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Abstract: Maintaining fitness and a healthy bodyweight can enhance police officer safety, de-
escalation, and subsequently survivability in addition to overall health and wellness. Within a law 
enforcement agency, it can be difficult to implement a health and wellness program without the 
support of the police chief and command staff. However, support for health and wellness 
programs and the perceived impact on the job by law enforcement police chiefs is not well known. 
This article analyzes police chiefs’ perspectives on police officer physical fitness and bodyweight, 
and their impact on multiple aspects of the job, as well as barriers to implementing health and 
wellness programs. A survey of 425 Texas police chiefs indicated 99.5% of respondents believed 
it was important or somewhat important for officers to be at a healthy bodyweight. The top 
potential barriers to officers’ physical fitness represented by police chiefs were individual 
unwillingness and laziness. A more thorough understanding of perceptions and beliefs by law 
enforcement leadership can help enhance the alignment of programs, impact habits, and 
ultimately influence daily choices that officers make. These perceptions can also assist in the 
development of programs to further support officer readiness, safety, and survivability, as well 
as overall health. 
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Introduction 
 
As stated in the President’s Task Force on 21st Century Policing (2015), the wellness and safety 
of law enforcement officers are critical not only for themselves, their colleagues, and their 
agencies, but also for public safety.1 Maintaining fitness and a healthy bodyweight can enhance 
police officer safety, de-escalation, and subsequently survivability in addition to overall health and 
wellness.2 The purpose of the current project is to understand police chiefs’ perspectives on 
multiple aspects of police officers’ physical fitness and bodyweight. This study focused on two 
topics: perceptions regarding the impact of excess bodyweight and lack of fitness on police officer 
performance; and perceptions regarding potential barriers to physical fitness and maintaining 
healthy weight and fitness levels. Perceptions of police leaders were measured because these 
individuals are responsible for policy development and the overall focus and direction of their 
respective departments. Therefore, their perceptions on this topic are important to understand. 
Their perceptions provide reinforcement for areas in need of program development and insights 
into potential barriers to health and fitness initiatives. 
 
Literature Review on Physical Health Benefits and Barriers 
 
Previous research has demonstrated numerous health benefits that are derived from physical 
activity and the maintenance of a healthy bodyweight. This is especially important for law 
enforcement officers because the occupational fatality rate for law enforcement is three to five 
times that of the national average for the working population.3 According to research from the 
Buffalo Police Department, the average life expectancy of law enforcement personnel is 22 years 
less than their civilian counterparts.4 Heart disease, the number one killer of both males and 
females in the United States, is also heavily prevalent in law enforcement.5 Research examining 
law enforcement in the United States over a 22-year period (1997–2018) concluded that nearly 
82 percent of circulatory-related deaths were from a heart attack, with an average age for a duty-
related death due to heart attack at 46.5 years.6 Two of the eight risk factors for heart attacks 
include lack of physical activity and unhealthy bodyweight. However, workers in protective 
services were almost 2.5 times as likely to be obese as workers in health diagnosing occupations, 
showing that there is an increased risk of obesity in certain occupations, including law 
enforcement.7 
 
A large proportion of officer injuries and deaths are not the results of interaction with criminal 
offenders but the outcome of poor physical health due to poor nutrition, lack of exercise, sleep 
deprivation, and substance abuse.8 Tasks within law enforcement require physical fitness, yet 
maintenance of fitness is not always prioritized by incumbent staff and leadership. In a 2012 
study by Bissett, Bissett, and Snell, the researchers found that more than 25 percent of incumbent 
police officers admitted that they would not be able to pass a common physical agility test.9 Even 
though most of the daily work within law enforcement is sedentary, situations may still arise when 
officers must possess an appropriate level of fitness and a healthy bodyweight. Daily, officers 
may be expected to lift, carry, push, pull, run, or engage in a variety of physical tasks. However, 
affecting the arrest of a struggling suspect is one of the most strenuous physical tasks that an 
officer might encounter.10 These encounters may even turn into life-threatening situations.  
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Officer safety, use of force, and de-escalation can all be impacted by an unhealthy bodyweight 
and lack of physical fitness.11 Community perceptions of officers and public perceptions of 
personal safety decrease when the public sees an officer who is obese or extremely overweight.12 
De-escalation is often described as verbal judo; however, other components of de-escalation have 
been well documented. Based on interviews with those who have attacked law enforcement 
agents, the FBI Bulletin documented that during instances where suspects believe that they can 
overcome an officer, they are more likely to attempt an assault or murder.13 The image that an 
officer projects due to fitness level, bodyweight, and the verbal and nonverbal messages that the 
officer communicates on the job can potentially yield as much protection as a weapon and body 
armor. Research shows that obese individuals are often perceived as lazy, sloppy, lacking in self-
discipline and self-confidence, unhappy, and unintelligent.14 Additionally, discrimination toward 
these individuals seems to be increasing in society.15 Other research has shown that overweight 
and obese individuals experience significant psychosocial impairment and reduced self-esteem.16  
 
The officer’s demeanor should convey that, if necessary, he or she is prepared to be a formidable 
opponent. The officer’s mannerisms, traits, and behaviors must reveal readiness or preparedness. 
Such behaviors are observed and interpreted by subjects on the street. Officers cannot control 
certain elements of potentially deadly confrontations. However, recognizing controllable factors, 
such as exercise and maintaining a healthy bodyweight, may help reduce potential issues. It has 
also been shown that mean body mass index (BMI) significantly increased as psychological 
distress increased among female law enforcement officers, indicating a need for stress reduction 
programs to assist with bodyweight issues.17 
 
The backup officer can also impact officer safety. When a backup officer arrives, the primary 
focus is on officer safety. However, if the backup officer is suffering from a lack of fitness and 
excess adipose tissue, they may not be as prepared for potential tasks ahead. Unfortunately, this 
can potentially hurt officer safety. Hazards may be due to increased difficulties in assisting when 
arriving on the scene, from simple tasks such as getting in and out of vehicles and performing 
daily tasks, to physical confrontation or an altercation on the side of the road.  
 
