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Abstract
Purpose – Law enforcement is a stressful career, especially to US-based officers. Officers are typically
psychologically screened and declared fit for duty prior to completing training. Current personality research
has demonstrated the potential for traits to increase or decrease due to a variety of factors, including time and
stress levels. The purpose of this paper is to investigate how officers’ personality traits may differ based upon
their levels of stress and lengths of service. This quantitative non-experimental research design recruited
potential participants from several online-based, law enforcement officer-centric channels. Participants then
completed a five-factor model (FFM) personality measure, the Law Enforcement Officer Stress Scale, and an
accompanying demographic questionnaire. The participants’ FFM personality trait levels (dependent
variable) were measured and compared to other participants’ trait levels based upon the independent
variables of lengths of service and stress levels. The authors found the current sample had a higher mean
stress level than any previously reported law enforcement officer sample. The personality trait agreeableness
was significantly correlated with extraversion, and extraversion was significantly correlated with openness
to new experiences. The authors found significant differences in several FFM traits for both career-related
stress and length of service. The findings support previous research, contribute to the job demand-control
model, and suggest the continued stress of the job may psychologically impact an officer. It is recommended
law enforcement administrators be more aware of this potential and consider findings strategies to mitigate
these trait differences.
Design/methodology/approach – This quantitative non-experimental research design recruited potential
participants from several online-based, law enforcement officer-centric channels. Participants then completed
a five-factor personality measure, the Law Enforcement Officer Stress Scale, and an accompanying
demographic questionnaire. The participants’ FFM personality trait levels (dependent variable) were
measured and compared to other participants’ trait levels based upon the independent variables of lengths of
service and stress levels.
Findings – The authors found the current sample had a higher mean stress level than any previously report
law enforcement officer sample. The personality trait agreeableness was significantly correlated with
extraversion, r(159)¼ 0.36, po0.000; and, extraversion was significantly correlated with openness to new
experiences, r(159)¼ 0.28, po0.000. The authors found significant differences in several FFM traits for both
career-related stress and length of service.
Research limitations/implications – These findings support previous research, contribute to the job
demand-control model, and suggest the continued stress of the job may psychologically impact an officer.
Practical implications – It is recommended law enforcement administrators be more aware of this
potential and consider findings strategies to mitigate these trait differences.
Originality/value – This is the first study to examine how personality may differ in law enforcement
officers (LEOs) with both high stress and long careers. Logical follow-ups to this study would be longitudinal
studies on LEOs.
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The law enforcement career is one with an ever evolving set of tasks, opportunities and
threats (Hope, 2016). The individuals who serve in this career often experience significant
stress (Craun et al., 2014; Spielberger et al., 1981). Many studies have focused on
understanding the unique stressors law enforcement officers encounter, such as operating in
potentially dangerous situations and frequent exposure to death or injury (Hamel, 2015;
Lim and Kim, 2015; Rose and Unnithan, 2015; Violanti et al., 2016, 2017).

The USA is home to just over 750,000 law enforcement officers (Banks et al., 2016).
In 2018, a reported 163 officers died or were killed in career-related situations; an additional
159 committed suicide (Lohr, 2019; Officer Down Memorial Page, 2019). The suicide rate of
officers is approximately 23 per 100,000, considerably higher than the 14 per 100,000 for the
general population (Roufa, 2019). These statistics demonstrate the levels of stress law
enforcement officers routinely face, and it is this stress that is believed to be the cause for the
higher suicide rate (Lohr, 2019; Roufa, 2019).

Career law enforcement officers tend to share similar personality traits, as the career can
appeal to individuals who appreciate structure, order and control, as well as ethics and
integrity (Capps, 2014; Hall et al., 2016). Researchers have found law enforcement officers’
personality tends to differ from general population samples (Detrick et al., 2016; Lyutykh
and Konopleva, 2016). Using the Minnesota Multiphasic Personality Inventory (MMPI-2;
Butcher et al., 2001), researchers found police officer candidates’ have substantially lower
mean personality dimension scores (Tarescavage, Fischler, Cappo, Hill, Corey, Ben-Porath,
2015), more positive adjustment (Aamodt, 2004), and increased defensiveness (Aamodt,
2004; Visweswaran et al., 2003) than the general public.

