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ARTICLE

Change in the organization socialization of a basic law
enforcement academy: how supervisors cope
Victor M. Manjarrez Jr

Center for Law & Human Behavior, The University of Texas at El Paso, El Paso, Texas, USA

ABSTRACT
This study examines the impact of a changed organizational socialization
process on how supervisors cope and adapt in their occupational role. The
research study is motivated by the central question: how do supervisors
adapt in their occupational role when the initial organizational socializa-
tion process has changed. Thirty-two supervisors from the United States
Border Patrol served as the research study population. The supervisors
were interviewed to understand the organization’s socialization process,
how they coped with the change, and the impact to their supervisory role.
Study participants described how expectations and experiences devel-
oped at the basic training academy were foundational for role adaptation
and coping with the organizational change. The findings illustrate the
persuasiveness of the profession’s socialization process is on role adjust-
ment. The findings also highlight the need by organizations to develop
supervisory leadership programs that include helping supervisors shape
their interpretations and coping strategies during organizational change.
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Introduction

Research on organizational socialization almost exclusively focuses on initial training/orientation
programs for newcomers (Chao, O’Leary-Kelly, Wolf, Klein, & Gardner, 1994). Yet, the body of
literature (e.g. Karp & Stenmark, 2011; Moon, 2006) describes the socialization process as career
long and a pervasive aspect of organizational behavior. Generally, research (e.g. Karp & Stenmark,
2011; McCarty & Lawrence, 2016) assumes organizational socialization remains in a steady state
from cohort to cohort and generally mirrors the experiences of previous job incumbents. It is
uncommon for an organization to implement a change that is viewed by its members as
a demarcation in the socialization process. Hence, empirical research of how supervisors adapt as
a coping strategy in their role, due to a change in the organizational socialization process, is nearly
non-existent. Consistent with international interest (e.g. Balmer et al., 2014; Karp & Stenmark,
2011; Pienaar & Rotmann, 2003) this study set out to fill a void in police scholarship by first better
understanding the effect on supervisory role adjustment by altering a foundational process.
Secondly, contribute to police practice and supervisory development, which may help inform police
executives about important leadership processes.

One of the central notions of police research is that police have a distinct culture that shapes
occupational socialization (e.g. Terpstra & Schaap, 2013). Police literature (e.g. Conti, 2011; Karp &
Stenmark, 2011) suggest socialization at the academy is framed by placing an emotional overload on
recruits through the use of a high stress paramilitary model of training. The approach is used to
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transform the individual from a ‘civilian’ into the new occupational role. The high stress para-
military training becomes a test of character for the recruits who are expected to portray strength
and avoid the perception of weakness (Conti, 2011). It is common to hear in police organizations
the adage of ‘adapt and overcome’ to describe occupational challenges. The adage is intended to
portray a description of strength. While the term ‘coping’ is widely used in the literature, the term is
not a commonly utilized phrase by police (Webster, 2014). In Conti’s (2011) study, research study
participants chose to use the term ‘adapt’ to describe how they managed the new organizational
stressors. Interestingly, the study participant’s descriptions of how they adapted is consistent with
coping strategy literature.

Literature review

Organizational socialization

The way individuals learn the culture, habits, and behavior of an organization are structured for
them by others in the organization and is referred as the socialization process (Karp & Stenmark,
2011). Chao et al. (1994) further add, organizational socialization is viewed as the principal process
by which people adapt to new jobs and organizational roles. Primary organizational socialization
establishes itself early in employment generally within 12 months upon entering the occupation
(Brickson, 2007; Moon, 2006). In police organizations, the organizational socialization process
begins with the basic training academy. The training processes (curriculum, objectives, practical
exercises, etc.) of a basic training academy not only teach new members the skills necessary to
perform the job, but also introduces the social knowledge of what is acceptable behavior within the
organization (Saks, 1996). Thus, the process of developing social knowledge is the combined
procedures of the organization’s formal and informal socialization process. Research on organiza-
tional socialization generally discusses the formal and informal processes, which sometimes work in
conjunction with each other and at times directly opposed to each other (Haberfield, 2002).
Although police organizational socialization goes beyond training, the basic police academy has
become synonymous with socialization (Klein & Weaver, 2000). Socialization at the basic training
academy acts in a manner to ensure that organizational traditions survive.

The literature certainly suggests training for newcomers into the organization is the most formal
and planned form of socialization (e.g. Saks, Brickson, 2007). The basic training academy represents
a socialization program of fixed chronological stages, which is generally socialized by previous job
incumbents (Densten, 2003). The deliberate design of the process furthers conformity and socia-
lization to the expected organizational norms and culture. As a result, a police recruit’s most
pressing task at the basic training academy is to make sense of the activities observed within the
organization (Van Maanen, 1978) in order to find meaning in their experiences. It is the inter-
pretation of the experiences that shape the informal socialization process and occupational role
orientation of the police recruit into the organization. Although training is increasingly being used
as a socialization practice, little is known how the practice affects the role of supervisors once the
recruit graduates from the basic training academy (e.g. Densten, 2003).