Reducing injury potential enhances officer safety in addition to reducing burdens on limited 
financial resources within an agency. Costs related to officer injuries include medical care, 
overtime to cover assignments of injured officers, sick time, and other factors. A 2018 study from 
the International Association of Chiefs of Police (IACP) concluded there was a clear connection 
between officer fitness and several measures of injury. Officers who reported healthy weights 
missed almost half as many days of work following an injury as those officers who reported being 
overweight. Officers who reported being engaged in fitness training were less likely to suffer a 
more severe injury.18 
 
The President’s Task Force on 21st Century Policing, the IACP, and numerous studies have 
emphasized the importance of prioritizing health and fitness within law enforcement agencies. 
Recommendation 6.2 from the President’s Task Force on 21st Century Policing states, “Law 
enforcement agencies should promote safety and wellness at every level of the organization.”19 
This recommendation is important as it does emphasize the importance of health and wellness in 
this stressful and dangerous occupation. 
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However, encouraging safety and wellness through physical fitness and maintenance of a healthy 
bodyweight can be difficult within an agency. Choices and daily actions are often impacted by 
beliefs, values, and mindset. Buy-in from the leaders of police agencies, as well as the rank-and-
file members, is essential to the success of any physical fitness program.20 Thus, to effectively 
promote safety and wellness, it is important to first understand the beliefs, values, and mindset 
of police agency leaders to identify potential barriers to implementing and continuing physical 
fitness programs for officers. 
 
A 2019 study of 36 police chiefs in Florida and South Carolina addressed this issue.21 The police 
chief respondents indicated barriers included a lack of education and training, as well as a lack of 
sufficient funds to assist in curbing the weight problems of officers. The most common responses 
to open-ended questions regarding the impact of obesity and being overweight on performance 
included: impaired movement and inability to defend oneself; slower response rate and burden 
on joints; negative impact on overall job performance; more prone to injury; appearance; lack of 
stamina resulting in the use of excessive force; and inability to deal with demands of the job. 
MacKenzie-Shalders and colleagues found that two major barriers for the law enforcement 
occupation to engage in healthy eating habits included being busy and irregular working hours.22 
This is compounded by the fact that law enforcement officers have a greater incidence of 
hypercholesterolemia, being overweight, and tobacco use than the general population.23  
 
Methods 
 
An original survey consisting of 12 questions was developed by the research team. The original 
survey questions were created based on responses regarding the impact of obesity and being 
overweight on performance in the study by Martin and Martin.24 These questions were pilot tested 
on members of a Law Enforcement Management of Institute of Texas (LEMIT) training group. 
This contingent was made up of law enforcement administrators from around the state of Texas. 
Results and feedback from members of this group allowed the researchers to refine the survey, 
and a second survey was piloted on a different group of LEMIT participants approximately one 
month later. From additional feedback from this group, a final revised survey consisting of 22 
questions was distributed to 1,179 police chiefs in Texas via email (see Appendix A). Respondents 
completed the survey using Qualtrics, an online survey platform. The survey questions measured 
perceptions about how officer weight and physical fitness impact job performance and chiefs’ 
perceptions about barriers to greater degrees of physical fitness. 
 
The research team distributed the survey to a list of police chiefs throughout Texas who 
participated in state-mandated professional development with the Bill Blackwood LEMIT at Sam 
Houston State University (SHSU). Surveys were distributed via email within Qualtrics’s internal 
distribution channel. As part of the first wave of survey distribution, 1,179 surveys were sent via 
email on 23 March 2021. Two reminder emails were sent to those respondents who either had 
not started the survey or started the survey but had yet to finish it. The reminder emails were 
sent out in two-week intervals, on 6 April and 23 April. Data collection closed on 7 May 2021, two 
weeks after the second reminder email. After the data collection period ended, 511 police chiefs 
and executive leadership personnel started the survey with 446 completing the survey. In some 
instances, respondents did not respond to all questions on the survey, so there is some missing 
information for some survey items. The survey completion rate was 91% (511 surveys 
started/446 completed) with an overall response rate of 39% (1,179 total surveys distributed/446 
surveys completed). 
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Sample 
 
The characteristics of the respondents and their agencies can be found in Tables 1 and 2. 
Respondents were primarily police chiefs (95%). For this analysis, the non-police chief leadership 
positions were removed from the final sample to ensure consistency throughout the findings. 
When compared with the findings that included non-police chief personnel, the overall responses 
and factors individuals reported did not change. Police chiefs in the sample had an average of 27 
years of law enforcement experience, the average age of agency leadership personnel was 53, 
and almost 94% of respondents were male.  
 