The personality differences between American law enforcement professionals and the
general public are often easy to find since a majority of US-based law enforcement agencies
require a psychological screening in order to evaluate if an individual is fit for duty (Detrick
et al., 2016). The revised MMPI-2 or the MMPI-2 Restructured Form (MMPI-2-RF;
Ben-Porath and Tellegen, 2008/2011) are fundamental components of law enforcement
officer personality screening (Butcher et al., 2001; Detrick et al., 2016; Tarescavage, Fischler,
Cappo, Hill, Corey, Ben-Porath, 2015; Tarescavage, Corey, Ben-Porath, 2015). In addition to
the MMPI-2 or MMPI-2-RF, Costa and McCrae’s (1992) NEO Personality Inventory-Revised
(NEO-PI-R) is also often paired with the MMPI-2-RF to provide a more comprehensive
psychological evaluation (Detrick and Chibnall, 2013; Garbarino et al., 2012).

The NEO-PI-R is based on Costa andMcCrae’s (1985) seminal work developing the five-factor
model or “big five” (FFM) personality theory. The FFM evaluates five personality dimensions:
openness to new experiences/imagination, conscientiousness, extraversion, agreeableness and
neuroticism (Isler et al., 2017; Judge and Zapata, 2015; Wu, 2016). Pivoting off initial FFM
designs, other researchers have developed shorter, more concise tests to measure these traits,
including the 20-item Mini-International Personality Item Pool (Mini-IPIP; Donnellan et al., 2006).

Personality researchers have often debated trait stability over time (Anusic and
Schimmack, 2016; Debast et al., 2014; Wills and Schuldberg, 2016). In addition to Debast
et al.’s (2014) literature review, many other researchers (Wills and Schuldberg, 2016;
Wu, 2016; Wu et al., 2015) have illustrated personality trait change can occur over time.
These trait changes may be caused by general work experiences (Woods et al., 2013), locus
of control (Wu et al., 2015), job demands (Li et al., 2014), stress (Wu, 2016), traumatic events
(Wills and Schuldberg, 2016), or attitude (Wille et al., 2014). Karasek’s (1979) job
demand-control model proposed time demands and lack of control over demands increased
mental strain (Fila et al., 2017; Steiner and Wooldredge, 2015). Wu (2016) found individuals
in high job demand positions experienced FFM agreeableness, conscientiousness, and
openness trait changes over just a five-year time period.

Temple’s (2009) seminal research found American law enforcement officers’ personal
strain and coping were significantly linked to FFM traits, supporting a non-causal
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connection between stress and personality traits. Wills and Schuldberg (2016) found
NEO-PI-R trait mean reductions over time in a small sample of law enforcement officers who
indicated experiencing post-traumatic stress symptoms. These results parallel stress-related
research demonstrating physical or psychological changes can increase levels of stress
(Hirokawa et al., 2015; Zamanian et al., 2015; Zhou et al., 2014).

Additionally, other researchers have examined length of service as a factor in law
enforcement behavior (Balmer et al., 2014; Donner et al., 2017; Ogaz, 2015; Parker, 2015; Wills
and Schuldberg, 2016). Wills and Schuldberg (2016) found declines in well-being, good
impression, independence and empathy over time, but they did not attribute any of the
change to be related to length of service. Balmer et al. (2014) found length of service to be
negatively correlated to psychological resilience. These findings suggest longer lengths of
service help to exacerbate personality and behavior differences.

The current research investigated how law enforcement officer personality traits may
differ based on their career-related stressors and lengths of service. Recent occupational
research has demonstrated personality traits’ levels can appear to change over time (Li et al.,
2014; Wille et al., 2014; Wills and Schuldberg, 2016; Woods et al., 2013; Wu, 2016; Wu et al.,
2015). Wu (2016) proposed job demands create certain stressors; these stressors were the
antecedents to the trait level changes found among various populations. The findings
support research indicating stress is known to impact biological, physiological and mental
processes (Hirokawa et al., 2015; Sur and Ng, 2014; Zamanian et al., 2015; Zhou et al., 2014).

The law enforcement officer career is very stressful (Craun et al., 2014; Rose and
Unnithan, 2015; Thomasson et al., 2014). Researchers have shown law enforcement-specific
stressors can impact an officer in various ways, such as negative physical, psychological or
social outcomes (Hamel, 2015; Lim and Kim, 2015; Spielberger et al., 1981; Van Hasselt et al.,
2008). For example, Wills and Schuldberg (2016) found well-being along with other
personality trait means decreased over time in a law enforcement officer sample. Previously,
Balmer et al. (2014) had reported lower psychological resilience in officers with longer
lengths of service.