Coping

Coping is defined as the cognitive and behavioral efforts made to endure or diminish internal or
external conflicts and to some degree demands among them (Folkman & Lazarus, 1980). As an
approach, coping refers to the different methods that a person uses to manage a circumstance.
Transactional Theory views the coping process as thoughts and actions that are triggered in
response to specific events, processes, and changes. McCarty and Lawrence (2016) argue the
Transactional Theory of coping provides an effective theoretical framework for understanding
coping strategies. Some previous research (e.g. Stone, Greenberg, Kennedy-Moore, & Newman,
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1991) suggested coping as a stable trait of the individual, while others (e.g. Lazarus, 1991) contend
coping is a process dependent on the situational context in which the behaviors occur. The
responses ebb and flow over time as the individual re-appraises the context of the events.

At the center of the Transactional Theory is the appraisal by the individual of the specific
encounter, which are divided into two facets (McCarty & Lawrence, 2016). First, primary appraisals
involve individuals giving meaning and significance to a circumstance and evaluating what it means
to them. This type of appraisal is generally viewed as the emotions people experience during the
course of a demanding or stressful encounter. Next, secondary appraisals involve the perceived
accessibility of resources to cope with the encounter. Secondary appraisals involve assessing coping
options based on available organizational resources and the level of control the individual feels they
have over the circumstance. As a result of primary and secondary appraisals, coping strategies are
developed and thus contextualized as it evolves over time and circumstances.

Sundaram, Sekar, and Subburaj (2014) describe coping in policing as a reaction to occupational
stress as result of discrepancies between environmental or organizational demands (stressors) and
individual capacities to meet the demands. Effective coping is viewed as the effectiveness with which
individuals manage their emotional responses to stress and the actions taken to resolve the stressors.
Stress may occur due to organizational issues such as leadership style, lack or inadequate resources,
and work overload. Individuals confront stress by choosing to use one of three different coping
strategies: problem-focused, emotion-focused, and avoidance (Clark-Miller & Brady, 2012). As in
previous Transactional Theory work, individual appraisals become key to the selection of a coping
strategy.

Webster (2014) showed that police officers tend to use problem-focused coping strategies more
frequently than the other two approaches. The bulk of the existing police research on stress and
subsequent coping strategies focus on studying stressors categorized as either ‘operational’ or
‘organizational’ (e.g. Webster, 2014). Operational stressors are the ones considered unique to
policing and infrequently occur but are of the high stress variety: discharge of a firearm, investiga-
tion of the victimization of a vulnerable population such as children or the elderly, or the death or
injury to a fellow officer (Clark-Miller & Brady, 2012). On the other hand, organizational stressors
may be found in various organizational constructs such as shift work, long hours, having little input
in decision making, and managing organizational change (Webster, 2014). The coping approach to
organizational stressors and role adaptation emphasizes a degree of incompatibility between an
individual and the organizational change.

Police supervision

Terms such as leadership, supervision, and management are all used interchangeably in policing
despite a general agreement they are distinct from each other (Schafer, 2009). For the purpose of
this study, supervision is described as the authority exerted by police officers who have the formal
position within the organization to do so. Police supervisors derive their authorities from the
establishment of laws and the organization’s administrative regulations which govern the behavior
of others. As in other professions, police supervision is more than the laws, policies, and regulations
it is the influence of the supervisor, through personality, to influence others to exhibit certain
behaviors (Schafer, 2009).

An emphasis in police supervision research has focused on supervisory leadership styles to
determine the influence on behavior or the affect they have on job satisfaction of subordinates (e.g.
Ingram, 2013; Mastrofski, Rosenbaum, & Fridell, 2011). Much of the literature discusses the merits
of leadership approaches such as transactional, transformational, and participatory. Regardless of
the approach, supervisors are expected to facilitate the goals of the organization by ensuring
compliance with policy and procedure, encouraging camaraderie, and raising morale (Engel &
Worden, 2003). Supervisors must manage subordinate police officer’s discretion in an environment
that is less controllable and predictable than most professions. Although the term police supervision

POLICE PRACTICE AND RESEARCH 3



may suggest direct and immediate supervision, the dynamics of policing generally do not allow this
to be the case. Police supervision often occurs at a distance and after the fact since subordinate
officers are given geographical assignments which range in size and scope. Adding to the complex-
ity, first-level supervisors are placed in positions of having to oversee a wide variety of subordinate
officers ranging in age, morals, values, and ethics (Goodwin, 2010).

The basic training academy socialization process that results in a strong ‘esprit de corps’1

typically continues throughout the officer’s career (Bennett & Hess, 2004; Densten, 2003).
Generally, almost every police officer in the organization share common experiences of having
worked in the field upon graduation from the basic training academy. The bottom-up promotion
system ensures officers who promote within the organization have been exposed to the same initial
socialization process (Van Maanen, 1984). Unlike the cohort process utilized at the basic training
academy, the path from officer to supervisor is an individual process. Once the officer is promoted
to supervisor the individual may be mentored by another more experienced supervisor and formal
training conducted to learn the administrative requirements of the position. There is no assurance
that either one will be timely or even occur, so the newly promoted supervisor is left to learn the role
‘on-the-job’ (Van Maanen, 1984).

Unlike the basic academy, police supervisors enter their new organizational role with the lessons,
culture, and socialization learned in their old roles (Van Maanen, 1984). In order to be successful in
their new organizational role, supervisors begin to adapt and develop their own styles of supervision
to address the conflicts between learning their new role and supervising officers. The conflict comes
from having to supervise officers who have a great deal of discretion while attempting to meet the
organization’s goals. Ingram and Lee (2015) describe the tension and conflict in the new role as
unique because first-level supervisors are the least removed from field level officers, but in most
cases viewed by the organization as management.