Table 1: Demographics N=441 
 

Variable N % Mean SD. 
Position 441    

Chief 425 95.3   
Assistant Chief 5 1.1   
Major 1 0.2   
Captain 3 0.7   
Other 7 1.6   

Number of Years in LE 423  27.4 8.8 
Age 422  53 8.0 
Gender 421   

Male 398 93.6  
Female 22 5.2  
Other 

Current Fitness Level 
  Very Poor 
  Poor 
  Average 
  Above Average 
  Excellent 

Strength Training per Week 
  None 
  1 Day 
  2 Days 
  3 Days 
  4 Days 
  5+ Day 

1 
411 
3 
60 
210 
127 
11 
411 
135 
51 
96 
72 
35 
22 

0.2 
 
0.7 
14.1 
49.4 
29.9 
2.6 

 
32.8 
12.0 
22.6 
16.9 
8.2 
5.2 

 

 
Respondents were asked to self-report information regarding their fitness, with 49.4% reporting 
their current fitness level as average. Above average current fitness level was reported by 29.9% 
of the respondents and 14.1% indicated a poor current fitness level. Respondents were also asked 
to self-report the frequency they completed strength training, with 32.8% reporting none and 
12% indicating one day per week. The Physical Activity Guidelines for Americans recommend 
performing muscle-strengthening activities on two or more days a week for health benefits.25 
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Responses consistent with meeting strength training recommendations for health benefits were 
indicated by 52.9% of respondents.  

 
Table 2: Department Characteristics N=425 
 

Variable N % 
Number of Officers 425  

0–1 30 7.1 
2–4 64 15.1 
5–9 70 16.5 
10–24 126 29.6 
25–49 71 16.7 
50–99 36 8.5 
100–249 23 5.4 
250–499 4 0.9 
500–999 1 0.2 
1000+ 0 0.0 

Agency Type 425  
Federal 0 0.0 
State 17 4.0 
County 3 0.7 
City/Municipal 269 63.3 
Special Jurisdiction 136 32.0 

Fitness Requirements for Incumbent 
Officers 

425  

Mandatory with Incentives 27 6.4 
Mandatory without Incentives 29 6.8 
Voluntary with Incentives 34 8.0 
Voluntary without Incentives 61 14.4 
No Requirement 256 60.2 
Other 18 4.2 

 
The research team utilized the Bureau of Justice Statistics’ agency size categories to group the 
respondents’ departments. While the agency sizes saw a wide, evenly distributed variety, the 
most common agency size was 10 to 24 officers. Results are most representative of agencies with 
fewer than 100 officers. The agency types mainly consisted of city/municipal (63.3%) and special 
jurisdiction (32%) agencies. Figure 1 shows that nearly all respondents (99.5%) indicated that it 
is important or somewhat important for officers to be at a healthy bodyweight. Only 2 of 385 
respondents indicated that it was somewhat unimportant that officers be at a healthy bodyweight. 
All respondents (100%) indicated it is either important or somewhat important for officers to be 
physically fit (Figure 2). Of those, 80.7% stated it was important for officers to be physically fit 
and 19.3% stated it was somewhat important. 
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Figure 1. Importance of Officers being at a Healthy Bodyweight (n=385) 
 

 
 
Figure 2. Importance of Officers being Physically Fit (n=348) 
 

 
 
Results 
 
Table 3 describes police chiefs’ perceptions of the impact that being overweight has on aspects 
of job performance. Respondents reported that 14 of the 15 work-related issues were impacted 
by being overweight to a degree greater than a mean of 3 on a scale of 1 to 5, where 5 
represented a strong negative impact. Police chiefs believed that the increased burden on joints 
(Mean: 4.0, SD: 1.0) was most impacted by a police officer carrying excess weight. Stamina 
(Mean: 3.8, SD: 1.1) was the second most impacted factor, followed by the ability to defend and 
protect oneself (Mean: 3.6, SD: 1.1), and confidence from the public (Mean: 3.6, SD: 1.2). 
Promotion or advancement in a career (Mean: 23.6, SD: 1.1) was perceived to be least impacted 
by being overweight. 
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Table 3: Weight Impact N=425 
 

Variable N Mean SD 
Indicate the degree to which you feel each of the following are impacted by a police officer 
being overweight or obese on a scale of 1 (no impact) to 5 (strongest negative impact). 

Burden on joints 383 4.0 1.0 
Stamina 384 3.8 1.0 
Defend and protect oneself 385 3.6 1.1 
Confidence from the public 382 3.6 1.2 
Assist other officers when requesting 
backup 

385 3.6 1.1 

Command presence 383 3.6 1.2 
Movement ability 384 3.6 1.0 
Susceptibility to injury 384 3.5 1.0 
Confidence from colleagues 383 3.4 1.1 
Arrest control tactics 382 3.3 1.1 
Response time 384 3.2 1.1 
Perform all required job components 383 3.1 1.0 
Protect the general public 383 3.1 1.1 
Sick leave 385 3.0 1.2 
Promote/advance in career 383 2.6 1.1 
Other 19   

 
Considering officer safety and the potential impact of officers not maintaining a healthy 
bodyweight and adequate level of physical fitness, one respondent stated the following in the 
survey comments:  

 
The ability of an officer to chase, catch, fight, and take a criminal into custody without the application of 
deadly force options, unless warranted, should be a cornerstone of every law enforcement agency. The 
maintenance of physical preparedness through fitness improves morals, attitude, decreases stress, and 
provides a positive representation of our profession. 
 