Most literature to date has focused on personality differences between law enforcement
officer and the general public (see Ellrich and Baier, 2016; Wachi et al., 2016; Wills and
Schuldberg, 2016); however, if and how law enforcement officer-related stressors and
lengths of service are related to officer personality differences is unknown. The current
research provides law enforcement administrators understanding on how personality trait
differences are related to career-related stressors or lengths of service. This study also
provides a foundation for future longitudinal personality change research and contribute to
a greater understanding of the job demand-control model.

Theoretical/conceptual framework
Many researchers see personality, especially FFM personality trait levels, as relatively
stable over time (McCrae and Costa, 2008; Chow and Roberts, 2014). Several recent studies
have challenged this view by examining personality trait differences over time (Li et al.,
2014; Milojev and Sibley, 2014; Wille et al., 2014; Wills and Schuldberg, 2016; Woods et al.,
2013; Wu, 2016; Wu et al., 2015).

Karasek’s (1979) job demand-control model provided a framework for explaining
career-related stress. This theory posits higher job time demand (e.g., work load, time
pressure) and lower job control (e.g. autonomy) are linked to higher levels of stress
(Fila et al., 2017; Karasek, 1979; Wu, 2016). Using this model, Wu (2016) found FFM trait
level differences over time in participants who indicated higher job time demand and higher
stress. In this case, the job demand-control model was only partially supported as low job
control was not shown to be correlated to higher levels of stress. Interestingly, Wu (2016)
had predicted, based on Grey’s (1981, 1990) biopsychological theory of personality, stress
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would in turn be associated with differences of neuroticism and extraversion (higher and
lower, respectively). This prediction was supported. Wu found higher job stress reporting
participants more neurotic and less extraverted after five years.

This study builds upon the job demand-control model by determining to what degree law
enforcement officer-related stresses and lengths of service can explain personality
differences in the officers. Presumably, law enforcement officer-related stressors that
parallel higher job time demand and lower job control will, over time, increase the potential
for these factors to be manifested by personality trait differences in officers with shorter
lengths of service vs longer lengths of service. We used this as for our first two hypotheses:

H1a. There will be a significant difference in personality traits among law enforcement
officers with high levels of career-related stress compared to law enforcement
officers with low levels of career-related stress.

H2a. There will be a significant difference in personality traits among law enforcement
officers with lengths of service at or greater than the sample mean compared to law
enforcement officers with lengths of service below the sample mean.

While the job demand-control model appears to explain personality trait level changes reported
in several studies, other studies showed specific trait increases and decreases. For example,
Temple (2009) found FFM traits neuroticism and conscientiousness level differences associated
with coping and strain in officers; and, Young (2016) found more experienced law enforcement
officers scored higher on FFM dimensions extraversion, agreeableness, conscientiousness and
neuroticism, and lower on openness than less experienced ones. Therefore, based on the
findings ofWu (2016), Young (2016), and Temple (2009), as well as several informal discussions
with current and former law enforcement officers, it is believed the job demand-control model
can explain higher extraversion, conscientiousness, agreeableness, and neuroticism coupled
with a decrease in openness in officers with longer lengths of service. Building upon this data,
we test the following hypotheses:

H1b. There will be significantly higher Extraversion, Conscientiousness, Agreeableness,
and Neuroticism and lower Openness to New Experiences scores among law
enforcement officers with high levels of career-related stress compared to law
enforcement officers with low levels of stress.

H2b. There will be significantly higher Extraversion, Conscientiousness, Agreeableness
and Neuroticism and lower Openness to New Experiences scores among law
enforcement officers with lengths of service at or greater than the sample mean
compared to law enforcement officers with lengths of service below the sample mean.

In order to account for potential interaction between our independent variables, we included
a third main hypothesis:

H3. There will be a significant difference in personality traits among law enforcement
officers with both high levels of career-related stress and lengths of service at or
greater than the sample mean compared to law enforcement officers with low levels
of career-related stress and lengths of service lower than the sample mean.