Present study

This study sought to understand how supervisors adapt in their supervisory role when the
initial organizational socialization process is altered by using a sample of United States Border
Patrol (USBP) supervisors. Prior to the terrorist attacks of 11 September 2001 on the United
States, the USBP’s traditional responsibility focused on illegal immigration and drug smug-
gling between the nation’s official ports-of-entry. As a result of the attacks, counter-terrorism
was added to the mission set. The center piece of the additional focus emphasized the hiring
of a significant number of law enforcement personnel (Longmire, 2014). The personnel
increases have not been more notable than the increase for the United States Border Patrol.
The USBP doubled in size from 2007 through 2011 to over 21,000 Border Patrol Agents (U.S.
Customs and Border Protection [CBP], 2016). The large investment of personnel resources
was the core of the new heightened awareness.

To accommodate the significant growth of individuals to be trained beginning with the 2007
changes the USBP made an organizational decision that changed the basic training academy.
Unintentionally, the change altered the initial organizational socialization of the agency. First, in
order to meet the mandate of increasing in size, within a specified period, the agency reduced its
basic training academy curriculum. The curriculum change reduced an 81-day training program
consisting of 663 curriculum hours to a 58-day training program consisting of 475 curriculum
hours. The reduction was the result of eliminating Spanish language training from the basic
curriculum and providing the participants the opportunity to test out of the Spanish language
training program (Graff, 2014; U.S. Government Accountability Office [GAO], 2007). The recruits
who tested out of the language program departed the basic training academy upon completion of
the 58 day program. For the recruits who required Spanish language training they immediately
attended a 40 day language immersion course in which they were required to successfully complete.
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The formal change not only marked an alteration to the curriculum but informally changed the way
recruits were socialized into the organization (Graff, 2014).

Second, the USBP continues law and language training for recruits after they have left the basic
training academy and terminates ten months from the first day at the academy. The extended training
period is referred to post-academy training and consists of one day of instruction per week. Prior to the
2007 changes, post-academy training was conducted as a cohort and at a centralized location (GAO,
2007). Post-academy training provides continuous instruction to recruits to prepare them for a ten-
month examination consisting of law and the Spanish language. Failure of either portion of the
examination results in termination of employment. The change to the length of the basic academy
also effects how post-academy training is conducted. Post-academy training was converted to an on-line
delivery process to reduce training staff levels (GAO, 2007). As a result, the recruits no longermeet once
a week as a cohort. The change impacts the informal intention of post-academy which is to strengthen
cohort occupational solidarity by providing a peer support group that meets regularly (Graff, 2014).

Border Patrol agents are federal law enforcement officers and similarly have arrest, search
and seizure, and execution of criminal warrants authorities for immigration and nationality
laws, U.S. Customs laws, certain violations of the controlled substance act, and the commission
of any felony in the presence and view of an officer. Border Patrol agents generally do not have
peace officer status which provides the ability to execute civil warrants under the authority of
a state, county, or municipality (Price, 2009). Although Border Patrol agents do not have peace
officer status, the formal and informal training, socialization, and hierarchical structure of the
agency closely resembles a large police department in the United States.2 The majority of USBP
agents are assigned to one of the twenty sectors that regionally reflect the northern, southern,
and coastal borders of the United States. Each sector constitutes multiple field stations
equivalent to a large city police department containing multiple patrol divisions. As in
a traditional police patrol division most agents in a USBP station are assigned to a patrol
function in which they respond to dispatched calls generated through citizen reports, observa-
tions, sensor activations, and calls from other law enforcement agencies. The nature of USBP
calls are generally in the form of illegal border entries, drug activity, violence, and citizen
reports for assistance. The remaining time of the USBP agent is left for self-initiated activity
concerning the detection of criminal activity in their assigned patrol area.

The USBP provides an appropriate research context in trying to understand how supervisors
adapt, as a result of coping, in their supervisory role when the organizational socialization process
changes. The agency change and circumstances provide an ideal framework for examining super-
visory role adaptation. Study participants spoke about their adaptation by drawing on their own
experiences relaying depth and conviction in their descriptions. The aim of this study is to inform
police literature by examining how supervisors adapt, as a coping strategy, in their supervisory role.
In doing so, the overarching goal of developing effective law enforcement supervisory training can
be better informed and developed.

Methods

Research design

Qualitative methods were used in this study to understand the perceptions and experiences of USBP
supervisors. The use of Grounded Theory was particularly applicable because the approach is useful
for addressing questions about changing processes that occur over time (Charmaz, 2008; Merriam
& Tisdell, 2016). In addition, the approach fosters the identification of connections and links
between events. The data collected is grounded in the views and experiences of the study partici-
pants as they made sense of their interactions and observations with those they supervised. The data
was used to formulate concepts on how meanings from the experiences were constructed and then
subsequently applied to role orientation (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).
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Sample and procedure

The research study employed a dual method strategy for data collection that encompassed: (a)
background information collected through the Supervisor Background Questionnaire; and (b)
Semi-Structured Interviews (face-to-face/telephonically) with the study participants. The
approach captured supervisor background data that provided contextual information about
the study participants. Semi-structured interviews provided the framework to collect data on
the study participants’ experience, expectations, and coping approaches to confront the
organizational change.