The survey measured perceived barriers that limit officers’ ability to maintain a healthy weight 
and physical fitness, along with perceived barriers to implementing fitness requirements for 
incumbent officers. Police chiefs believe there are several barriers that limit officers’ ability to 
maintain a healthy weight, the most significant perceived barrier (Table 4) was unwillingness or 
laziness (Mean: 3.7, SD:1.1). This was followed by shift worked (Mean: 3.4, SD: 1.2) and time 
(Mean: 3.3, SD: 1.2), whereas the least impactful barrier was cost (Mean: 2.6, SD: 1.2). One 
open-ended comment highlighted the impact of the barrier of shift worked and time as the police 
chief stated:  

 
It is quite easy for a law enforcement CEO to expect a top-notch level of fitness for his or her officers. It is an 
entirely different thing to provide them with the incentive, time, and resources to work toward meeting those 
expectations. 
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Table 4: Weight Barriers N=425 
 

Variable N Mean SD 
Importance of possible barriers to commissioned law enforcement personnel’s abilities 
to maintain a healthy weight on a scale of 1 (not a significant barrier) to 5 (an extremely 
significant barrier). 

Unwillingness/Laziness 382 3.7 1.1 
Shift Worked 382 3.4 1.2 
Time 381 3.3 1.2 
Options/Equipment Available 382 2.9 1.3 
Lack of Resources 382 2.8 1.2 
Lack of Knowledge 380 2.7 1.1 
Cost 380 2.6 1.2 

   Other      29   
 
 
Table 5: Fitness Levels N=425 
 

Variable N Mean SD 
Indicate the degree to which you feel each of the following are impacted by a police officer 
being unfit or physically inactive on a scale of 1 (no impact) to 5 (strongest negative impact). 

Stamina 344 3.8 1.0 
Burden on joints 345 3.8 1.0 
Defend and protect oneself 349 3.6 1.1 
Movement ability 346 3.6 1.0 
Susceptibility to injury 344 3.6 1.0 
Assist other officers when requesting backup 349 3.6 1.1 
Command presence 346 3.6 1.1 
Confidence from the public 346 3.5 1.1 
Arrest control tactics 347 3.5 1.0 
Confidence from colleagues 346 3.5 1.1 
Protect the general public 348 3.4 1.1 
Perform all required job components 348 3.3 1.0 
Sick leave 343 3.2 1.1 
Response time 344 3.2 1.1 
Promote/advance in career 347 2.8 1.1 
Other 24   

 
Table 5 describes the degree to which police chiefs feel various tasks are impacted by officers 
being unfit or physically inactive. Police chiefs reported that 14 of the 15 work-related issues were 
impacted by being unfit to a degree greater than a mean of 3 on a scale of 1 to 5, where 5 
represented a strong negative impact. Police chiefs felt stamina (Mean: 3.8, SD: 1.0) was most 
impacted by officers being unfit or physically inactive. Increased burden on joints (Mean: 3.8, SD: 
1.0) was the second most impacted factor, followed by the ability to defend and protect oneself 
(Mean: 3.7, SD: 1.1) and the ability to move (Mean: 3.6, SD: 1.0). The three areas most impacted 
by an officer being unfit or physically inactive were also among the top three areas most impacted 
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by an officer being overweight. Considering command presence, one respondent stated in the 
survey comments:  

 
I found that my command presence alone many times was enough to keep me out of a fight or any resistance. 
I know this because in my years several individuals [suspects] told me so. I looked good and felt ready to 
respond. I often speak to younger officers about the importance of being physically fit to help them survive 
an aggressive encounter, a resisting offender, or a fight, and for their general well-being and health. As police 
officers, we are going to deal with individuals which will attempt to harm us if given the chance. We should 
make every attempt to be ready and prepared to survive any such encounter. 

 
The survey also measured perceived potential barriers to officers’ physical fitness and 
departments’ physical fitness requirements (Table 6). Police chiefs identified multiple barriers that 
limit officers’ ability to maintain physical fitness: unwillingness or laziness (Mean: 3.7, SD: 1.2) 
was the top barrier. Comparable to barriers regarding weight, this was followed by shift worked 
(Mean: 3.2, SD: 1.3) and time (Mean: 3.1, SD: 1.2). The least impactful variables were cost 
(Mean: 2.6, SD: 1.2) and lack of knowledge (Mean: 2.6, SD: 1.1). Multiple respondents indicated 
“other” as a response to perceived barriers that limit officers’ ability to maintain the minimum 
fitness levels to perform the requirements of their jobs (n=27). Responses under “other” 
regarding barriers to maintaining fitness included poor time management skills, the potential for 
injuries, job environment of working in a car all day, age, and stress.  
 
One respondent entertained the idea that the top barrier to officers’ physical fitness of individual 
unwillingness or laziness may not be solely due to the individual, yet a result of the leadership 
around them. In the survey comments, the respondent stated: “I believe the largest problem with 
police officers maintaining fitness levels is apathy at all ranks. When the leaders are lazy and do 
not care, the people under them take the same attitude.” Similarly, another individual stated “that 
in some agencies the command staff members are older and out of shape. Thus, they would 
never implement a program that they could not pass themselves.” 
 