Method
We recruited sworn law enforcement officers from law enforcement officer-focused social
networking sites. According to the Bureau of Justice Statistics (2016), sworn officers “carry a
firearm and a badge, have full arrest powers, and are paid from government funds set aside
specifically for sworn law enforcement staff” (p. 2). After viewing the recruitment flyer,
potential participants clicked on a link which took them to the online survey (Qualtrics) site.
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They were then were provided with a shortened copy of the recruitment flyer and the three
knockout questions (e.g. “are you currently serving as a sworn law enforcement officer?”;
“are you currently serving within the United States?”; and, “are you 18 years old or older?”).
Potential participants who clicked no to any of these questions were taken to the survey
completion page. If the potential participant clicked yes to all three, they were taken to the
Informed Consent. After agreeing, participants were taken to the demographics page.
The participant experience for the survey consisted of six pages: The screening page, the
informed consent document, the first page of the demographics questionnaire, the second
part of the demographics questionnaire, the Mini-IPIP, and the LEOSS. Participants could
choose to terminate participation in the survey at any time by closing the survey window.
Once participants completed the survey, they were taken to a standard survey completion
page. Institutional Review Board (IRB) was obtained prior to collecting data.

Population
Our recruitment flyer was posted on PoliceOne and Reddit’s forums, and it was sent out via
two online E-Bulletins from the International Law Enforcement Educators and Training
Association (ILEETA). To increase the reliability of our findings, we aimed to collect a
convenience sample of approximately 128 participants based on G*Power a priori analysis
of an analysis of variance (ANOVA) with two predictor variables (e.g. length of service and
career-related stress) with two levels (e.g. high vs low) each; an alpha of 0.05; a medium
effect size; and, a power of 0.8. We collected 208 responses to our survey. Participants were
excluded if they failed to complete the entire survey. This left us with 159 participants
(2.5 percent female; mean age of 31.92, SD¼ 8.14). See Table I for details on participants.

Measures
Our online survey consisted of a demographics questionnaire, the Mini-IPIP, and the LEOSS.

Characteristic Category % n

Gender Females 2.5 4
Males 97.5 155

Education Level High school graduate, diploma, etc. 3.8 6
Some college credit, no degree 20.8 33
Trade/technical/vocational Training 1.3 2
Associate’s 13.2 21
Bachelor’s 51.6 82
Master’s 8.8 14
Doctorate 0.6 1

Race American Indian or Alaskan Native 0 0
Asian 5.7 8
Black or African American 0.6 1
Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander 1.3 2
Other 2.5 4
White 89.9 143

Ethnicity Hispanic or Latino 5.7 9
Not Hispanic or Latino 93.7 149

Region Mid-Atlantic 11.9 19
Midwest 20.8 33
New England 5.0 8
South 28.9 46
Southwest 8.8 14
West 24.5 39

Table I.
Demographic

characteristics of
study participants
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Mini-IPIP. The Mini-IPIP (Donnellan et al., 2006) is a 20-item measure developed from the
50-item International Personality Item Pool–Five-Factor Model measure (IPIP-FFM;
Goldberg, 1999). This measure has five subscales – Intellect/Imagination; Agreeableness;
Extraversion; Neuroticism; and Conscientiousness–and a Cronbach’s α coefficient
(Cronbach, 1951) of M¼ 3.39, SD¼ 0.87, α¼ 0.81; Agreeableness: M¼ 4.16, SD¼ 0.61,
α¼ 0.69; Conscientiousness: M¼ 3.42, SD¼ 0.73, α¼ 0.60; Neuroticism: M¼ 2.67,
SD¼ 0.85, α¼ 0.76; and, Intellect/Imagination: M¼ 3.72, SD¼ 0.75, α¼ 0.70 (Donnellan
et al., 2006). The Intellect/Imagination subscale is often referred to as Openness or Openness
to New Experiences (Donnellan et al., 2006; John and Srivastava, 1999). The Mini-IPIP is in
the public domain and free for use (Goldberg, 2017). The questions are scored on a five-point
Likert scale (e.g. 1¼ “never” to 5¼ “always”); therefore, the highest score an individual
could score on each dimension would be 20, with the lowest being 4. The higher the score,
the more pronounced the dimension in the individual’s personality.