Selection of USBP supervisors was a purposive sampling that aimed to select individuals with
resident experience and variation of the phenomena researched. Only USBP supervisors who held
a position of at least a first level supervisor by October 2007 were considered for this research study.
The agency has approximately 2,400 supervisors nationally and just over 900 of those met the
supervisory experience perquisite for this study (U.S. Customs and Border Protection [CBP], 2017).
The recruitment of study volunteers was conducted through the solicitation of supervisors through
an association exclusively comprised of all nine levels of USBP supervisors. The association is
comprised of nearly 500 members from across the nation and representing all twenty USBP sectors.
The Executive Director of the association placed a solicitation for volunteers, prepared by the
author, in the ‘Forum’ section of the association’s website. The ‘Forum’ section of the website is only
accessible to members of the association who must be a USBP supervisor. The solicitation included
a link to complete a Supervisory Background Questionnaire.

The Supervisor Background Questionnaire represented the first phase of data collection and was
based on the work of Rojek, Manjarrez, Wolfe, and Rojek (2017). This phase was intended to collect
demographic and contextual information of the subsequent sample of semi-structured interview
participants. The 16 question survey aided in determining age groups, gender, ethnicity, educa-
tional background, length of experience as a USBP agent and supervisor, USBP basic academy
attendance (the agency has had multiple locations in the last three decades), and placement of the
individual in a Spanish language group as a recruit. The motive was to obtain an accurate reflection
(Mosak & Di Pietro, 2006) of the general USBP supervisor workforce who were at least a first level
supervisor on October 2007. Although it is unknown how many of the potential 500 study
volunteers observed the solicitation for study volunteers, 48 chose to complete the questionnaire.
Of the 48 who completed the questionnaire 32 individuals subsequently agreed to participate in the
semi-structured interviews. All 32 individuals were selected as study participants.

The semi-structured interviews represented the second phase of data collection. Four primary
areas were explored during the course of each interview: general basic training academy experi-
ences; purpose (formal/informal) of the basic academy; personal perspectives of the basic training
academy curriculum change; and if and how supervisors adapted in their supervisory role.
Comprehending the study participant’s experiences, beliefs, attitudes, and values through recollec-
tions, stories, and basic academy events was important in order to understand why and how
supervisors adapted in their occupational role (Popper, 2002). Beliefs and values are intricately
connected to personal experiences (Goodwin, 2010) and help us understand the study participant’s
expectations. The intent, in subsequent coding, was to derive a process that would contribute to
a better understanding of how supervisors cope in their role. In order to improve the semi-
structured interview guide a pilot study was conducted. As a result, the semi-structured questions
were modified based on the feedback by the four Border Patrol supervisors, representing four
different levels of supervision, who participated in the pilot study. The semi-structured interview
guide consisted of 14 primary questions with up to 11 follow-up type questions.

The semi-structured interviews were conducted both telephonically and in-person to accom-
modate the geographical diversity of the study participants. The structure utilized in both the
telephonic and in-person interviews was the same. The only difference between the two formats was
a loss of visual cues, but the quality and richness of the data did not appear to vary. Twenty-six of
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the interviews were conducted telephonically and 6 were conducted in-person. All interviews were
audio recorded with the study volunteer’s permission, and each interview was between 45 to
55 minutes in length. At the conclusion of each semi-structured interview, the study participant
was informed they would receive their transcribed interview to ensure their perspective was
portrayed accurately, to add further input, make corrections, and clarify any information in their
statements.

The composition of the sample ensured supervisory diversity such as site location, age, super-
visory experience, supervisory and academy experiences, race, and gender. Study participants were
assigned to the following southern border locations: San Diego, El Centro, Tucson, El Paso, Del Rio,
and Rio Grande Valley. The northern border study participants were from Detroit, Buffalo, and
Vermont locations. The study participants encompassed seven of the nine levels of supervision and
the only exceptions were the first and second levels of supervision. Both levels of supervision were
included in the solicitation for research volunteers, thus non-participation was by self-selection
rather than by design. Collectively the group of supervisors averaged 24 years in the USBP in which
18 years of those were supervisory experience. The sample represented supervisory profiles with the
requisite experiences and diversity to inform the central research study question. The demographics
of the sample is represented in Table 1.

Data analysis

A process of inductive and thematic coding was used to analyze semi-structured interviews. An
inductive coding approach was used given that the aim was to understand the study participant’s
perspective of how they coped or adapted to organizational change. The analysis focused on
remarks that included behavioral or belief system changes in the individual or perceived new role
orientation due to the implementation of the organizational change. Coding for this research study
was completed in three phases. First, data was reviewed line-by-line with sections of text highlighted
and coded to reflect the study participant’s emphasis in the text. As the transcripts were coded,

Table 1. Frequencies of demographic variables.

Variable Frequency (n = 32) Percentage

Age (years)
36 – 40 1 3
41 – 45 9 28
46 – 50 13 41
51 – 57 9 28
Gender
Female 4 13
Male 28 87
Race/Ethnicity
white 17 53
Hispanic/Latino 15 47
Educational level
High School/GED 1 3
Some College but No Degree 11 34
Associate Degree (2 year degree) 3 9
Bachelor’s Degree (4 year degree) 13 41
Master’s Degree or Higher 4 13
Length of service (years) in the agency
16 – 20 8 25
21 – 25 15 47
26 – 30 8 25
30+ 1 3
Length of supervisory experience (years)
10 – 15 13 41
16 – 21 14 44
22 – 27 5 15
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comments about the more complex codes were added to capture ideas about the analysis process.
This phase organized materials in ‘chunks’ before assigning meaning to the information. Next, the
‘chunks’ of material were refined and organized according to identified themes. The bulk of this
work was sorting the information into general categories while identifying the general properties
and dimensions of the concepts. Data was examined line-by-line with particular attention to
comparing similarities and differences. In the third and final phase of analysis, theoretical coding
of the data was conducted. This was the process of refining and integrating categories with more
precision categorized around central concepts that represented main themes.

