theoreDcal employment impact across ethnicity and party affiliaDon is unclear. 

There is limited and mixed evidence of the pandemic’s labor market impact across ethnic groups 

(e.g., Michaels, 2024; Bacher-Hicks et al., 2023). Across party affiliaDon, surveys find that 

Democrats were especially concerned about the risk of COVID infecDon (Tyson, 2020), which 

could differenDally reduce their uDlity of police work. However, research also finds that 

Republicans were more likely to oppose mask and COVID vaccine mandates like those imposed 

by many local governments in California (Caputo, 2021), potenDally leading to a differenDal 

reducDon in Republicans’ uDlity of police work.  

 

3.2.3 Hypotheses 

Hypothesis 1: The combined impact of (1) nega've shocks to the police climate and (2) the 

COVID pandemic and labor market turmoil leads to an increase in police exit probability in the 

early 2020s.  

 

Hypothesis 2: The exit probabili'es of male, white, and Republican officers increase rela've to 

other officers if the net change in u'lity from nega've shocks to police climate outweigh 

changes in u'lity from the COVID pandemic and labor market boom. 
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For both hypotheses, changes in the environment induce officers to exit who were 

already near the margin of exiDng policing for other careers or reDrement. Note that for 

Hypothesis 2, given the mulDtude of potenDal impacts that the COVID pandemic may have 

across officers, evidence supporDng the hypothesis should be viewed as inconclusive but 

consistent with police climate’s expected impact on police exits.  

 

3.3 Police and Firefighter Analysis 

Hypothesis 3: Nega've shocks to the police climate in the early 2020s lead to an increase in 

police exit probability rela've to firefighter exit probability.  

 

To obtain further insights into the mechanisms driving elevated police exits, I compare 

police and firefighter retenDon in California. These two groups of employees share several key 

characterisDcs. First, police and firefighters work for the same government employers in 

hazardous public safety occupaDons that that are stressful, physically demanding and male 

dominated. Second, both groups parDcipate in similar generous DB pension plans that criDcally 

influence when employees exit. Third, both groups are exposed to the COVID pandemic and 

labor market turmoil. However, police and firefighters differ in a key way: changes in the police 

climate seem likely to overwhelmingly affect police, with limited spillovers on firefighters. This 

difference allows me to use firefighters to infer how police exits would have changed in the 

2010s and early 2020s if not for negaDve shocks to the police climate.  

To draw inferences from police – firefighter comparisons, I assume that (1) negaDve 

shocks to the police climate have a negligible impact on firefighter exits, and (2) the COVID 

pandemic has a similar impact on police and firefighter exits.25 Any violaDons of these 

assumpDons would bias the inferences drawn from this analysis. First, if changes in the police 

climate have negaDve spillovers on firefighters (e.g., firefighters must assist in volaDle mass 

protest events; firefighters face greater public distrust of all public safety employees; FoskeT, 

2024), firefighter exits could increase. Second, given California firefighters’ substanDal role in 

 
25 Note that implicitly, I also assume that there are no meaningful changes in firefighter-specific mechanisms during 
the period studied.   
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emergency medical response (Alameda County Health, “About the EMS System;” Caughey, 

2025), it seems likely that the COVID pandemic could impose a differenDally greater burden on 

firefighters, causing a relaDve increase in firefighter exits. Crucially, in both cases, it seems likely 

that violaDons of these assumpDons would lead to a relaDve increase in firefighter exits and 

thus understate the impact of police climate shocks on police exits. 

  

4. Police Exit Decisions  

4.1 Data 

 This study’s central police employment dataset comes from the California Commission 

on POST. These data cover officers at law enforcement agencies throughout the state.26 The 

POST data include officers’ names, agencies, and employment dates. Crucially, the data provide 

officers’ full employment history at POST-parDcipaDng agencies in California, allowing me to 

measure officers’ years of experience. AddiDonally, the POST data indicate whether exits are 

officer-iniDated or agency-iniDated, allowing me to drop officers discharged by their agencies 

and focus exclusively on officers’ exit decisions.  

I use the POST data to construct an annual panel of California police employment. I 

define police exits using a binary variable that indicates when an officer permanently separates 

from POST employment. I define an officer’s years of experience as the sum of years that he or 

she appears in the POST data.  

 I supplement the POST data with California voter registraDon records from 2014-2023 

from the data provider L2. These data include a registered voter’s name, date of birth, gender, 

imputed ethnicity, party affiliaDon, and county. CriDcally, the date of birth field allows me to 

determine an officer’s age and therefore his or her expected reDrement eligibility status.  

 To merge the police and voter data, I match officers to registered voters living in their 

agency’s county or in adjacent counDes by name. When matching, I require that the officer’s 

iniDal hire date and voter’s date of birth imply that the officer was first hired between the ages 

 
26 The POST data cover law enforcement officers at municipal police departments, county sheriff’s departments, 
and state agencies like California Highway Patrol. They also include many but not all special purpose agencies at 
places like school districts and universiTes, district aforney’s offices, and county probaTon departments.  
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of 18 and 41. Using this process, I match 69% of officers to exactly one registered voter. I drop 

the 19% of officers who merge to mulDple plausible voters, as well as the 12% of officers who 

match to zero voters.27  

 The analysis sample consists of police officers employed at municipal PDs and county 

SDs.28 For inclusion, I require that officers were first hired before 2013 to miDgate potenDal 

changes in entry into police careers in later years. I also require that officers have at least five 

years of experience so they are likely vested in their pensions. I drop approximately two percent 

of officers who are discharged by their agency or die during employment. For full details on 

sample restricDons, see Appendix B.  

 

4.2 DescripKve staKsKcs and figures 

Descrip've sta's'cs 

Table 1 presents summary staDsDcs for the analysis sample of California police officers 

from 2012 to 2022. In the full analysis sample, officers are on average 44.2 years of age and 

have 17.2 years of experience.29 The majority of officers are male (86.7%), white (62.4%), and 

Republican (59.1%). The sample covers officers at 392 agencies. There are over 44,000 unique 

officers and 377,000 officer-year observaDons.  

Table 1 also provides summary staDsDcs for subsamples of police who are likely 

reDrement-ineligible (younger than 50) and reDrement-eligible (ages 50 and older). 

Mechanically, reDrement-ineligible officers are younger and less experienced. They also have 

much lower exit probabiliDes: 1.8% of reDrement-ineligible officers exit annually, whereas 15.1% 

of reDrement-eligible officers do so. Moreover, the reDrement-ineligible subsample is 

comparaDvely large: there are over 270,000 officer-year observaDons for reDrement-ineligible 

officers, relaDve to just over 100,000 officer-year observaDons for reDrement-eligible officers.  