LEOSS. The LEOSS (Van Hasselt et al., 2008) was developed in order to provide a
“comprehensive stress prevention and intervention approach” for law enforcement officers
(Van Hasselt et al., 2008, p. 135). The LEOSS halved the measure size of Spielberger et al.’s
(1981) Police Stress Survey (PSS) with significant reliability and validity scores. For this
study, the LEOSS utilized a five-point Likert scale (Can and Hendy, 2014) vs the seven-point
scale. Each of the 25 scenarios are rated on both likelihood and difficulty, with the respective
scores multiplied. The lowest score an individual could receive on the LEOSS was 25, with
the highest being 625. The summed scenarios serve as a rating of exposure to police
stressors (Can and Hendy, 2014); a higher score meant more stress. This was used to
measure the independent variable of career-related stress.

Demographics. The demographic questionnaire was structured to include age, gender,
marital status, education level, region of the USA, and the month and year they first began
working as a law enforcement officer or entry-on-duty (EOD) date. The EOD was used for
the independent variable length of service. This variable was calculated as the difference
between the survey completion date and the EOD in months.

Results
Validity and reliability of the data
Using the cleaned data described above, we used SPSS to conduct normality tests on both
the independent and dependent variables. We also assessed normality via visual inspections
of P-P plots, Q-Q plots, and histograms. The current data were found to satisfy the
assumptions as discussed below.

For the independent variable of career-related stress, we summed the Law Enforcement
Officer Stress Scale (LEOSS; Van Hasselt et al., 2008) likelihood and difficulty scales, then
multiplied this sum to create a final stress score. The lowest score an individual could
receive on the LEOSS was 25, with the highest being 625. Reliability coefficients, as reported
by the original authors, were strong for the likelihood (α¼ 0.874), difficulty (α¼ 0.908),
and full scale (α¼ 0.874). Reliability coefficients for this study were similarly strong:
Likelihood (α¼ 0.825), difficulty (α¼ 0.891), and full scale (α¼ 0.880). The mean LEOSS for
this sample was 205.11 with a standard deviation of 65.54. We coded the summed LEOSS
score into low stress (e.g. LEOSS total score of 140 or less) and high stress (e.g. total score of
141 or higher) categories. Since the sample’s mean was considerably higher than previous
reported sample means, we created another variable, LEOSSA. We coded the new variable
low stress as being the mean (205) and lower, and high stress being 206 and higher. Table II
shows frequencies and descriptive statistics of these two variables.

For the length of service (LOS) independent variable, the sample included participants
with from one month of service to over 42 years (504 months), with an average of
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81.18 months (SD¼ 90.58). We coded high and low length of service categories using the sample
mean: Participants with lengths of service below the mean were considered in the “low length
of service” category; and, participants at the mean or above were placed in the “high length of
service” category.

To create the individual Mini-IPIP scores (e.g. Openness to New Experiences;
Agreeableness; Extraversion; Neuroticism and Conscientiousness), we created a sum of each
dimensions’ four questions based on the measures’ instructions. We also ran a correlation of
the Mini-IPIP dimensions against each other (see Table III). The results indicated
Agreeableness was significantly correlated with Extraversion in the sample, r(159)¼ 0.36,
po0.00. Extraversion was also correlated with Openness to New Experience, r(159)¼ 0.28,
po0.00. No other FFM dimension was correlated with another.

We used both one-way and two-way ANOVAs for the main analyses. We chose the
ANOVA to evaluate the continuous dependent variable with categorical independent
variables. Using a between groups design, we compared the five personality trait
dimensions individually between the low and high levels of both length of service and
career-related stress, respectfully. Additionally and based on Ping’s (2008) seminal
discussion, we examined the effect of an interaction between the two independent variables
(both together and separately) on each of the five personality dimensions. We ensured the
assumptions of the ANOVA were met by having a continuous dependent variable and
categorical independent variables which were independent of observation and free from
significant outliers. We then plotted the data to evaluate normality and error variance
(Haverkamp and Beauducel, 2017).

H1
We evaluated this hypothesis by running a one-way ANOVA using the individual FFM
dimensions as the dependent variables and the measure for career-related stress (LEOSS) as
the independent variable. Only Conscientiousness showed a significant difference
between high and low career-related stress groups, F(1, 158)¼ 5.98, p¼ 0.02, η2¼ 0.04.
Using the alternative stress variable, we found Neuroticism was significantly different,
F(1, 158)¼ 4.57, p¼ 0.03, η2¼ 0.03. Therefore,H1awas supported (see Table IV ). Given that
only Conscientiousness was significantly different, we rejected H1b.