In order to ensure dependability and consistency of the research findings and acknowledgment
of potential biases in interpreting the data the author employed two trustworthiness strategies. First,
member-checking procedures were utilized by returning the individual transcripts and thematic
findings to individual study participants for their assessment on the accuracy of the conclusions
drawn (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). In addition, multiple coders were utilized to verify for inter-coder
agreement on dominant themes and constructs (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).

Findings

Coding resulted in the sorting of codes into two areas of focus for this research study: influential
constructs and supervisory coping constructs. Three constructs emerged as factors influencing how
study participants changed in their role as supervisors. The ‘influential’ constructs centered on the
themes of: (1) supervisory selection; (2) supervisory challenges; and (3) trainees preparedness. The
‘influential’ constructs helped to understand how study participants interpreted their experiences
(Shafritz & Ott, 2001). How study participants coped in their role as supervisors is categorized in
four thematic areas: (1) increased team building; (2) daily work assignments based on abilities; (3)
managing and teaching more; and (4) providing more mentorship. The influential construct and
how study participants adapted in their supervisory role is discussed below.

Influential constructs

All study participants referred to their basic training academy experiences as the framework for
their own supervisory experiences. There is a strong relationship between the perceived value of
training, due to personal experiences, and the reactions to subsequent changes in the same training
(Goldstein, 1991). The more favorable the memory of the experience the stronger the reaction is
negative to any change. Although the influential constructs did not explicitly describe study
participants coping strategies, the constructs directly connected the study participant’s own experi-
ences to the initial organizational socialization change at the basic training academy. This study’s
findings indicate the connections from previous experiences clearly helped shape supervisory role
orientation.

Supervisory selection
No direct questions were specifically developed in the semi-structured interview instrument
addressing supervisory selection. Yet, the notion emerged as a re-occurring theme and seemingly
important to the study participants interviewed. Study participants who were at least a second level
supervisor at the time of the organizational growth raised the topic, which means they were
supervising supervisors. Seventeen study participants discussed supervisor selection broadly, as
a reflection of the rapid growth, the agency was experiencing (Graff, 2014). Study participants
described the lack of having enough experienced Border Patrol agents to promote to the first level of
supervision as problematic. To some degree, all study participants reinforced the importance of
experience as a non-supervisory Border Patrol agent and various familiarities with certain job
functions. Study participants believed the agency had no other option than to promote less
experienced agents to supervisors as long as they were considered good Border Patrol agents.
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Study participant #31 noted a problem in the philosophy, ‘Border Patrol agents may have conducted
their duties in an exemplary manner as individuals, but they had not developed the skills to lead
small teams.’

Supervisory challenges
The influential construct category of supervisory challenges contained three sub-categories of
codes: resentment, heavier reliance/strain on supervisors, and reduced esprit de corps. Nearly all
of the study participants referred to resentment formed by the more experienced agents who had
graduated from the pre-October 2007 basic training academy.3 Twenty-six study participants
expressed or described their surprise at the level of resentment exhibited by the more experienced
agents towards the newer agents and from cohorts to each other. Study participant #17 claimed
there had always been some form of playfulness from one cohort to other cohorts. Another study
participant (#33) stated, ‘The playfulness went away and was replaced with animosity like nothing
I have seen before.’ Resentment by the more experienced agents appeared to be based on the
perception the basic training academy was not as vigorous as in the past. In general, study
participants described how the resentment simply became an issue they had to contend with on
a daily basis.

In addition to resentment, study participants described how the organizational change placed
a burden on supervisors to correct any shortcomings of the trainee agents. Clearly expressed was
the impact of the change at the basic training academy went beyond the trainees at the academy.
Supervisors, who were now less experienced, carried the burden of correcting trainee inadequa-
cies to include those normally addressed at the basic academy. The responsibility was in addition
to an already overwhelmed supervisory workforce. Study participants expressed the belief the
organization altered the training program in order to hire more people in a compressed period
without the necessary quality controls. The impact of the change was so substantial study
participant #11 added, ‘I am just surprised after all these years people are still talking about the
curriculum change.’

The emphasis on teamwork and the value of shared experiences was significant throughout the
semi-structured interviews. Study participants described how the change in the process altered
the cohesiveness and esprit de corps they believed was necessary to maintain the organizational
culture. All 32-study participants expressed the curriculum change and the ensuing alteration of
the socialization process was contrary to the agency’s principles, history, and core values.
Although study participants did not understand the curriculum change, they found themselves
struggling to defend the agency’s decision to the more experienced agents. Interestingly enough
study participants believed the alteration of the socialization process split the agency into an ‘old
patrol’ vs. a ‘new patrol.’ Study participant #10 described the sentiment in the following manner,
‘Some of my classmates had to work hard every single day to pass the probationary exams. It was
a big commitment. Now you do not see that it is more of a[n] us versus them. It is very
splintered.’