  

 
27 These match rates seem broadly consistent with other literature linking police officers to registered voters a_er 
accounTng for differences in the employment data and populaTons studied (Ba et al., 2024; Domènech-Arumí, 
2023, Goncalves and Tufle, 2024).  
28 These agencies make up 83% of total POST employment, while state and special purpose agencies make up the 
remaining 17%.  
29 Due to sample restricTons, officers skew older and more experienced than the full populaTon of officers. 
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Descrip've figures 

 Figure 3 plots the relaDonship between exit probability and age for California police. For 

officers in their 30s and 40s, exit probability is between 1.4 and 2.2 percent, indicaDng that 

reDrement-ineligible officers have very low annual exit probabiliDes. At age 50, exit probability 

abruptly increases to 13.8 percent, represenDng a five-fold increase relaDve to officers in their 

late 40s. This sharp spike in exit probability at age 50 reflects the beginning of reDrement 

eligibility when officers may begin to receive their DB pension’s annual benefit. Exit probability 

remains elevated at around 10 to 12 percent in officers’ early 50s. At age 55, exit probability 

spikes again to more than 20 percent and remains at this high level for older officers.30  

 This relaDonship between exit probability and age varies considerably by an officer’s 

years of experience. Figure A.1 plots this relaDonship for officers with low, medium, and high 

experience at age 50. The figure reveals that while there is liTle difference in exit probability by 

experience for reDrement-ineligible officers, there is a sharp split once officers reach reDrement 

eligibility at age 50. At that age, exit probability increases to just 6.8 percent for the low 

experience group, while it rises to 14.2 percent for the medium experience group, and it spikes 

to 22.7 percent for the high experience group. Throughout most of an officers’ 50s, the low 

experience group is the least likely to exit and the high experience group is the most likely to 

exit in any year. Because years of experience enters an officer’s DB pension formula and is 

strongly correlated with his or her replacement rate, this descripDve figure provides suggesDve 

evidence that pension-driven financial incenDves play an important role in officers’ exit 

decisions. While I do not have data on officers’ earnings or replacement rates and thus cannot 

calculate their exact financial incenDves,31 I include years of experience in my empirical 

specificaDon to account for the strong relaDonship between experience and exit probability.   

 

 
30 In some pension plans, officers receive a higher replacement rate if they delay reTrement unTl age 55 (CalPERS, 
“Benefit Factor Charts;” SFERS, “Membership”). 
31 Most pensions systems have mulTple pension plans in which police parTcipate. It is challenging to reliably assign 
officers to their system-specific plan and formula – and thus infer their replacement rate – without obtaining 
separate administraTve data from each system. 
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4.3 Empirical specificaKon 

I esDmate an officer’s per period exit probability as a funcDon of his or her age and 

experience, demographic idenDty, agency, and the current year. I esDmate this discrete Dme 

hazard model using Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) and the following empirical specificaDon: 

P𝑟8𝐸𝑥𝑖𝑡$+! = 1	|	𝐸𝑥𝑖𝑡$,!&( = 0,𝑿$! , 𝑿$ , 𝒀𝒆𝒂𝒓! , 𝛾+E = 𝛽- + 𝑿$!𝜷( + 𝑿$𝜷. + 𝒀𝒆𝒂𝒓!𝜷/ + 𝛾+ + 𝜀$! 

where 𝐸𝑥𝑖𝑡$+! is a binary indicator for whether officer i at agency j permanently exits POST 

employment in year t. The vector 𝑿$! includes Dme-varying officer covariates including age bin 

indicators and years of experience. The vector 𝑿$  includes indicators for the officer’s gender, 

ethnicity, and party affiliaDon. The vector 𝒀𝒆𝒂𝒓! is a set of year indicators, where 2019 is the 

omiTed year. I include agency fixed effects 𝛾+  that idenDfy differences in exit probability across 

agencies. I cluster standard errors at the agency level. To account for reDrement eligibility’s 

central role in exit decisions, I esDmate this specificaDon twice: Once for reDrement-ineligible 

officers, and once for reDrement-eligible officers.   

 

4.4 Results: Police exit decisions 

 To understand the “fundamentals” of police exit decisions, I first focus on the 

relaDonship between exit probability and officer characterisDcs (𝑿$! and 𝑿$). Figure 4’s leF 

panel presents the 𝜷( and 𝜷. coefficients and their 95 percent confidence intervals for 

reDrement-ineligible officers. The figure reveals that holding all else equal, there is not a 

staDsDcally significant relaDonship between exit probability and an officer’s age or years of 

experience for reDrement-ineligible officers. However, there is a staDsDcally significant 

relaDonship between exit probability and officer demographics for these officers. RelaDve to 

their observably similar male colleagues, female officers are 1.1 percentage points (58 percent) 

more likely to exit. Moreover, relaDve to observably similar white colleagues, LaDno and Asian 

officers are 0.6 and 0.7 percentage points (31 and 34 percent) less likely to exit, respecDvely. 

Police from other ethnic groups or missing ethnicity data are also less likely to exit than their 

white colleagues, while the esDmate for Black officers is not staDsDcally significant. Meanwhile, 

there is not a staDsDcally significant relaDonship between exit probability and an officer’s party 

affiliaDon.  



 22 

 The esDmates in Figure 4’s right panel for reDrement-eligible officers illustrate the 

centrality of DB pensions to these older officers’ exit decisions. The esDmates reveal that 

consistent with Figure 3, there is a U-shaped paTern to exit probability across age for 

reDrement-eligible officers. RelaDve to the excluded group of 50-year-old officers (the first year 

of reDrement eligibility), officers ages 51 to 54 are 3.2 percentage points (21 percent) less likely 

to exit, all else equal. Exit probability then rises at older ages: Officers ages 55 to 59 are 5.6 

percentage points (37 percent) more likely to exit than similar 50-year-old officers. The 

coefficient for officers ages 60 and older is posiDve but not staDsDcally significant. AddiDonally, 

the coefficient on years of experience implies that consistent with Figure A.1, there is a strong, 

posiDve relaDonship between exit probability and experience: a one standard deviaDon (SD) 

increase in years of experience is associated with a 8.1 percentage point (51 percent) increase in 

exit probability, all else equal. 