Table 6 also identified possible perceived barriers to implementing incumbent fitness 
requirements. Police chiefs indicated cost (Mean: 3.0, SD: 1.3) as the biggest perceived barrier 
followed by legal concerns (Mean: 2.8, SD: 1.3) and legal precedence for implementation (Mean: 
2.8, SD: 1.2). Within the open-ended comments for “other” (n=27), police chiefs indicated poor 
applicant pool as well as the inability to attract and retain fit officers, marginal support, culture, 
the potential for injury, and agency size and funding. One respondent stated, “as an 
administrator, the barriers that most significantly challenge the implementation of a fitness 
program include legal concerns and attrition that may occur if a fitness standard is pursued.” 
Another comment regarding this topic included a chief who stated: 

 
I believe in maintaining a standard of being physically fit. It is a win-win for the officer and agency to maintain 
this standard. But given our current culture and social standing, too many roadblocks and obstacles are cast 
upon law enforcement administrators to set policies with regard to a PT [physical training] regiment. 
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Table 6: Fitness Barriers N=425 
 

Variable N Mean SD 
Possible barriers to commissioned law enforcement personnel’s abilities to maintain the 
minimum fitness levels to perform the requirements of their jobs on a scale of 1 (not a 
significant barrier) to 5 (an extremely significant barrier). 

Unwillingness/Laziness 338 3.7 1.1 
Shift Worked 339 3.2 1.3 
Time 336 3.1 1.2 
Options/Equipment Available 338 2.8 1.2 
Lack of Resources 339 2.7 1.2 
Cost 340 2.6 1.2 
Lack of Knowledge 339 2.6 1.1 

   Other   27   
Possible barriers to implementing fitness requirements for incumbent officers within your 
agency on a scale of 1 (not a significant barrier) to 5 (an extremely significant barrier). 

Cost 345 3.0 1.3 
Legal Concerns 344 2.8 1.3 
Legal Precedence for Implementation 345 2.8 1.2 
Administration/City Council/  
City Manager  

344 2.3 1.2 

Union or Association 344 2.0 1.3 
  Other 27   

 
Within the open-ended comments portion of the survey from 43 respondents, there were 
comments in support of fitness in addition to other potential barriers not previously represented. 
These included a need for staff to be ready to respond to calls; lack of pay to attract officers with 
dedication and personal integrity to have a high level of fitness; the time that it would take to get 
to a reasonable weight and fitness level; inability to obtain applicants without any fitness 
requirements; long hours; little recognition; low pay; lack of sleep; hatred due to being the police; 
and apathy displayed by different level leaders creating barriers for others to work out and eat 
healthy.  

 
Discussion 
 
Overall, police chiefs' responses indicated a belief that it is important for officers to be at a healthy 
bodyweight and to be physically fit (Figures 1 and 2). Responses to questions related to the 
impact of officers not maintaining a healthy weight or being unfit or physically active provide 
insight into why chiefs feel weight management and physical fitness are so important. Officer 
safety is heavily impacted in six of the top eight areas identified as being most affected by not 
maintaining fitness or a healthy weight. The other two items represented in the top eight are 
related to command presence, which can impact officer safety as described in FBI studies.26 
 
A decrease in officer safety due to a lack of fitness can increase stress among officers who are 
already in a stressful job environment, leading to potential mental health concerns. In January 
2018, the Law Enforcement Mental Health and Wellness Act was signed into law.27 This act 
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recognizes the importance of sound mental and psychological health and the connection it has to 
good physical health for officers to be effective in keeping communities safe. While the focus of 
this survey was not on mental health, the potential barrier because of mental health concerns, as 
well as the potential improvement in mental health from maintaining physical health, should be 
noted. This affords an area for potential future research regarding the mental health of officers 
and their level of physical fitness.  
 
Police chiefs also identified potential barriers to officers’ physical fitness: individual unwillingness 
or laziness was the most significant perceived barrier. Providing encouragement, motivation, and 
reminders of the importance of physical fitness may be needed to mitigate this barrier. One 
strategy to provide feedback to individuals in an agency may be to connect the importance of 
fitness to the term “complacency kills.” This term is well recognized in law enforcement as it 
relates to avoiding the mindset of a routine traffic stop. However, it may be valuable to ensure 
this is also connected to important items including physical fitness and maintenance of a healthy 
bodyweight. Whether it is non-recognition of danger, failure to physically prepare, or denial of 
health, these all require vigilance to avoid the potential negative impact on officer mortality and 
morbidity. As police chiefs connect the importance of fitness with regular communication, it may 
also provide benefit to garner an increased understanding of perceived barriers by front-line 
officers. This additional information can help to ensure alignment of perceptions by leadership 
with actions occurring on the ground within an agency. The data may also help provide insights 
into why identified perceptions from police chiefs have not been overcome through their 
leadership strategies. Time and shift worked were also perceived to be barriers officers encounter.  
 
Agency leaders should consider these elements when designing programs or initiatives to enhance 
physical fitness. Initiatives may include time management programs, sleep environment 
education, and instruction on the benefit of short activity sessions. For example, research has 
shown that bouts of 10 minutes of activity throughout the day can provide similar benefits to 
performing 30 minutes of activity continuously.28 Significant reductions in the 10-year risk of 
coronary heart disease were observed in the three bouts of 10 minutes of activity group as well 
as in the 30 minute continuous activity group. The Journal of the American Medical Association 
(JAMA) states that if Americans would add just 10 extra minutes of physical activity per day, 
approximately 110,000 preventable deaths could be avoided per year.29 
 
The low prevalence of fitness requirements was in stark contrast to the importance the police 
chiefs indicated they place on the value of physical fitness and a healthy weight. While 
respondents indicated cost was not perceived as a relatively important barrier to maintaining 
fitness and a healthy weight, it was the greatest barrier to program requirements. Many fitness 
requirements can be met via options that have minimal to no costs. Fitness assessments can be 
conducted utilizing bodyweight activities or low-cost assessment tools, such as a rower. Program 
support can also be provided using available resources from partnering law enforcement agencies, 
the IACP Officer Safety and Wellness tools, Bureau of Justice Assistance (BJA) Preventing Violence 
Against Law Enforcement and Ensuring Officer Resilience and Survivability (VALOR) Initiative, or 
other reputable sources. 
 