Trainee preparedness
The category of trainee preparedness was generally discussed and described as two categories:
trainee preparedness (Spanish language) and trainee preparedness (Non-Spanish language). It is
clear by the number of references made; study participants placed an importance on trainee
preparedness. As study participant #25 explained, ‘As an organization the thing that hurt the
most was the quality of the Spanish being taught was not good enough.’ He further added, ‘A
large number of agents simply could not communicate very well in the Spanish language and could
not do all facets of the job.’ In addition, seventeen study participants noted other deficiencies not
related to Spanish language training. Study participants described how the condensed curriculum
period reduced the ability of trainee agents to grasp their full occupational authorities. Study
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Participant #6 encapsulated the sentiment by declaring, ‘I don’t think they came out with the full
comprehension of our authorities. I do not think they understood Border Patrol 101.’

Supervisory adaptation

Twenty-nine study participants contend the change at the basic training academy introduced
variables into the supervisory role not previously experienced within the agency. Study participants
described how they were concerned with the challenges of resentment, had heavier strains and
demands, and experienced reduced esprit de corps. There is no doubt previous training academy
experiences had a strong influence in shaping the supervisors set of theories and assumptions about
the agency’s realities and relationships. It is those same theories and assumptions that became the
outline for expectations of new employees entering the organization (Chao et al., 1994). As the
result of thematic coding, four categories emerged on how study participants adapted in their role
as supervisors.

Increased team building
In the USBP the idea of esprit de corps has long been built on agents, cohorts of 50 agents, having
a shared identity formed during the socialization process at the basic training academy (Hernandez,
2010). Generally, the cohorts are divided into two sections, A and B, and march in sections to their
classes, lunch, and other daily activities as a group. The symbolism is highly ceremonial and
designed to promote teamwork and help develop a peer support network. The academy instructors,
who are incumbents of this process, not only teach the formal curriculum but also often reiterate
and place a heavy emphasis on teamwork and peer support through the academy (Hernandez,
2010). Prior to the 2007 curriculum change, the emphasis on teamwork was focused on Spanish
language training. All members of the cohort proceeded through the same curriculum and
completed the basic training academy at the same time. Fluent Spanish speakers were teamed up
with non-fluent Spanish speakers, intentionally, in order to help the non-fluent speakers. Academy
instructors informed fluent Spanish speakers they were expected to help members of their cohort
with the Spanish language.

As discussed previously, the curriculum change allowed recruits to ‘test-out’ of the Spanish
language. While the recruits who cannot ‘test-out’ remain at the basic academy for an additional
40 days of language training (Graff, 2014; National Border Patrol Council [NBPC], 2008). Study
participant #3 noted, ‘The socialization that once relied on the strength of the cohort is now
divided.’ Study participants not only noted a separation between cohorts, but also between the
cohort and agents who graduated from the basic training academy prior to the 2007 changes. Nearly
all study participants emphasized trainees did not develop into a cohesive group but rather became
a group of individuals. In addition, the cohesion of the cohort was replaced with animosity. Study
participant #33 summed up the notion of cohesiveness in the following manner:

Classmates that you graduate with at the academy are friends that you have for life despite where your career
takes you. I think the bonding of the group dynamic, team dynamic, becomes fractured when maybe half your
team leaves you and leaves you there. They are off going to do what they need to do at the station and you are
left there for another month or so learning Spanish. It was a big change not only to Spanish training, but to the
entire idea of esprit de corps. The new process changed what we knew as an organization.

Study participants described how, previously, individuals graduating from the basic training
academy would arrive at Border Patrol stations with a high level of esprit de corps. Twenty-six
study participants expressed the sentiment the job of building esprit de corps was now left for them
to build and became an additional facet to their supervisory role. Building esprit de corps at the
station level was in contrast to the study participant’s own experiences and expectations.
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Assignments based on abilities
Over 97% of all individuals arrested by Border Patrol agents only speak the Spanish language (CBP,
2016), thus language ability is a key function of an agent’s job. Study participants described how
agents had always had a varying level of Spanish language abilities, but consistently shared
a baseline understanding of the grammatical rules. This level of functionality allowed agents to
perform all facets of the position. Thirty of the thirty-two study participants believed the academy
curriculum change did not emphasize a firm understanding of the Spanish language grammatical
rules. Study participant #32 described the point in the following manner:

I do not understand how we got to this point. I could see if your Spanish is rusty, but not to have
a fundamental grasp of basic grammatical rules is crazy. I am not saying you are going to break them to
being the second gunman on the grassy knoll, but you should be able to do the basic police report.

Before the curriculum change, study participants rarely considered Spanish language abilities when
making daily agent assignments. Subsequent to the change, study participants described having to
be cognizant of an agent’s Spanish language abilities. They found themselves having to adapt to the
language skill level of the new agents. Study participant #17 asked rhetorically, ‘Now, to what degree
can you count on an agent to do critical parts of the job based on language skills?’He further stated,
‘As a supervisor, you begin to adapt to the workforce that is available to you.’ Six study participants
wondered if agents purposely did not initiate a consensual encounter simply because they lacked the
Spanish language skills. The concern for language abilities was so alarming study participants
assigned non-fluent Spanish speakers to assignments they were unlikely to require the use of the
Spanish language.

Nearly all of the study participants described how there are no formal occupational conse-
quences from the agency if an agent is not proficient in the Spanish language. In this regard, they
believed they were now responsible for agents who could not perform certain basic job functions.
Study participants as a response, sought language learning opportunities for their agents. In
addition, as an unattended consequence study participants ‘inadvertently placed a heavier reliance
on fluent Spanish speaking agents to conduct investigatory interviews and execute arrest reports,’
recalls study participant #5). The heavy reliance led to supervisors explaining to a fluent Spanish
speaking workforce why non-fluent Spanish speakers were not held to the same occupational
standards.