Figure 4’s right panel also demonstrates that reDrement-eligible officers’ exit probability 

varies across officer demographics. Broadly speaking, the paTern for reDrement-eligible officers 

mirrors that for reDrement-ineligible officers, but with larger magnitudes. Female officers are 

4.3 percentage points (28 percent) more likely to exit than observably similar male colleagues, 

while LaDno and Asian officers are 2.4 and 1.6 percentage points (16 and 11 percent) less likely 

to exit than similar white colleagues, respecDvely. EsDmates for other ethnic categories are not 

staDsDcally significant. Finally, there is some minor variaDon across party affiliaDon: relaDve to 

Republican officers, Democrat officers are 0.8 percentage points (5 percent) less likely to exit. 

In sum, Figure 4 reveals that exit probability varies meaningfully across demographic 

idenDty within groups of reDrement-ineligible and reDrement-eligible officers. Moreover, for 

reDrement-eligible officers, there is a strong relaDonship between exit probability and age, as 

well as year of experience. 

 

4.5 Results: Change in police exit decisions – Overall  

Descrip've figure 

 I next analyze how officers’ exit decisions changed from 2012 to 2022. Figure 5 plots 

average exit probability by year for reDrement-ineligible and reDrement-eligible officers. For 
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reDrement-ineligible officers, the figure reveals that exit probability gradually increased in the 

2010s before sharply increasing in 2021 and 2022. For reDrement-eligible officers, exit 

probability also increases during these years, but the change in the early 2020s is less stark. 

MoDvated by these figures – which plot raw Dme trends but do not account for composiDonal 

differences across Dme – I explore changes in police exit decisions further in the next secDon.  

 

Regression results  

Figure 6 plots the 𝜷/ coefficients and 95% confidence intervals from SecDon 4.3’s 

empirical specificaDon that reflect how exit probability changed for California police officers 

from 2012 to 2022 while controlling for age, experience, demographics, and agencies. The 

figure’s top panel demonstrates that for reDrement-ineligible officers, there is a long, gradual 

increase in exit probability in the 2010s, with exit probability rising a total of 0.6 percentage 

points from 2012 to 2019. In contrast, aFer holding steady in 2020, there is a sharp increase in 

exit probability in 2021 and 2022. By 2022, these officers are 1.4 percentage points more likely 

to exit than similar officers in 2019, represenDng a 70 percent increase over the 2019 mean of 

1.9 percent.  

In comparison to these younger officers, the figure’s boTom panel reveals that 

reDrement-eligible officers’ exit probability increases more steadily throughout the panel. 

Officers’ exit probability conDnues to rise in the 2020s along a pre-exisDng upward trend: by 

2022, reDrement-eligible officers are 2.8 percentage points more likely to exit than similar 

officers in 2019, represenDng an 18 percent increase over the 2019 mean of 15.1 percent.  

It is important to note that the composiDon of officers remaining in the sample changes 

each year due to dynamic selecDon. For instance, officers who exit policing in 2021 are no 

longer in the sample in 2022. This shiF may parDcularly impact the results for reDrement-

eligible officers given their relaDvely higher exit probabiliDes.  
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4.6 Change in police exit decisions – Heterogeneity 

Descrip've figures 

 I next invesDgate whether officers’ exit decisions change heterogeneously across gender, 

ethnicity, and party affiliaDon from 2012 to 2022. If retenDon changes heterogeneously across 

idenDty groups, this trend could influence the demographic composiDon of the police labor 

force. Moreover, tesDng for heterogeneity can help illuminate the mechanisms behind the 

police exodus. This analysis tests SecDon 3.3’s Hypothesis 2, which predicts that exit 

probabiliDes differenDally increase for male, white and Republican officers due to differences in 

officers’ views on police reform and enforcement behavior. 

 Figure A.2 plots average exit probability by year for officers who are male, white, and 

Republican compared to all other officers. For reDrement-ineligible officers, the two series 

diverge in 2021 and 2022, with exit probabiliDes doubling from 2019 to 2022 for officers who 

are male, white and Republican, compared to a smaller increase for other officers. For 

reDrement-eligible officers, there is no obvious break in the trend between the two groups of 

officers. MoDvated by these descripDve figures, I explore Dme-varying heterogeneity in police 

retenDon more rigorously in the next secDon. 

 

Empirical specifica'on 

To evaluate how officers’ exit decisions change over Dme across demographic groups, I 

use the following empirical specificaDon:  

P𝑟8𝐸𝑥𝑖𝑡$+! = 1	|	𝐸𝑥𝑖𝑡$,!&( = 0,𝑿$! , 𝑿$ , 𝒀𝒆𝒂𝒓! , 𝛾+E = 𝛽- + 𝑿$!𝜷( + 𝑿$𝜷. + 𝒀𝒆𝒂𝒓!𝜷/ +  

																																																																																										(𝒀𝒆𝒂𝒓! ∗ 𝑿$!)𝜷0 + (𝒀𝒆𝒂𝒓! ∗ 𝑿$)𝜷1 + 𝛾+ + 𝜀$! 

In this analysis, the vector of officer covariates 𝑿$  consists of indicators for male, white, and 

Republican officers. All other terms are defined similarly to the specificaDon in SecDon 4.3. The 

𝜷1 coefficients from the 𝒀𝒆𝒂𝒓! and 𝑿$  interacDons are the coefficients of interest. They 

represent the difference in officers’ exit probability across these demographic groups in a given 

year relaDve to the difference in 2019, holding all else equal.32 Note that due to the agency fixed 

 
32 For instance, the white indicator for the year 2022 reflects the difference in exit probability for white versus 
nonwhite officers in that year, relaTve to the white versus nonwhite difference in 2019. 
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effect, these coefficients compare individuals exposed to the same police climate and local 

COVID pandemic and labor market condiDons across Dme. Similar to the previous analysis, given 

reDrement eligibility’s central role in retenDon, I esDmate this specificaDon separately for 

reDrement-ineligible and reDrement-eligible officers. 

 

Regression results 

Figure 7 plots the 𝜷1 coefficients and 95% confidence intervals from this specificaDon 

that reflect differences in exit probability across Dme by gender, ethnicity, and party affiliaDon. 

The three panels in the top half of the figure present esDmates for reDrement-ineligible officers, 

while those in the boTom half reflect esDmates for reDrement-eligible officers. For both 

samples, the coefficients for the male indicators reveal that there is not a clear change in exit 

probability by gender across Dme, although these results are imprecise due to the small sample 

of female officers. This null result may also reflect the fact that the two key shiFs in the 

environment in the 2020s are expected to have opposing effects across gender: changes in the 

police climate are expected to differenDally increase male exits, while the COVID pandemic is 

expected to differenDally increase female exits. 