The second largest barrier to implementing fitness requirements for incumbent officers was tied 
between legal concerns and legal precedence for implementation. The ability to address legal 
components is not within the scope of this research yet should be highlighted as an area with 
significant interest in further clarification. Additional barriers were presented in the dialogue from 
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the open-ended comments section of the survey detailed additional potential barriers including 
attrition because of implementing requirements, impact on hiring, injury potential, and unions or 
associations. An open-ended response indicated that individuals may have difficulty coming into 
compliance if new requirements were added to the job that were not in place prior to hiring. This 
stance is in stark contrast to the considerable number of new requirements that officers must 
face each year. However, it does bring forth a potential concern related to how a program is 
implemented and what allocated resources are provided to current incumbent employees to help 
bring them into compliance.  
 
Similarly, beyond the impact on retention, regarding the concerns identified in the results section 
pertaining to the impact on hiring, it may be appropriate for agencies to review appropriate fitness 
level requirements as they relate to the job and a department. This is further evidenced by a 
commenter who stated, “If our district wanted the highest level of fitness, they would have to 
increase the pay to attract officers with dedication and personal integrity to have a high level of 
fitness before they were employed.” As agencies work toward hiring individuals with dedication 
and personal integrity toward fitness, it may be appropriate to implement fitness requirements 
based on the demographics of the agency versus starting with a potentially unattainable high 
requirement of fitness. There is the potential that as leaders implement something, the culture 
of the agency will develop and help change these types of mindsets within an agency.  
 
Agencies with a lack of requirements of any kind may increase the need for analysis of the 
potential increased risks due to hiring individuals who are not maintaining healthy weight and 
fitness levels. This is due to the police chiefs’ indication that most job duties had at least a 
moderate negative impact by not maintaining these items. Further concerns stemming from policy 
implementation related to injury potential. To mitigate injuries from physical fitness training, a 
continued emphasis should be placed on proper instruction and implementation of physical fitness 
training. This is similar to other potentially dangerous aspects of law enforcement training, 
including restraint techniques and firearms training.  
 
As police chiefs continue to stress the importance of physical fitness, healthy weight, and overall 
wellness, the attitudes and behaviors of agency employees may reflect this orientation. A 
continual emphasis, especially by leadership, on the importance of physical wellness may impact 
habits and ultimately influence the daily choices of officers. As police chiefs look to develop a 
culture of officer safety, reminding individuals of the influence, impact, and importance of a 
healthy weight and being physically fit may help to positively encourage these components at 
every level within organizations. 
 
A potential limitation of the current analysis may be that not all areas impacted by officer weight 
and physical fitness were included in the survey. The open-ended comments revealed other areas 
that may be affected by these attributes. A second potential limitation is due to the location of 
the respondents. The survey data may include police chief responses from both rural and urban 
areas. As a result of location, available resources may be limited or enhanced, thus potentially 
impacting results.  

 
Opportunities for Future Research 
 
The results of this analysis provide the opportunity for a significant number of areas for future 
research. Multiple opportunities exist based on the demographics of this study alone. As all 
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respondents in this study were from Texas, a similar study within other geographic locations may 
provide insights into similarities or differences between geographic locations. Additional research 
could review perceptions of fitness and body image based on respondents’ race, gender, and size 
of agency to determine whether differences exist among these groups.  
 
Within this data set, opportunities also exist regarding bi-variant and multi-variant analysis based 
on respondents' current exercise practices and fitness levels. Subsequently, there is an 
opportunity to compare individual fitness levels and body image scores to perceptions of the 
importance of bodyweight and fitness. Further analysis of the open-ended comments regarding 
perceived barriers that limit officers’ ability to maintain a healthy weight (n=27) and physical 
fitness (n=27) may enhance understanding of these different variables.  
 
Other opportunities resulting from this analysis include a similar inquiry with front-line officers. 
This analysis may assist in determining inconsistencies and disconnect between front-line officer 
perceptions and those of police chiefs. Furthermore, this may also assist in best understanding 
the impact on officer safety, operational function, and barriers. Lastly, a breakdown of individual 
fitness components and their impact on job function may be another area for future research. 
 
------------ 
 
Appendix A 
 
LEMIT Chiefs and Executive Leadership Health & Fitness Survey 
Sam Houston State University Consent for Participation in Research 
 
STUDY OF ATTITUDES AND PRACTICES REGARDING PHYSICAL FITNESS IN LAW 
ENFORCEMENT 
You are being asked to be a participant in a research study about the attitudes and practices 
related to physical fitness in law enforcement agencies in the state of Texas. You have been 
asked to participate in the research because you lead a police agency in Texas, and you have 
unique knowledge about this topic. 
 
WHAT IS THE PURPOSE, PROCEDURES, AND DURATION OF THE STUDY? 
The study seeks to understand current attitudes and practices in physical fitness in law 
enforcement agencies by asking police leaders to report some basic information by responding 
to a brief survey. 
 