Managing and teaching more
Twenty-eight study participants referred to having to teach fundamental skills to the newer agents.
Study participant #15 described having to teach newer agents basic skills that should have been
learned at the basic training academy. In addition, one-third of the study participants emphasized
managing the mixture of experienced and newer agents, who themselves were divided within their
own cohort, as a challenge to traditional supervisory roles. They suggested the socialization process
was so divergent between agents that a supervisor’s management style had to evolve to cope with the
multiple expectations. One study participant noted supervisors could no longer take a ‘cookie
cutter’ approach to mentoring, coaching, or leading.

Increased management of agents also extended to a large portion of the experienced agent
population. There was a belief not only did the curriculum change have a negative impact on the
new agents, but for the rank and file in the field as well. The agents who had entered the agency
under a different basic training academy challenged their supervisors and the organization regard-
ing the change. The integration of the new agents into the workforce not only forced study
participants to adapt and view their role differently, but experienced agents had to adapt as well.
Twenty-eight study participants described having to remind the more experienced agents the
organizational culture of socializing and teaching the job to the newer agents. Three study
participants wondered if they unintentionally lowered their expectations for the new agents based
on their own experiences. Study participant #13 further added, ‘I believe our journeymen agents
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also lowered their expectations. They probably thought the same thing we did – the job in many
cases just felt like babysitting.’

Seventeen study participants emphasized the belief they did not receive new agents ready to
perform basic functions, but rather had to be trained. They were now playing the role of a field-
training officer instructing new agents’ on the basic functions of the job. As a result, study
participants developed impromptu individual training regimens. As study participant #24 stated,
‘Traditionally supervisors had always taken the time to teach and create opportunities for learning,
but there were more people who needed guidance than there were experienced agents and super-
visors.’ Over one third of the study participants expressed they had to be more hands on, spend
more time, expend more energy, and more manpower managing and teaching agents.

More mentorship required
The data clearly indicates study participants believed more people needed more attention.
Supervisory attention was not simply limited to teaching job skills, but also extended to mentorship.
Although half of the study participants raised the sentiment, they wanted to make it clear that
mentoring had always been part of a supervisor’s job. The sheer number of agents resulted in more
mentoring on a more frequent basis. A significant portion of their role was akin to a big brother
when it came to processing arrestees and basic law enforcement techniques. Interestingly, the
mentorship extended beyond occupational issues. Study participants indicated a large number of
new agents were not emotionally prepared for a law enforcement job. Nearly one third of the study
participants described the need to provide mentorship as a sense of duty. As study participant #7
stated, ‘I feel obligated to mentor my agents beyond the job because they simply do not have a ton of
life experiences.’ Generally, study participants believed the increased mentorship caused
a dependency by trainee agents on supervisors. Over half of the study participants expected agents
to make decisions and be able to operate on their own without having a supervisor providing
immediate oversight and they contend that was not the case.

Discussion

The purpose of this study was to determine how study participants adapted in their role when the
initial organizational socialization process changed. The findings demonstrate study participants
did adapt, as a coping mechanism, to the organizational change. Although the study participants
never used the term ‘coping’, they did describe utilizing problem-focused strategies to resolve
occupational stress. Expectations, predicated on academy experiences, were persuasive to the study
participants’ view on organizational change and coping strategies to re-frame supervisory role
orientation. It is interesting to note, during the course of data collection the study participants never
wavered from a ‘adapt and overcome’ attitude towards the occupational stressors. Although the
study participants recounted having to manage larger number of newer agents who were less
trained, they viewed the issue as a change in the socialization process of the organization.

Coding of this study’s data suggests the change in basic training academy procedures, perceived
organizational values, and socialization triggered a need for role adjustment as a coping mechanism
to address operational problems. The reaction to the occupational stressors described by the study
participants is consistent with the literature (e.g. Colker, 2008; Sundaram et al., 2014; Terpstra &
Schaap, 2013), but the intensity appears to be stronger than originally believed. Interestingly, there
were no appreciable differences in the coping behavior of the study participants regardless of their
gender, length of time in their supervisory role, or education level. This aspect of the study could
warrant further inquiry to improve the understanding how demographic and occupational variables
influence the coping behavior of police supervisors.

Generally, almost every police officer in the organization share common experiences of having
worked in the field upon graduation from the basic training academy (e.g. Chappell & Lanza-
Kaduce, 2010; Densten, 2003). More specifically, these same experiences provide the influential
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constructs on how they view their occupational role. In this study, not only did the constructs shape
the formal and informal behavior of the study participants it helped frame organizational views and
experiences. As a result, study participants framed their role orientation based on their own set of
theories and assumptions about the organizational realities and relationships. The theories and
assumptions then became the framework for the development of coping strategies. The reactions by
the study participants to the change, uncertainty, and ambiguity is consistent with other studies (e.g.
Sundaram et al., 2014; Terpstra & Schapp, 2013).