In contrast, when viewing officers across ethnicity, Figure 7 reveals that exit probability 

differenDally increases for white officers relaDve to nonwhite officers in the early 2020s. For 

white, reDrement-ineligible officers, exit probability increases by 0.8 and 1.1 percentage points 

(40 and 56 percent) in 2021 and 2022 relaDve to nonwhite officers, respecDvely. There is also a 

spike in exit probability for white, reDrement-eligible officers: their exit probability increases by 

2.9 percentage points (19 percent) in 2021 relaDve to similar nonwhite officers.  

Moreover, Figure 7 reveals that exit probability differenDally increases for Republican 

officers relaDve to non-Republican officers in the early 2020s. For Republican, reDrement-

ineligible officers, Republican officers’ exit probability spikes by 0.6 percentage points (33 

percent) in 2022 relaDve to non-Republicans. For reDrement-eligible officers, the parDsan 

change in exit behavior occurs earlier. AFer remaining stable throughout the 2010s, Republican 

officers’ exit probability spikes by 2.8 percentage points (19 percent) in 2020 relaDve to non-
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Republicans. In sum, Figure 7 indicates that all else equal, white and Republican officers are 

more likely to exit in the early 2020s than their nonwhite and non-Republican colleagues. 

 

5. Comparing Police and Firefighter Exits  

5.1 Data 

To gain further insight into the mechanisms driving elevated police exits in the early 

2020s, I compare California police and firefighter retenDon. For this analysis, I use an 

administraDve employment dataset from CalPERS that covers public safety employees at 

CalPERS-parDcipaDng employers from FY 2014-15 to FY 2023-24. These data include an 

employee’s name, employer, date of iniDal CalPERS employment, CalPERS service credit, and 

reDrement formula. Similar to the POST data, I match employees to their voter registraDon 

records from L2 to obtain their date of birth, gender, imputed ethnicity, and party affiliaDon.  

 To create an annual panel of CalPERS police and firefighter employment, I link individuals 

across CalPERS’ annual employment files.33 I restrict the sample to 163 municipaliDes that 

employ both police and firefighters across the full panel to ensure that I compare employees in 

similar environments. Similar to the POST sample, I require that employees were hired prior to 

2013 to miDgate potenDal changes in entry into these careers in later years. I also require that 

employees have at least five years of CalPERS service credit so they are vested in their CalPERS 

pensions. When I link CalPERS employees to their voter registraDon records, I match 70% of 

police and firefighters to a single registered voter. I drop 18% of employees who match to two 

or more plausible voters, as well as 12% of employees who do not match to a plausible voter. 

See Appendix B for more details on the CalPERS sample. 

 The CalPERS data differ meaningfully from the POST data in several key dimensions. 

First, because I restrict the sample to the 163 CalPERS municipaliDes that employ both police 

and firefighters in every year, the sample is smaller than SecDon 4’s POST sample. Specifically, 

the municipaliDes included in the CalPERS sample represent just 22 percent of police 

 
33 While the CalPERS data do not include a unique individual ID, I confidently link 96% of observaTons to a unique 
individual using employee name, membership date, and employer. I drop the 4% of observaTons that I am unable 
to confidently link to a unique individual. See Appendix B for more details on the CalPERS sample.  
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employment in the POST sample. The five large ciDes and 20 counDes with separate pension 

systems are excluded, along with the remaining county agencies and municipaliDes without 

both a police and fire department. Second, because the CalPERS data only cover employment at 

jurisdicDons parDcipaDng in CalPERS, I observe when employees exit CalPERS employment as 

opposed to when they exit all police and firefighter employment in the state. These two 

definiDons of exits differ when employees laterally transfer from a CalPERS jurisdicDon to a non-

CalPERS jurisdicDon, although the POST data indicate that these transfers are relaDvely 

uncommon for police.34 Finally, unlike the POST data, the CalPERS data do not provide a reason 

for separaDon when employees exit the dataset. Thus, I cannot disDnguish employee-iniDated 

exits (e.g., resignaDons and reDrements) from other exits (e.g., agency-iniDated exits and 

deaths), although the POST data demonstrate that other exits are relaDvely rare for police.35  

 Table 2 presents summary staDsDcs for the analysis sample of municipal CalPERS police 

and firefighters. In the full sample, the age and experience profiles of police and firefighters look 

relaDvely similar, with only small differences in police and firefighters’ average age (43.8 and 

45.0, respecDvely), years of service credit (18.1 and 18.7), and replacement rates (53.2% and 

53.5%).36 Compared to firefighters, police are less likely to be male (90.3% vs. 96.1%) and white 

(65.9% vs. 71.4%) and they are more likely to be Republican (60.2% vs. 44.4%). Police have a 

higher exit probability (7.7% vs. 5.2% for firefighters). The police sample size is also larger as 

there are approximately 66,500 police employee-year observaDons compared to 47,700 

firefighter employee-year observaDons. 

 

5.2 Empirical specificaKons  

I esDmate police and firefighters’ per period exit probability as a funcDon of their Dme-

varying characterisDcs, demographic idenDty, employer, and the current year. First, I esDmate 

 
34 For police, the POST data reveal that exiTng CalPERS agencies for non-CalPERS agencies is relaTvely rare. Less 
than 5% of CalPERS PD officers exit and begin employment at non-CalPERS agencies out of approximately 46% of 
who exit POST employment during the panel.  
35 The POST data reveal that only about 2% of in-sample officers exit the panel due to agency-iniTated exits or 
death. 
36 Similar to the POST analysis sample, due to sample restricTons, employees in the CalPERS analysis sample skew 
older and more experienced than the full populaTon of CalPERS police and firefighters. 
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specificaDons for police and firefighters separately to examine how exit probability evolves 

within each occupaDon over Dme. I use the following empirical specificaDon: 

P𝑟8𝐸𝑥𝑖𝑡$+! = 1	|	𝐸𝑥𝑖𝑡$,!&( = 0,𝑿$! , 𝑿$ , 𝒀𝒆𝒂𝒓! , 𝛾+E = 𝛽- + 𝑿$!𝜷( + 𝑿$𝜷. + 𝒀𝒆𝒂𝒓!𝜷/ + 𝛾+ + 𝜀$! 

where 𝐸𝑥𝑖𝑡$+! is a binary indicator for whether employee i at employer j permanently exits 

CalPERS safety employment in year t. The vector 𝑿$! includes Dme-varying employee covariates 

including age bin indicators, CalPERS service credit, and pension replacement rate. The vector 

𝑿$  includes of indicators for male, white, and Republican employees. The vector 𝒀𝒆𝒂𝒓! is a set 

year indicators, where FY 2019-20 is the excluded year. The term 𝛾+  is a fixed effect for 

employer. I cluster standard errors at the employer level. In this analysis, the 𝜷/ coefficients are 

the coefficients of interest. They reflect the difference in exit probability for employees in a 

given year relaDve to FY 2019-20, holding the employee’s observable characterisDcs and agency 

constant. 