Low High
Variable Count % Count %

LEOSS 23 14.5 136 85.5
LEOSSHL 84 52.8 75 47.2
LOS 110 69.2 49 30.8

Table II.
Frequencies and

descriptive statistics
for the two

independent variables

Correlation matrix Descriptives
Dimension O A E C N M SD Range

Openness 1 15.08 2.91 7–20
Agreeableness 0.10 1 11.28 3.37 4–20
Extraversion 0.28** 0.36** 1 13.68 2.89 7–20
Conscientiousness −0.05 −0.12 −0.05 1 15.60 2.54 7–20
Neuroticism −0.07 −0.01 0.10 −0.12 1 9.02 2.75 4–17
Notes: n ¼ 59. **Correlation was significant at the 0.01 (two-tailed) level

Table III.
Correlation between

the independent
variables with

descriptive statistics

Personality
trait
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H2
We conducted a one-way ANOVAwith the FFM individual dimensions against the length of
service variable categories of high and low (see Table V). Both Openness to New Experience
and Neuroticism show significance, F(1, 158)¼ 3.85, p¼ 0.05, η2¼ 0.02, and F(1, 158)¼ 4.36,
p¼ 0.04, η2¼ 0.03, respectively. In this case, H2A was supported and H2B was rejected.

H3
We conducted a two-way ANOVA on each individual Mini-IPIP-FFM dimensions against
the length of service (LOS) and career-related stress (LEOSS). No significant group
differences were found (see Table VI). We also ran the two-way ANOVA again in order to
determine if the alternative career-related stress variable (LEOSSA) and (LOS) had different
results, but, again, found no significant group differences (see Table VII). Therefore, H3
was rejected.

As seen in Table VI, the main effect of LOS on Conscientiousness was not significant
(F(1,155)¼ 3.44, p¼ 0.07), but the main effect of career-related stress (LEOSS) on
Conscientiousness was significant, F(1, 155)¼ 7.39, p¼ 0.01. Additionally in Table VII, the
main effect of career-related stress (LEOSSHL) on Neuroticism was not significant
(F(1, 155)¼ 2.95, p¼ 0.09), but the main effect of LOS on Neuroticism was significant,
F(1, 155)¼ 4.13, p¼ 0.04.

Discussion
This study investigated how law enforcement officer personality traits differed based on
their career-related stressors and lengths of service. We found significant personality
differences for both career-related stress and length of service. Our results paralleled
Temple (2009) who found FFM traits neuroticism and conscientiousness level differences

Sum of squares
Variable Between Within Total F (1,158) p η2

LEOSS
Openness 14.90 1,327.04 1,341.94 1.76 0.19 0.01
Agreeableness 9.08 1,786.75 1,795.82 0.80 0.37 0.01
Extraversion 0.10 1,318.55 1,318.64 0.01 0.92 0.00
Conscientiousness 37.37 980.67 1,018.04 5.98 0.02 0.04
Neuroticism 21.22 1,173.72 1,194.94 2.84 0.09 0.02

LEOSSA
Openness 2.59 1,339.35 1,341.94 0.30 0.58 0.00
Agreeableness 7.09 1,788.74 1,795.82 0.62 0.43 0.00
Extraversion 6.42 1,312.23 1,318.62 0.77 0.38 0.00
Conscientiousness 0.70 1,017.33 1,018.04 0.11 0.74 0.00
Neuroticism 33.78 1,161.16 1,194.94 4.57 0.03 0.03

Table IV.
One-way ANOVA for
the FFM, the LEOSS
and the LEOSSA
variables

Sum of squares
Variable Between Within Total F (1, 158) p η2

Openness 32.13 1,309.80 1,341.94 3.85 0.05 0.02
Agreeableness 0.06 1,795.76 1,795.82 0.01 0.94 0.00
Extraversion 8.24 1,310.40 1,318.64 0.99 0.32 0.00
Conscientiousness 12.30 1,005.74 1,018.04 1.92 0.17 0.01
Neuroticism 32.27 1,162.67 1,194.94 4.36 0.04 0.03

Table V.
One-way ANOVA
for FFM and
LOS variables
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associated with coping and strain in officers. Balmer et al. (2014) found Western Australian
police officers reported lower resilience scores as age, rank and lengths of service increased;
and, Porter and Prenzler (2017) found length of service, especially with male law
enforcement officers in an all Australian sample, related to excessive force complaints. Both
of these elements (e.g. lower resilience and excessive force complaints) could be tied to
higher levels of neuroticism.

