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When I entered law enforcement as a deputy in 1980, I had just completed three years as a 

scholarship athlete, playing Division One basketball for Western Carolina University. I was in 

the best shape of my life. But within a few years of police work, I had put on a significant 

amount of weight, and I would struggle with poor physical fitness for much of my 32-year 

career. 

So, when I speak about the importance of physical fitness for the men and women of law 

enforcement, I do not speak as the model of fitness without empathy for physical fitness 

struggles. Rather, I speak as someone who can attest, based on my own personal experience, to 

the challenges associated with a poor diet, lack of physical exercise, and the poor physical fitness 

that follows. 

I was blessed to have an amazing 32-year career in this profession that I love, and I am proud of 

my service as a deputy, officer, and chief of police. But in retrospect, I know, without a doubt, 

that I would have benefited immensely from prioritizing my physical health, both professionally 

and personally. As a retired chief who now travels the country as a training consultant, my much-

improved state of physical fitness has been vital to my ability to maintain my busy pace at the 



 

age of 67 years old. I wish I had been in this kind of physical shape during all my years on the 

job. 

It is from this perspective that I am so troubled to see law enforcement agencies across the 

country lowering physical fitness standards or even eliminating them all together, knowing what 

we do about the impact of law enforcement work on the physical and mental well-being of 

officers. Law enforcement leaders should be doing just the opposite of the current trend—instead 

of lowering standards, they should be raising standards for physical fitness and incentivizing 

cops to stay in shape throughout their careers. 

Let me be clear, this is not a time to target and punish honorable, competent and hard-working 

officers in the profession today who are not as physically fit as they should be—or would like to 

be. But it is precisely the time for leaders to stop ignoring what is painfully obvious: physical 

health allows our officers to be more effective on the clock and improves their quality of life off 

the clock.  

I am very open to the idea that sit-ups, push-ups, and other traditional metrics of fitness may not 

measure the exact types of physical abilities required in a law enforcement career. I don’t recall 

having to do pushups or sit-ups while working the street. But I do recall having to scale backyard 

fences and wrestle suspects into a pair of handcuffs. I do recall having to run up flights of stairs 

and help carry arrestees. Perhaps we need to replace the older models of physical fitness testing 

with newer, scenario-based measurements of fitness, or tests that better represent the reality of 

what is required on the job. What we cannot do is simply lower standards or eliminate tests 

altogether. 

If someone had told me at the beginning of my law enforcement career in 1980 that I was 

required to maintain a specific physical fitness standard to keep my job as a cop, I would have 

undoubtedly prioritized fitness. I cannot accept the notion that we do not have men and women 

entering the profession today who share that same level of commitment. The vast majority of 

officers avoid certain behaviors, people, or places that might put their careers and pensions at 

risk. I am certain that if maintaining a reasonable fitness standard was also a requirement, they 

would do that too.  



 

Throughout their careers, in every reasonable way, we should be incentivizing and assisting our 

officers to maintain physical fitness. Doing so will allow them to thrive as professionals, 

spouses, and parents. It will cut down on work-related injuries and disability claims. While there 

has been a much-needed increase in the willingness on the part of police leaders to make mental 

health resources available to officers in an effort to maintain emotional well-being, there is no 

question that mental health and physical health are often related. So why, then, would so many 

law enforcement leaders allow physical fitness standards to drop while, at the same time, 

recognizing that officers’ mental health is an area in which improvement is desperately needed? 

I cannot think of a better New Year’s resolution for law enforcement leaders in 2025 than to start 

moving toward (1) enhancing the physical fitness requirements for new hires, and (2) instituting 

initiatives to encourage the great men and women of law enforcement who we have already hired 

to become and stay physically healthy throughout this noble but challenging career. 
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