 Second, to invesDgate how exit probability evolves for police rela've to firefighters, I 

esDmate the following specificaDon for police and firefighters simultaneously:  

P𝑟8𝐸𝑥𝑖𝑡$+! = 1	|	𝐸𝑥𝑖𝑡$,!&( = 0,𝑿$! , 𝑿$ , 𝒀𝒆𝒂𝒓! , 𝛾+E = 𝛽- + 𝑿$!𝜷( + 𝑿$𝜷. + 𝒀𝒆𝒂𝒓!𝜷/ + 

(𝑃𝑜𝑙𝑖𝑐𝑒$ ∗ 𝑿$!)𝜷0 + (𝑃𝑜𝑙𝑖𝑐𝑒$ ∗ 𝑿$)𝜷1 + (𝑃𝑜𝑙𝑖𝑐𝑒$ ∗ 𝒀𝒆𝒂𝒓!)𝜷2 + 𝛾+ + 𝜀$! 

In this specificaDon, the employer fixed effect 𝛾+  is occupaDon-specific (e.g., Sacramento Fire 

Department). Here, the 𝜷2 coefficients from the (𝑃𝑜𝑙𝑖𝑐𝑒$ ∗ 𝒀𝒆𝒂𝒓!) interacDons are the 

coefficients of interest. They represent the difference in police and firefighter exit probability in 

a given year relaDve to the difference in FY 2019-20, holding all else equal.  

 

5.3 Results 

Figure 8 plots the first specificaDon’s 𝜷/ coefficients that reflect how CalPERS exit 

probability evolves for municipal police and firefighters from FY 2014-15 to FY 2023-24. The two 

panels on the figure’s top row present esDmates for reDrement-ineligible employees, while 

those in the boTom row reflect esDmates for reDrement-eligible employees. The top row’s 

panels demonstrate that for reDrement-ineligible employees, there is a sharp increase in police 

exit probability in the early 2020s but liTle change in firefighter exit probability. In FY 2021-22, 

reDrement-ineligible police are 2.0 percentage points more likely to exit than similar officers in 
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FY 2019-20, represenDng a 74 percent increase over the FY 2019-20 mean of 2.7 percent. Police 

exit probability remains elevated in the years that follow. In comparison, in FY 2021-2022, 

reDrement-ineligible firefighters are 0.3 percentage points more likely to exit than similar 

employees in FY 2019-20, which represents a 25 percent increase over the FY 2019-20 mean of 

1.1 percent.  

The panels in Figure 8’s boTom row reveal a different paTern for reDrement-eligible 

employees. During the 2010s, police exit probability rises, while firefighter exit probability is 

relaDvely constant. Then, in the early 2020s, exit probability increases for both occupaDons. In 

FY 2020-21, both police and firefighter exit probability increase by about 5 percentage points 

relaDve to FY 2019-20, which represent increases of 22.9 percent and 37.9 percent for police 

and firefighters relaDve to the previous year, respecDvely.  

To complement this first analysis, Figure 9 plots the 𝜷2 coefficients from the second 

specificaDon’s (𝑃𝑜𝑙𝑖𝑐𝑒$ ∗ 𝒀𝒆𝒂𝒓!) interacDons that reflect how CalPERS exit probability changed 

for police rela've to firefighters from FY 2014-15 to FY 2023-24. EsDmates from the figure’s top 

panel for reDrement-ineligible employees imply that police exit probability differenDally 

increases relaDve to firefighter exit probability in the early 2020s. In FY 2021-22, the police – 

firefighter exit gap grew by 1.7 percentage points relaDve to FY 2019-20. Among reDrement-

eligible employees, I fail to reject the null hypothesis that there is a differenDal change in police 

and firefighter exit probability in the early 2020s at any typical confidence level.  

 

6. Discussion  

 I explore California police officers’ exit decisions, examine how they changed, and 

invesDgate why officers increasingly exited the profession in the early 2020s. I find a marked 

increase in police exits among reDrement-ineligible officers and a more modest increase for 

reDrement-eligible officers. Exits increase most for white and Republican officers, and unlike 

police, there is no comparable exodus of reDrement-ineligible firefighters. Altogether, these 

findings suggest that shiFs in police climate substanDally contributed to the early 2020s police 

exodus in California.    
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 More broadly, my paper suggests that there can be tradeoffs between police reform and 

officer retenDon. In response to mass protests over high-profile police killings, policymakers In 

California and many other states and jurisdicDons implemented reforms to increase police 

transparency and accountability. Police groups oFen vigorously opposed these measures, 

preferring to maintain the status quo. One of my study’s central findings – that there is a 70 

percent increase in exit probability for reDrement-ineligible officers in California from 2019 to 

2022 – speaks to how strongly some officers disapprove of these changes. The California police 

officers in my study receive the highest statewide median police wages in the US (Hernandez, 

2024) and they parDcipate in famously generous pension plans. The fact that so many are 

willing to incur a substanDal opportunity cost to exit policing before reDrement eligibility 

tesDfies to their distaste for police work in the new police climate.  

 Alarmingly, the police exodus may have a compounding effects that reverberate for 

years to come. In addiDon to rising exits, police agencies simultaneously faced a severe 

recruitment “crisis” in the early 2020s, with leaders expressing concerns that the quanDty and 

quality of police applicants sharply declined relaDve to previous years (Elinson, 2022; Klemko, 

2023; PERF, 2021). These twin forces of rising exits and declining recruitment caused staffing 

shortages that resulted in slower 911 response Dmes and more unsolved crimes (The 

Economist, 2023; French, 2023). As agencies struggled to deliver essenDal police services due to 

staffing shortages, they faced pressure fill vacant posiDons. In a sign of their growing 

desperaDon, some agencies lowered their minimum hiring standards (Condon et al., 2023; 

Elinson, 2022). In California, some agencies even admiTed to hiring lower quality employees to 

fill vacant posiDons. A spokesman for the Alameda County Sheriff’s Department acknowledged 

“We’re hiring people we wouldn’t normally hire” and “We’re scraping the barrel” (Elinson, 

2022). The lowering of hiring standards appears to be widespread: a recent invesDgaDve report 

found that California police agencies increasingly hired officers who had previously been fired or 

dismissed from other departments (Cassidy et al., 2025). This apparent decline in the quality of 

recent police hires bodes poorly for the future of police services and police-community 

interacDons.  
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 My paper highlights the need for future research examining the causes and 

consequences of declining police retenDon and police staffing issues more generally. While my 

study suggests that the police climate likely contributed to the early 2020s spike in officer exits, 

future research could unpack the many components of the changing police climate (e.g., major 

deadly force protests, state-level reforms, agency-level policy changes) that may drive some 

officers out of the profession. AddiDonal research could invesDgate potenDal differences in 

enforcement paTerns among the officers who exited policing in the early 2020s and those who 

remained. Moreover, future research could study the interplay between retenDon and 

recruitment, parDcularly as agencies face difficult tradeoffs between officer quanDty and 

quality.  