A central concept that emerged from this study is the self-identity of the supervisor, based on the
initial socialization process, may be stronger than the literature suggests (e.g. Chappell & Lanza-
Kaduce, 2010; Haberfeld, 2002; Van Maanen, 1983). Although study participants never used the
term ‘coping’, they clearly expressed cognitive and behavioral actions to manage the organizational
stressors. Study participants utilized problem-focused coping strategies to manage the stressors
caused by the organizational change. Coping strategies were developed as a manner to maintain
‘normalcy’ and resiliency during a time of chaos and unfamiliar organizational change. In most
cases, study participants attempted to change the stressful event by reverting back to familiar
processes they had experienced as new agents themselves. Study participants clearly changed in
their role as a method to cope with the resulting stress from the organizational change.

Understanding the role of supervisors in the organizational socialization process provides
additional clarity and is closer to the ‘entire picture’ on how and why supervisors adapt as
a coping strategy. This point is not understood well, and further inquiry may provide greater
insight. As a result, one implication of this study is that coping in policing is cultural. What the
author means by this term is that coping strategies are much more than an approach, but rather
a combination of occupational environments and experiences that shape supervisor’s perspectives.
An analysis of this study’s data clearly indicates supervisors enter the new position with the lessons
and experiences learned in their old roles. In this case, nearly half of the agents they supervised did
not experience the same socialization process as the study participants. The study participants
described how the change created three different types of initial socialization for employees of the
same organization. The varying types of socialization caused study participants to modify in their
role as supervisors as a response to a perceived problem. Understanding how supervisors make
sense of their experiences may provide insight as to why supervisory behaviors and values are more
predominate over others and how coping strategies are developed during periods of change.

There are at least three potential contributions to supervisory policing literature and police
practice. First, supervisor-employee socialization is a multiple dimensional dynamic that is linked
to the initial socialization process (e.g. Andreescu & Vito, 2010). The link is potentially stronger and
more influential than previously believed. Supervisory influence over subordinates has been
believed to be the weakest informal influence on the employee post-basic training academy.
Generally, the literature (e.g. Haberfield, 2002; Ingram, 2013; Quinet, Nunn, & Kincaid, 2003)
has argued the field training officer and peers have the greatest influences. Second, sensemaking
plays a significant role in how supervisors interpret change and role identity. Interpretations are
based on their own experiences, in which they attach meaning and make assumptions to act.
Interestingly, nearly all of the study participants had been employed by the agency for over two
decades and one for over three decades, yet the socialization process that occurred so distant still
had a meaningful impact in how they viewed their supervisory role. Third, supervisors will adapt,
effectively or ineffectively, to a changes within the organization with or without leadership devel-
opment or training. As nearly every study participant noted, some supervisors are very good at
effective adaptation, while others fail.

Limitations

The current study has a number of limitations. First, the findings of this study are limited by the
sample size of the study participants. Although by generally accepted qualitative standards the sample
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size is adequate to identify and interpret themes, patterns, a larger sample would add depth to the
validity to the findings. Second, 26 of the 32 semi-structured interviews were conducted telephoni-
cally. The study participants were geographically dispersed making face-to-face interviews prohibi-
tive. Conducting the semi-structured interviews face-to-face would have allowed for the subtleties and
nuances that are observed during in-person interviews. However, there was no noticeable difference
in the responses between telephonic and face-to-face interviews. Finally, the sample did not include
Native Americans, Asians, African-Americans, and Hawaiians or Pacific Islanders. However, this was
not by design, but rather self-selection by study participants. The United States Border Patrol
workforce is comprised 4.1% of these ethnicities. Perhaps, a study participant from one of the groups
would have provided an insight not captured in the other 32 semi-structured interviews.

The study provides a glimpse of the supervisory coping issues that are likely to arise when
significantly increasing the size of the organization. Further research utilizing mixed methods
would add a level of richness to the data and would expand our understanding of these issues.
Finally, the links between supervisory coping strategies and personality measures in police organi-
zations may be an important aspect for future study to clarify the relationship between the two.

Conclusion

The primary findings of this study provide insight into how study participants view their super-
visory role orientation as it relates to organizational values and expectations as an outcome to the
socialization process. The findings suggest a strong reliance on personal organizational socialization
experiences to cope with changes as it relates to role orientation. In addition, the results clearly
indicate study participants had a great deal of autonomy in how they coped with the organizational
change. Furthermore, study participants described a process in which they were allowed a high level
of latitude to address new employee shortcomings independently without much formal guidance.
In the absence of any formal training the study participants filled the perceived void with their
expectations based on previous occupational experiences. Considering the high level of public
scrutiny on law enforcement it appears police leadership place their organizations at high risk for
failure by not shaping supervisory role behavior during times of stress.

Given that supervisors are likely to gravitate toward problem-focused coping strategies during
times of organizational change, it is argued it would be beneficial to include coping strategies as
a core supervisory training program element. Supervisory leadership programs oriented to teach
supervisors how to lead during organizational change will likely reduce role ambiguity. Incorporating
the ideas of creativity and innovation, flexibility, and resiliency into leadership development pro-
grams may better prepare supervisors to adapt to changing conditions or unexpected outcomes.
Thus, this study has practical implications for police supervisory leadership development.

Notes

1. The term ‘esprit de corps’ for this paper is defined as a feeling of pride, camaraderie, and a sense of loyalty
shared by members of a professionally connected group.

2. The term police, law enforcement, and United States Border Patrol are used interchangeably. The terms for
the purpose of this paper reflect the idea of an organization having the responsibility to maintain law and
order, preventing and detecting crime, and enforcing local, state, or federal laws.

3. For the purpose of this paper resentment is defined as dissatisfaction or animosity towards individuals of the
same organization who went through a different socialization process.
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