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Signalling a Change:
Appealing to GenZ Probation Officer Recruits

By: Phillip M. Galli, PhD, Director, Justice Support Services,
St. Croix County, Wisconsin

Recruiting and hiring talented probation officers is becoming a daunting
task. Hiring lists in the hundreds are dwindling to mere wading-level depths,
even worse, single candidate lists in smaller, more rural departments. Un-
fortunately, probation departments will not be garnering any sympathy from the private sector as they
are experiencing the same drought in hiring capable staff. Probation officers continuously adapting to
changes in case management, departmental policies, and court expectations may be driving some of
these shortages. As with any other modification in behavior, agencies will need to identify the problem,
understand the next generation of officers, and develop viable ways to raise the interest in our profes-
sion. Most importantly, we need to set aside pride and acknowledge that the ‘ace in the hole’ fallback
phrase, “but that's the way we've always done it,” is hindering the ability to not only recruit, but retain
already diminished staff. This review will not have an antidote for the conundrum we find ourselves in,
but simply starting the discussion and acknowledging the need to change will improve chances.

Anyone in a leadership role has fleeting thoughts about the ‘glory days’ of hiring. Ironically, the next
generation of administration will have the ‘the old person talking about walking uphill through feet of
snow both ways’ analogy when recalling hiring woes. As a 10-year veteran in community corrections,
| stepped into the profession during the height of the evidence-based practices movement. Hiring
pools were plentiful when | started in the field in 2007. Trying to be the next person to fill a role was
extremely competitive. Even if you knew someone within the department, the countless list of qualified
candidates reduced aspirations of many.

With the towering piles of applications and resumes, agencies had the luxury of focusing minimal
resources on recruitment tools. The simple advertisement or post on the employment website were
more than enough to fill a list with potential candidates. Hiring fairs, recruitment fliers, and department
‘swag’ were rare, flippant concepts. The profession of probation was enough to recruit candidates. Un-
fortunately, the moral fascination with serving our communities has been compromised by a combina-
tion of poor wages and difficult caseloads. We have a responsibility to hire and retain qualified adults
who provide respect and dignity through humble service.

In times of economic prosperity, recruiting in community corrections can be difficult.[i] This is because
community corrections agencies must compete for job candidates with similarly situated industries
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such as manufacturing companies, among other fields.[ii] One of the keys, then, for community correc-
tions agencies is to understand what attracts potential recruits to their organization. No doubt, these
incentives for recruitment look a bit different to those in younger age groups. For both hiring agencies
and probation officer candidates, this may mean signalling to one another what each is looking for.

Signalling Theory

Employers face a dilemma in hiring practices where they are unsure the quality of a candidate until, at
the very least, they can see that individual working. This is true in community corrections, where there
are several employment “hurdles” placed in front of a candidate, such as background checks, written
exams, drugs tests, etc. One way to cut down on this uncertainty is for candidates to send “signals” to
prospective employers that they are appropriate for the job. Early research in this area considered the
role of higher education in signalling a candidate is of high quality.[iii] Additionally, education may point
to greater critical thinking skills for officers and hiring agencies may wish to look for signals such as
prior experience in the field, displays of leadership (i.e., military service), and being a member of a team.
That being the case, there may be some appeals which are particular to certain generations of recruits.

What do Gen Z’ers Value?

The GenZ generation is anyone born between 1997-2012.[iv] According to research, this cohort plac-
es a large value on connecting via social networks.[v] This way of connecting has likely evolved from
the “early” use of Facebook to now using Instagram, Tik-Tok, and X (formerly known as Twitter). Re-
gardless, this group seeks to connect with others quickly and on a near constant basis. Additional traits
of this generation include independence and the desire to be entrepreneurs.[vi] These qualities can
be embraced by community corrections agencies as they seek to recruit candidates who go out into
communities and connect with clients. That is, hiring officers who will take the initiative to engage the
community and use discretion while conducting their work. These appear to be desirable traits for any
employee, but especially a community corrections officer, where the use of job discretion is important.
Community corrections agencies may find these qualities attractive and encourage or promote new
hires to employ these traits in their work. This might mean, for community corrections agencies, recog-
nizing the importance of independent working atmospheres.

Conclusions

Recruiting, and retaining, high quality community corrections officers in the 21st Century is possible.
In fact, there are excellent candidates available who would add value to a probation organization. It
is true, especially with smaller hiring pools, that community corrections agencies will be competing
against each other (and against other fields) for some of these recruits. Some of the necessary re-
cruitment tools will be based on financial incentives and other attractions such as department culture,
benefits packages, and work flexibility, to name a few. Recruiting Gen Z'ers to the field of community
corrections will take creativity from hiring managers. Appealing to the values of this age group through
advanced technology connection (social media), acknowledging the significance of entrepreneurship,
and promoting independence will be a few of the key areas for community corrections agencies to
focus on.

GenZ probation officers can co-exist with the ‘old hats.’ Part of this is incumbent on newer generations
of officers assimilating into the probation culture. The other, and arguably equally important part, is
that the ‘gatekeepers’ of probation acknowledge the changing values of new generations of officers. If
each party can compromise aspects they value in an employer/employee, while still maintaining stan-
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dards and autonomy, it is possible to realize successful searches and hires of GenZ probation recruits.
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April 29, 2025 | 10:00am CST | Zoom Webinars

Join NAPE members as we discuss the future direction of NAPE, explore topics of
interest, leadership struggles, and how the association can best meet the needs of its
members. This will be an interactive discussion with a focus on hearing and learning

directly from our NAPE members.

Please register in advance at www.napehome.org/coffeechats

NAPE CoffeeChats

Mational Association of Probation Executives
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Corporate Corner
Probation Officer Safety

Fieldwork is essential—but it comes with risks.
Since 2018, SolusGuard has been helping keep
officers safe in the field with our automated lo-
cation monitoring software, alert devices, alert
notification systems and satellite technology—
ensuring support is always within reach.

To learn more, visit our website:
www.solusguard.com/industry/parole-and-pro-
bation

For general insights and strategies on improving fieldwork safety, SOIUSG Ua l’d
download our free white paper:
www.solusguard.com/resources/probation-white-paper
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MICRO-DISTRIBUTIN

Join the NAPE Network

We invite members to share information about NAPE with other community supervision executives
to help expand our network and strengthen our opportunities, data, and expertise. Affordable annual
NAPE membership options are available and can be purchased/renewed at napehome.org

e Individual (recurring discount available)
e Retired

e Organizational

e Corporate

Contact NAPE

Vanessa Farmer, Secretariat
Ray Wahl, Interim Executive Director

NAPE — Correctional Management Institute
George J. Beto Criminal Justice Center

Sam Houston State University

Huntsville, Teas 77341 — 2296
vfarmer@shsu.edu

(936) 294-3757
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NAPE is dedicated to enhancing the professionalism and effectiveness in the field of community cor-
rections by creating a national network for executives, bringing about positive change in the field, and
making available a pool of experts in community corrections management, program development,
training, and research.

Learn more: napehome.org

Mailing address:

National Association of Probation Executives
Sam Houston State University

Huntsville, TX, 77340, US
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