Throughout years of tension that culminated in the 2020 George Floyd protests, 

policymakers implemented reforms to improve police transparency and accountability. My  

paper shows that the public’s outrage and these reform efforts likely pushed some officers out 

of policing, exacerbaDng police staffing shortages. Facing a simultaneous shortage of qualified 

new recruits, police agencies now must weigh difficult tradeoffs when trying to replace the 

experienced officers they lost.   
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8. Tables and Figures 

Figure 1 

 
Notes: This figure represents an officer first hired at age 25 who par6cipates in the CalPERS “3% at 50” 
pension plan. The black dashed line represents the officer’s replacement rate, or pension income expressed 
as a percentage of pre-re6rement earnings, depending on the age at which the officer exits police 
employment. The dots mark three hypothe6cal exit ages: 45, 50, and 55. The horizontal lines represent 
pension income during years of pension receipt. The ver6cal line at age 50 denotes the beginning of 
re6rement eligibility. See Sec6on 2.1 for ins6tu6onal details. CalPERS = California Public Employees' 
Re6rement System. 
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Figure 2 

 
 

 
Date 

 
Name 

 
Purpose 

 
DescripTon 

 
Links 

Police 
Response 

Nov 2014 Prop 47 Criminal 
jusTce reform  

Recategorizes certain nonviolent felonies as misdemeanors for common offenses like 
the_ and drug possession. 

1, 2 1, 2, 3 

Oct 2015 AB 953 Police 
transparency 

Named the Racial and IdenTty Profiling Act (RIPA) of 2015, this law requires law 
enforcement officers to collect data on every stop and creates a state oversight board to 
combat racial and idenTty profiling.  

1, 2 1, 2, 3 

Nov 2016 Prop 57 Criminal 
jusTce reform  

Reduces prison Tme for certain nonviolent offenders by increasing parole opportuniTes 
and rewarding good behavior and educaTon with opportuniTes for earlier release.  

1, 2 1, 2, 3 

Sep 2018 SB 1421 Police 
transparency 

Requires law enforcement agencies to release addiTonal records related to use of force 
and officer misconduct.  

1, 2 1, 2, 3 

Aug 2019 AB 392 Police 
accountability  

Adopts a new, stricter legal standard for when law enforcement officers can use deadly 
force. While officers previously could use deadly force when it was deemed “reasonable,” 
the new standard requires that deadly force only be used only when “necessary.”  

1, 2 1, 2, 3, 4 

Sep 2020 AB 1506 Police 
accountability 

Requires the state Aforney General’s office to invesTgate all fatal police shooTngs of 
unarmed civilians.  

1, 2 1, 2, 3 

Sep 2021 SB 2 Police 
accountability 

Creates a process for POST to decerTfy law enforcement officers and ends certain 
qualified immunity provisions that shield officers from civil lawsuits.  

1, 2 1, 2, 3 

https://repository.uchastings.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=2328&context=ca_ballot_props
https://ballotpedia.org/California_Proposition_47,_Reduced_Penalties_for_Some_Crimes_Initiative_(2014)
https://www.capradio.org/articles/2014/10/06/prop-47-seeks-to-reduce-california-prison-population/
http://hawthornepolice.com/s/Op-Ed-Proposition-47.pdf
https://vig.cdn.sos.ca.gov/2014/general/en/pdf/proposition-47-arguments-rebuttals.pdf
https://legiscan.com/CA/text/AB953/id/1264497
https://oag.ca.gov/ab953
https://www.kqed.org/news/10713572/berkeley-pd-releases-pedestrian-stop-data-after-charges-of-racial-profiling
https://www.lapd.com/sites/default/files/tbl_nov2017_cronin.pdf
https://porac.org/2016/03/01/the-real-story-ab-953-and-ab-71-explained/
https://www.courts.ca.gov/documents/BTB24-5H-1.pdf
https://ballotpedia.org/California_Proposition_57,_Parole_for_Non-Violent_Criminals_and_Juvenile_Court_Trial_Requirements_(2016)
https://abc30.com/prop-57-pro-con-2016-election/1586462/
https://vig.cdn.sos.ca.gov/2016/general/en/pdf/57-arg-rebuttals.pdf
https://911media.com/public-safety-united-opposition-prop-57/
https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billTextClient.xhtml?bill_id=201720180SB1421
https://www.aclusocal.org/sites/default/files/aclu_socal_sb1421_right_to_know_act.pdf
https://porac.org/wp-content/uploads/PORAC-Press-Release-on-AB-748-SB-1421.pdf
https://www.kqed.org/news/11695714/new-state-laws-reduce-secrecy-around-police-misconduct-shootings
https://www.latimes.com/politics/la-pol-ca-police-transparency-bill-passes-20180831-story.html
https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billNavClient.xhtml?bill_id=201920200AB392
https://www.ppic.org/publication/police-use-of-force-and-misconduct-in-california/
https://porac.org/2019/05/22/peace-officer-day-at-the-capitol/
https://www.latimes.com/politics/la-pol-ca-california-police-use-of-force-law-signed-20190711-story.html
https://www.calcities.org/home/post/2019/09/09/understanding-the-nuances-of-this-session-s-use-of-force-legislation-26351
https://www.aalrr.com/newsroom-alerts-3556
https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billNavClient.xhtml?bill_id=201920200AB1506
https://www.ppic.org/publication/police-use-of-force-and-misconduct-in-california/
https://www.capradio.org/articles/2020/12/29/new-california-law-will-require-state-prosecutors-to-investigate-police-shooting-deaths-of-unarmed-civilians/
https://www.police1.com/legal/articles/california-shifts-police-shooting-probes-to-attorney-general-fYhwnmb1CVg8UZIh/
https://www.ktvu.com/news/california-ag-only-closed-3-deadly-police-shooting-investigations-since-2021
https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billNavClient.xhtml?bill_id=202120220SB2
https://www.lcwlegal.com/news/governor-signs-sb-2-creating-police-decertification-process-and-expanding-civil-liability-exposure/
https://myemail-api.constantcontact.com/PORAC-Member-Update--Oppose-SB-2---Digital-Activation-Portal.html?soid=1104954099833&aid=JIgc6zNOVh8#new_tab
https://www.forbes.com/sites/nicksibilla/2021/10/04/new-california-law-limits-legal-immunity-for-cops-prison-guards/
https://www.latimes.com/california/story/2021-09-30/newsom-approves-sweeping-changes-to-californias-criminal-justice-system
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Figure 3 