In the past several decades, researchers have found personality trait changes
can occur over time (Li et al., 2014; Wille et al., 2014; Wills and Schuldberg, 2016;
Woods et al., 2013; Wu, 2016; Wu et al., 2015). Karasek’s (1979) job demand-control
model suggested time demands and lack of control over demands increased mental strain,
which may exacerbate these changes (Fila et al., 2017; Steiner and Wooldredge, 2015).
Several researchers (see Temple, 2009; Wills and Schuldberg, 2016; Wu, 2016) have found
support for this job demand-control model. We also found statistically significant support
for this model. Our results indicated the personality differences existed between law
enforcement officers with longer (vs shorter) lengths of service and more (vs less)
career-related stress.

While other researchers have seen specific FFM trait differences (e.g. higher
Extraversion, Conscientiousness, Agreeableness and Neuroticism; lower Openness), the

Source SS df MS F P

Openness
LEOSS 24.22 1 24.22 2.92 0.09
LOS 0.00 1 0.00 0.00 1.0
LEOSS×LOS 15.05 1 15.05 1.82 0.18
Error 1,284.48 155 8.29
Total 37,508.00 159

Agreeableness
LEOSS 0.66 1 0.66 0.06 0.81
LOS 3.70 1 3.70 0.32 0.57
LEOSS×LOS 6.16 1 6.16 0.54 0.47
Error 1,780.57 155 11.49
Total 22,015.00 159
Extraversion
LEOSS 2.99 1 2.99 0.36 0.55
LOS 10.99 1 10.99 1.30 0.26
LEOSS×LOS 3.81 1 3.81 0.45 0.50
Error 1,306.15 155 8.43
Total 31,071.00 159

Conscientiousness
LEOSS 45.57 1 45.57 7.39* 0.01
LOS 21.22 1 21.22 3.44 0.07
LEOSS×LOS 6.59 1 6.59 1.07 0.30
Error 955.87 155 6.17
Total 39,731.00 159

Neuroticism
LEOSS 15.93 1 15.93 2.16 0.14
LOS 3.74 1 3.74 0.51 0.48
LEOSS×LOS 2.06 1 2.06 0.28 0.60
Error 1,144.96 155 7.39
Total 14,128.00 159
Note: *po0.01

Table VI.
Two-Way ANOVAs

for each FFM
dimension, LOS and

LEOSS Variables

Personality
trait

differences



current study did not find these dimension differences. Additionally, the current study did
not support our belief both career-related stress and length of service, together, would see
significant personality dimension differences.

The current research was limited by two factors: The non-experimental design and the
self-report measures. The non-experimental design prohibited the ability for the data to
suggest causality (Tumlinson et al., 2014). We chose this design methodology primarily due
to ethical considerations (e.g. it would be unethical to randomly assign a law enforcement
officer to a lower or greater stress assignment). The second limitation was the use of
self-report measures. Numerous studies have shown self-reporting may lead to skewed
results (de Vries et al., 2014; Detrick and Chibnall, 2013). However, this limitation was
counteracted by the use of the robust measures and offering anonymity (Baldasaro et al.,
2013; McCusker and Gunaydin, 2015; Van Hasselt et al., 2008; Ward et al., 2017).

The current study’s sample had a mean length of service of 81.18 months (SD¼ 90.54), or
6.75 years. This is a relatively short length of service compared to other similar studies
(namely., Balmer et al., 2014; de la Fuente Solana et al., 2013; Kuo, 2015; Lim and Kim, 2015;
Porter and Prenzler, 2017). Other studies that included length of service as a variable (see
Grubb et al., 2015; Kaur et al., 2013; Lim and Kim, 2015; Porter and Prenzler, 2017; Wills
and Schuldberg, 2016) classified the variable into discrete groups vs a continuous model.