WHAT ARE THE REASONS YOU MIGHT CHOOSE TO VOLUNTEER FOR THIS STUDY? 
You may want to volunteer and complete this survey because you will be providing information 
the researchers can use to determine overall attitudes and practices regarding the importance 
of physical fitness in the law enforcement profession in Texas. You have specific and unique 
knowledge that you can share with us. Completing this survey should take approximately 7–10 
minutes. 
 
WHAT ARE THE REASONS YOU MIGHT CHOOSE NOT TO VOLUNTEER FOR THIS STUDY? 
You may not want to participate because we are asking you to volunteer your time. You will not 
be compensated for participating in this study. 
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DO YOU HAVE TO TAKE PART IN THE STUDY? 
You can choose whether to participate in this study or not. If you volunteer to be in this study, 
you may withdraw at any time without consequences of any kind. You may also refuse to 
answer any questions you don’t want to answer and still remain in the study. 
 
WHAT IF YOU HAVE QUESTIONS, SUGGESTIONS, OR CONCERNS? 
The individuals in charge of this study are Dr. Matthew Wagner of the Department of 
Kinesiology and Dr. William Wells of the Law Enforcement Management Institute of Texas at 
Sam Houston State University. If you have questions, suggestions, or concerns regarding this 
study or you want to withdraw from the study, you can contact Dr. Wagner or Dr. Wells using 
their contact information listed below. If you have any questions, suggestions, or concerns 
about your rights as a volunteer in this research, contact the Office of Research and Sponsored 
Programs – Sharla Miles at 936-294-4875 or email ORSP at sharla_miles@shsu.edu. 
 
WHAT ABOUT PRIVACY AND CONFIDENTIALITY? 
The only people who will know that you are a research participant are members of the research 
team. No information about you, or provided by you during the research, will be disclosed to 
others without your written permission. 
  
When the results of the research are published or discussed in conferences, no information will 
be included that would reveal your identity. Any information that is obtained in connection with 
this study and that can be identified with you will remain confidential and will be disclosed only 
with your permission or as required by law. 
 
To help ensure your anonymity, the research team recommends that you take this survey in a 
private area and clear the computer cache and history upon completion of the survey. 
 
WHAT ARE MY RIGHTS AS A RESEARCH PARTICIPANT? 
If you feel you have not been treated according to the descriptions in this form, or you have 
any questions about your rights as a research participant, you may call the Office of Research 
and Sponsored Programs – Sharla Miles at 936-294-4875 or email ORSP at 
sharla_miles@shsu.edu. You may choose not to participate or to stop your participation in this 
research at any time. Your decision whether or not to participate will involve no penalty or loss 
of benefits to which the subject is otherwise entitled, and the subject may discontinue 
participation at any time without penalty or loss of benefits to which the subject is otherwise 
entitled. You will not be offered or receive any special consideration if you participate in this 
research. 
 
AGREEMENT TO PARTICIPATE 
By completing the survey, I acknowledge that I read and understand the above information, 
and I willingly consent to participate in this study. I understand that if I should have any 
questions about my rights as a research subject, I can contact Dr. Matthew Wagner at 936-294-
1163 or mcw002@shsu.edu or Dr. William Wells at 936-294-4817 or wmw005@shsu.edu. 
 
 
The below survey is being conducted to collect information regarding current health and fitness status of 
chiefs and executive leadership, perceptions regarding the impact of bodyweight and fitness on 
performance, and perceptions regarding the potential barriers to programs and maintaining healthy 
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weight and fitness levels. A goal will be to help bring awareness to these perceptions and help identify 
areas for attention within agencies. Additionally, feedback from this will help provide evidence regarding 
the impact of implementing or sustaining a health and fitness program within an agency. It will also assist 
in helping determine remedies to combat potential issues that may impact the performance of job duties. 
 
Position (please select one): 
o Chief 
o Assistant Chief 
o Major 
o Captain 
o Other (Please explain) ___________________________________________________________ 
 
Number of years in law enforcement __________ 
 
Age __________ 
 
Gender: 
o Male 
o Female 
o Other 
 
Height (feet): 
o 1 
o 2 
o 3 
o 4 

o 5 
o 6 
o 7 

 
Height (inches): 
o 1 
o 2 
o 3 
o 4 
o 5 
o 6 

o 7 
o 8 
o 9 
o 10 
o 11 
o 12 

 
Weight in pounds (lbs.) __________ 
 
Number of commissioned officers in agency: (Please select one.) 
o 0–1 
o 2–4 
o 5–9 
o 10–24 
o 25–49 

o 50–99 
o 100–249 
o 500–999 
o 1000+ 

 
Type of agency represented: (Please select one.) 
o Federal 
o State 
o County 
o City/Municipal 
o Special Jurisdiction Agency 

(School District, Transportation Authority, Hospital District, etc.) 
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What type of fitness requirements do you have for incumbent officers within your agency?  
(Please select one.) 
o Mandatory requirement with incentives offered 
o Mandatory requirement with no incentives offered 
o Voluntary requirement with incentives offered 
o Voluntary requirement with no incentives offered 
o No requirement 
o Other (please explain) __________ 
 
What do you feel is your current fitness level? (Please select one.) 
o Very Poor 
o Poor 
o Average 
o Above Average 
o Excellent 
 
What do you feel is your current bodyweight classification? (Please select one.) 
o Underweight 
o Normal Weight 
o Overweight 
o Obese 
o Morbidly Obese 
 