 
Notes: This figure plots officers’ average exit probability by age. Figure uses police and sheriff’s department 
officers in California POST data from 2012 to 2022. Sample consists of officers hired before 2013 with at least 
five years of experience who match to a unique registered voter. POST = Peace Officer Standards and Training.  
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Figure 4 

 

Notes: This figure plots officers' es6mated change in exit probability by age, years of experience, and 
demographic iden6ty. Specifically, the figure plots the coefficient es6mates and 95% confidence intervals 
from the empirical specifica6on in Sec6on 4.3. In 2019, the mean Pr(Exit) for re6rement-ineligible officers is 
0.019 and for re6rement-eligible officers is 0.151. The excluded categories are age < 35 (re6rement-ineligible) 
and age 50 (re6rement-eligible), male, white, and Republican. Figure uses police and sheriff’s department 
officers in California POST data from 2012 to 2022. Sample consists of officers hired before 2013 with at least 
five years of experience who match to a unique registered voter. POST = Peace Officer Standards and Training.  
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Figure 5 

 

Notes: This figure plots officers’ average exit probability by year. Figure uses police and sheriff’s department 
officers in California POST data from 2012 to 2022. Sample consists of officers hired before 2013 with at least 
five years of experience who match to a unique registered voter. POST = Peace Officer Standards and Training.   
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Figure 6 

 

Notes: This figure plots the es6mated change in exit probability for officers in a given year rela6ve to 2019. 
Specifically, the figure plots the coefficient es6mates and 95% confidence intervals for the year fixed effects 
from the empirical specifica6on in Sec6on 4.3. In 2019, the mean Pr(Exit) for re6rement-ineligible officers is 
0.019 and for re6rement-eligible officers is 0.151. Figure uses police and sheriff’s department officers in 
California POST data from 2012 to 2022. Sample consists of officers hired before 2013 with at least five years 
of experience who match to a unique registered voter. POST = Peace Officer Standards and Training. 
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Figure 7 

 

Notes: This figure plots the es6mated difference in officers’ exit probability across gender, ethnicity, and party 
affilia6on in a given year rela6ve to the difference in 2019. Specifically, this figures plots the 𝜷! coefficients 
and 95% confidence intervals from the specifica6on in Sec6on 4.6. Female, nonwhite, and non-Republican 
are the excluded groups. In 2019, the mean Pr(Exit) for re6rement-ineligible officers is 0.019 and for 
re6rement-eligible officers is 0.151. Figure uses police and sheriff’s department officers in California POST 
data from 2012 to 2022. Sample consists of officers hired before 2013 with at least five years of experience 
who match to a unique registered voter. POST = Peace Officer Standards and Training.  
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Figure 8 

 
 
Notes: This figure plots the es6mated change in CalPERS exit probability for employees in a given year rela6ve 
to FY 2019-20. Specifically, this figure plots the coefficient es6mates and 95% confidence intervals for the year 
fixed effects from the first empirical specifica6on in Sec6on 5.2. For police (firefighters) in FY 2019-20, the 
Pr(Exit) mean for re6rement-ineligible employees is 0.027 (0.011) and for re6rement-eligible employees is 
0.222 (0.132). Figure uses municipal police and firefighters in CalPERS data from FY 2014-15 to FY 2023-24. 
Sample consists of employees hired before 2013 with at least five years of service who match to a unique 
registered voter. CalPERS = California Public Employees' Re6rement System. FY = Fiscal Year.   
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Figure 9 

 

Notes: This figure plots the es6mated difference between police and firefighter CalPERS exit probability in a 
given year rela6ve to the difference in FY 2019-20. Specifically, this figure plots the 𝜷" coefficients and 95% 
confidence intervals from the second empirical specifica6on in Sec6on 5.2. For police (firefighters) in FY 2019-
20, the Pr(Exit) mean for re6rement-ineligible employees is 0.027 (0.011) and for re6rement-eligible 
employees is 0.222 (0.132). Figure uses municipal police and firefighters in CalPERS data from FY 2014-15 to 
FY 2023-24. Sample consists of employees hired before 2013 with at least five years of service who match to 
a unique registered voter. CalPERS = California Public Employees' Re6rement System. FY = Fiscal Year.  
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Table 1 

 
Notes: Table uses police and sheriff’s department officers in California POST data from 2012 to 2022. Sample 
consists of officers hired before 2013 with at least five years of experience who match to a unique registered 
voter. POST = Peace Officer Standards and Training.
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Table 2 

 
Notes: Table uses municipal police and firefighters in CalPERS data from FY 2014-15 to FY 2023-24. Sample consists of employees hired before 2013 with 
at least five years of service who match to a unique registered voter. CalPERS = California Public Employees' Re6rement System.
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Appendices 

A. Figures 

Figure A.1 

 

Notes: This figure plots the average exit probability for officers by age for three groups. The low experience at 
age 50 group was first hired at age 30 or later, the medium group was hired between ages 24 and 29, and the 
high group was hired between ages 18 and 23. Figure uses police and sheriff’s department officers in 
California POST data from 2012 to 2022. Sample consists of officers hired before 2013 with at least five years 
of experience who match to a unique registered voter. POST = Peace Officer Standards and Training.  
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Figure A.2  

 

Notes: These figures plot the average exit probability for officers who are male, white, and Republican 
compared to all other officers by year. Figure uses police and sheriff’s department officers in California POST 
data from 2012 to 2022. Sample consists of officers hired before 2013 with at least five years of experience 
who match to a unique registered voter. POST = Peace Officer Standards and Training. 
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B. Data Appendix 

B.1 POST Sample  

My central police employment dataset comes from the California Commission on Peace 

Officer Standards and Training (POST). I received these data via public records request on 

December 7, 2023. The POST data are at the officer – employment posiDon level and contain a 

unique idenDfier for each officer. I use these data to construct an annual panel dataset of police 

employment in California. First, I drop records for employment spells where the appointment 

status variable indicates that an officer is working in a non-peace officer or reserve officer 

capacity. I also drop the small group of officers with an iniDal hire date before 1970 as the data 

appear incomplete for these very early years. Furthermore, I drop the handful of officers with 

illogical dates of employment (i.e., when officers are marked as concluding employment before 

they were iniDally hired). I also drop the small share of officers who are marked as concluding 

employment but missing a precise date. AddiDonally, I drop the small share of officers where 

POST omits names to protect the idenDDes of undercover officers.  