Source SS df MS F p

Openness
LEOSSHL 29.85 1 29.85 3.59 0.06
LOS 0.13 1 0.13 0.02 0.90
LEOSSHL × LOS 20.20 1 20.20 2.43 0.12
Error 1,287.44 155 8.31
Total 37,508.00 159

Agreeableness
LEOSSHL 0.05 1 0.05 0.00 0.95
LOS 11.60 1 11.60 1.01 0.32
LEOSSHL×LOS 6.05 1 6.05 0.53 0.47
Error 1,782.59 155 11.50
Total 22,015.00 159

Extraversion
LEOSSHL 8.20 1 8.20 1.00 0.32
LOS 9.72 1 9.72 1.16 0.28
LEOSSHL×LOS 3.48 1 3.48 0.42 0.52
Error 1,300.14 155 8.39
Total 31,071.00 159

Conscientiousness
LEOSSHL 12.99 1 12.99 2.01 0.16
LOS 0.00 1 0.00 0.00 0.99
LEOSSHL×LOS 4.71 1 4.71 0.73 0.39
Error 1,000.18 155 6.45
Total 39,731.00 159

Neuroticism
LEOSSHL 30.02 1 30.02 4.13* 0.04
LOS 21.44 1 21.44 2.95 0.09
LEOSSHL×LOS 2.61 1 2.61 0.36 0.55
Error 1,127.84 155 7.28
Total 1,4128.00 159
Note: *po0.05

Table VII.
Two-way ANOVAs
for each FFM
Dimensions, LOS and
LEOSSHL variables
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This study was limited by the recruitment process, with the relatively low length of service
overall potentially being the result recruiting solely on the internet.

Considerations for future research
Using Karasek’s (1979) job demand-control model as a framework, this study attempted to
find personality differences in law enforcement officers based on career-related stress and
lengths of service. The purpose was to see if there were statistically significant personality
differences in officers with higher (vs lower) stress or longer (vs shorter) service lengths. The
research’s findings can have some great implications for the law enforcement community. If
law enforcement officers’ personality traits can change over time based on career-related
stress or length of service, then police administrators must be more conscientious about
during an officer’s career.

Following along with similar research designs (namely., Craun et al., 2014; Wills and
Schuldberg, 2016;Wu, 2016;Wu et al., 2015), future research should consider using a longitudinal
design in order to ascertain if personality traits levels change in relation to career-related stress
and length of service. A longitudinal design would allow for future researchers to establish
baseline personality trait scores than have periodic touchpoints evaluating the (then) current
career-related stress levels. It may also be possible to utilize the MMPI-2 Restructured Form
(MMPI-2-RF; Ben-Porath and Tellegen, 2008/2011), a baseline component of law enforcement
officer personality screening (Butcher et al., 2001; Detrick et al., 2016; Tarescavage, Fischler,
Cappo, Hill, Corey, Ben-Porath, 2015; Tarescavage, Corey, Ben-Porath, 2015), as the personality
measure. This would allow a more robust parsing of personality trait data. The next logical step
would be to find a large law enforcement agency and approach to see if the administration would
be willing to allow for this type of longitudinal design.

It is also possible using a different measure than the LEOSS would produce different
results. As discussed above, the LEOSS may have been seen as being laborious for someone,
especially when participants are not being rewarded with anything for participation.
Therefore, a participant may have just chosen randomly in order to finish out the survey.
Perhaps future research could further reduce the LEOSS to something smaller and quicker
to complete.

There are several other variables which may be good to consider for future research.
Previous studies have focused on how law enforcement officer participants are able to
balance out their stressors (Dang et al., 2016; Strahler and Ziegert, 2015). This should be a
question for future research. The current sample had mean stress levels not before seen in
academic literature. Are the stress levels so high because law enforcement is now a much
more stressful career? Or, are the stress levels high because officers do not know how to
properly handle stress? Regardless of the answer, future studies should attempt to
determine what can best mitigate officers’ career-related stress levels. This variable may
actually end up helping officers consider the possible methods to de-stress.

Conclusions
The current study focused on how law enforcement officer personality traits may differ
based on their career-related stressors and lengths of service. Previous literature had not
evaluated the extent to which law enforcement officers in different positions or different
levels of their career may have different personality trait levels.

Using a framework based on previous personality research, the current study
hypothesized law enforcement officers in higher stress positions and with longer lengths of
service would have significantly different personality trait levels than their colleagues. This
research used a quantitative methodology and anonymously surveyed 159 US-based sworn
law enforcement officers to obtain their personality using a five-factor measure, length of
time as an officer, and career-related stress level. Comparing the officers’ personality trait

Personality
trait

differences



differences based on high/low categories of length of service and career-related stress with
multiple one-way and two-way ANOVAs, we found both career-related stress and length of
service significantly related to personality differences.
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