On average, how often do you engage in strength training activities per week? (Please select one.) 
o None 
o 1 day a week 
o 2 days a week 

o 3 days a week 
o 4 days a week 
o 5 or more days a week 

 
On average, how many minutes of cardiovascular training (walk, run, elliptical, stair stepper, bicycle, spin 
bike, rower, swim, or other similar activities) do you engage in per week? (Please select one.) 
o 0–29 minutes per week 
o 30–89 minutes per week 
o 90–149 minutes per week 
o 150–249 minutes per week 
o 250 or more minutes per week 
 
Indicate the degree to which you feel each of the following are impacted by a police officer being 
overweight or obese on a scale of 1–5? (One [1] would indicate no impact and five [5] would indicate the 
strongest negative degree of impact.) 

 No Impact - 
1 

 
2 

Moderately 
Negative 

Impact - 3 
 
4 

Strongest 
Negative 

Impact - 5 

Ability to assist 
other officers 

when requesting 
backup 

o o o o o 

Ability to defend 
and protect 

oneself 
o o o o o 
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Ability to perform 
all required job 

components 
o o o o o 

Ability to 
promote/advance in 

career 
o o o o o 

Ability to protect 
the general 

public 
o o o o o 

Arrest control 
tactics o o o o o 

Burden on joints o o o o o 

Command 
presence o o o o o 

Confidence from 
the public o o o o o 

Confidence from 
colleagues o o o o o 

Movement ability o o o o o 

Response time o o o o o 

Sick leave o o o o o 

Stamina o o o o o 

Susceptibility to 
injury o o o o o 

Other (please 
explain) o o o o o 

 
If other, explain here ____________________________________________________________________ 
 
How important do you feel it is for police officers to be at a healthy bodyweight?  (Please select one.) 
o Important 
o Somewhat important 
o Somewhat unimportant 
o Unimportant 
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Please rate the importance of the following possible barriers to commissioned law enforcement 
personnel’s abilities to maintain a healthy weight. Please rate each potential barrier on a scale of 1 to 5. 

 
Not a 

Significant 
Barrier - 1 

 
2 

A 
Moderately 
Significant 
Barrier - 3 

 
4 

An 
Extremely 
Significant 
Barrier – 5 

Cost o o o o O 

Lack of Knowledge o o o o O 

Lack of Resources o o o o O 

Options/Equipment 
Available o o o o O 

Shift Worked o o o o O 

Time o o o o O 

Unwillingness/Laziness o o o o O 

Other (please explain) o o o o O 

If other, explain here ___________________________________________________________________ 
 
Indicate the degree to which you feel each of the following are impacted by a police officer being unfit or 
physically inactive on a scale of 1–5? (One [1] would indicate no impact and five [5] would indicate the 
strongest negative degree of impact.) 

 No Impact - 
1 

 
2 

Moderately 
Negative 

Impact - 3 

 
4 

Strongest 
Negative 

Impact – 5 

Ability to assist 
other officers 

when requesting 
backup 

o o o o O 

Ability to defend 
and protect 

oneself 
o o o o O 

Ability to perform 
all required job 

components 
o o o o O 

Ability to 
promote/advance in 

career 
o o o o O 
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Ability to protect 
the general 

public 
o o o o O 

Arrest control 
tactics o o o o O 

 
Burden on joints o o o o O 

Command 
presence o o o o O 

Confidence from 
the public o o o o O 

Confidence from 
colleagues o o o o O 

 
Movement ability o o o o o 

 
Response time 

o 
 
  

o o o o 

 
Sick leave o o o o o 

 
Stamina o o o o o 

Susceptibility to 
injury o o o o o 

Other (please 
explain) o o o o o 

If other, explain here _________________________________________________________________ 
 
How important do you feel it is for police officers to be physically fit? (Please select one.) 
o Important 
o Somewhat important 
o Somewhat unimportant 
o Unimportant 
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Please rate the importance of the following possible barriers to implementing fitness requirements for 
incumbent officers within your agency? Please rate each potential barrier on a scale of 1 to 5. 

 
Not a 

Significant 
Barrier - 1 

 
2 

A Moderately 
Significant 
Barrier - 3 

 
4 

An 
Extremely 
Significant 
Barrier - 5 

Administration/City 
Council/City 

Manager 
o o o o o 

Cost o o o o o 

Legal Concerns o o o o o 

Legal Precedence for 
Implementation o o o o o 

Union or 
Association o o o o o 

Other (please 
explain) o o o o o 

 
If other, explain here ___________________________________________________________________ 
 
Please rate the importance of the following possible barriers to commissioned law enforcement 
personnel’s abilities to maintain the minimum fitness levels to perform the requirements of their jobs. 
Please rate each potential barrier on a scale of 1 to 5. 

 
Not a 

Significant 
Barrier - 1 

 
2 

A 
Moderately 
Significant 
Barrier - 3 

 
4 

An 
Extremely 
Significant 
Barrier - 5 

Cost o o o o o 

Lack of Knowledge o o o o o 

Lack of Resources o o o o o 

Options/Equipment 
Available o o o o o 

Shift Worked o o o o o 

Time o o o o o 
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Unwillingness/Laziness o o o o o 

Other (please explain) o o o o o 

 
If other, explain here ___________________________________________________________________ 
 
Additional overall comments regarding topics from the survey: 
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
------------ 
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