With this dataset of full-Dme officers, I transform the data from the officer – 

employment posiDon level to the officer – year level. I define an officer as working in a given 

year if he or she works any day in that calendar year. I define an officer as exiDng using a binary 

variable that indicates when an officer concludes POST-covered employment and does not 

return to the dataset in the following year. I define an officer’s years of experience as the sum of 

years that he or she appears in the POST data. To focus on employment from 2012 to 2022, I 

drop observaDons for employment spells before 2012. I also drop the small share of 

observaDons for officers with extremely high levels of service, defined as more than 42 years. To 

focus on employment at municipal police and county sheriff’s departments, I drop employment 

spells at state agencies (e.g., California Highway Patrol) and special purpose agencies (e.g., 

school districts and universiDes, district aTorney’s officers, county probaDon departments).  

I next match officers from the POST data to voter registraDon records compiled by the 

data vendor L2. I use vintages of California voters from 2014 to 2023. To match voters to 

officers, I match voters in county A to officers in county A and all adjacent counDes using exact 

name. I do this first for full name; next for first and last names with a middle iniDal; and finally 
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for first and last name only. With the merged data, I keep matches when the voters’ date of 

birth and officers’ iniDal hire date imply that the officer was first hired between the ages of 18 

and 41. Using this process, I match 69% of officers to exactly one registered voter. I drop the 

19% of officers who merge to mulDple plausible voters, as well as the 12% of officers who 

match to zero voters. 

To construct the final analysis sample, I require that officers were first hired before 2013 

to miDgate potenDal changes in entry into police careers in later years. I also require that 

officers have at least five years of experience so they are likely vested in their pensions. I drop 

the less than two percent of officers who are discharged by their agency or die during 

employment. I also drop the small group of officers with an employment gap that covers at least 

one full calendar year. I drop approximately four percent of officers who transfer into or out of 

the sample of municipal police and sheriffs departments to other POST agencies during 2012 to 

2022. I also drop the very small shares of officers missing gender in the L2 data and 

observaDons for officers marked as working in police employment past age 65.  

 

B.2 CalPERS Sample  

 My data on police and firefighter employment come from the California Public 

Employees’ ReDrement System (CalPERS). I received these data on November 21, 2024 and 

March 19, 2025 via public records requests. I use these data to construct an annual panel 

dataset of police and firefighter employment at CalPERS-parDcipaDng municipaliDes with both a 

police and fire department. The data contain separate files for each fiscal year (FY) from FY 

2013-14 to FY 2023-24.  

 To obtain a dataset that is unique at the employee – year level, I first “de-duplicate” the 

data for the approximately one percent of employees that appear mulDple Dmes in the same 

year. (For this first step, I use an employees’ name and membership date to define individuals). 

When an employee appears in two or more rows for an employer in a single year, I keep the row 

with the highest earnings. For employees who transfer across employers, I keep the employee’s 

new employer in the year of the transfer. I drop the very small share of remaining employees 

(<0.1%) listed as working at mulDple employers simultaneously.  
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 Next, I assign a unique individual idenDfier to all employees whom I can confidently 

track across files. (The iniDal CalPERS data do not contain a unique individual idenDfier.) I 

confidently link 96% of observaDons to a unique individual using an employees’ name, iniDal 

CalPERS membership date, and employer. Most (92%) of these observaDons are for a unique full 

name and iniDal CalPERS membership date pair. Some (4%) are for full names and two or more 

CalPERS membership dates that appear to change arbitrarily but represent a single individual. I 

am unable to confidently link the remaining 4% of observaDons to a unique individual and 

therefore exclude them from the sample. For most of these excluded observaDons (3%), there 

are mulDple employees with the same name employed in a given year. For others (1%), a 

unique name has at least two membership dates and two employers. In both cases, it is 

challenging to reliably discern which observaDons are for separate individuals versus which 

observaDons are for a single individual transferring across employers. 

 I next create an indicator that defines an employee as exiDng CalPERS employment in 

the year following their last appearance in the employment data. (Separate CalPERS-provided 

data on reDrees and their separaDon dates confirm that an employee’s true date of exit occurs 

in the year aber they last appear in the employment data). Therefore, I drop data for the first 

year of the panel (FY 2013-14) because the data do not reveal which employees exit in this year. 

I then drop the small shares of employees that have an employment gap of one of more years; 

employees with very low earnings that suggest part-Dme employment; employees with mulDple 

years of zero earnings that obscure the employees’ true date of exit. I also drop the less than 

one percent of observaDons for employees with the same first and last names and membership 

dates but with different unique IDs. (Careful inspecDon reveals that these observaDons 

frequently represent a single employee who changes their name during the panel, leading to 

false exits.) Finally, I restrict the sample to only include municipal employers that employ police 

and firefighters in every year from FY 2014-15 to FY 2023-24.  

 I then match employees from the CalPERS data to their voter registraDon records 

compiled by the data vendor L2. I use vintages of California voters from 2014 to 2023. To match 

voters to employees, I match voters in county A to employees in county A and all adjacent 

counDes using exact name. I do this first for full name; next for first and last names with a 
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middle iniDal; and finally for first and last name only. With the merged data, I keep matches 

when the voters’ date of birth and employees’ CalPERS membership date imply that the 

employee was first hired between the ages of 18 and 41. Using this process, I match 70% of 

police and firefighters to a single registered voter. I drop 18% of employees who match to two 

or more plausible voters, as well as 12% of employees who do not match to a plausible voter.  

 To construct the final analysis sample, I calculate an employees’ pension replacement 

rate according to their pension formula, CalPERS service credit, and CalPERS-provided 

replacement rate tables (CalPERS, “Benefit Factor Charts”). I drop the less than two percent of 

employees who have different pension formulas across years. From FY 2014-15 to FY 2015-16, 

there is an inconsistency in the data where employees’ service credit increases by 0.1 years on 

average. To address this inconsistency and harmonize service credit across all years in the data, I 

subtract 0.9 from employees’ service credit in FY 2014-15. Similar to the POST sample, I require 

that employees were hired prior to 2013 to miDgate potenDal changes in entry into these 

careers in later years. I require that employees have at least five years of CalPERS service credit 

so they are vested in their CalPERS pensions. I also drop the very small shares of officers missing 

gender in the L2 data and observaDons for employees marked as working in police or firefighter 

employment past age 65. 

 

 


