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Request By: Public 
 
Suggestion: Have a private agency do the background on applicants (monitored by a sworn person).  This 

approach is used by many public safety agencies world-wide. 
  
Response By:  Police Department and Office of the Sheriff  
 
Background: The Police Department’s Personnel Resources Division (PRD) has ten sworn Applicant 

Detectives assigned to the division. These Applicant Detectives are responsible for conducting all 
applicant background investigations for the Police Department and Office of the Sheriff.  Other 
duties consist of assisting with testing and recruiting initiatives as dictated by PRD.  

 
In 1997, Prince George County, Maryland privatized their background investigative section 
which eliminated input from sworn experienced detectives.  Since that time they have re-
established a Public Safety Investigations Section to oversee backgrounds conducted by limited 
term employees who are employed by the county.  Prince William and Loudoun Counties, as well 
as other area jurisdictions, utilize sworn Applicant Detectives to conduct their background 
investigations.  It is not practical to outsource certain components of the background investigation 
better suited to sworn officers such as criminal history checks, which can be performed at no 
charge by law enforcement agencies.  A reduction of more than five applicant detectives would 
jeopardize the Department’s ability to provide sufficient oversight for contracted functions, while 
maintaining functions that cannot practicably be contracted. 

 
Privatization of background investigations would deviate from industry standards.  In the opinion 
of the Police Department, this action would diminish the quality of the investigation which may 
lower the quality of persons hired.  This would impact the Police Department and the citizens in 
two ways: a less qualified new hire may require additional training raising the cost and required 
time to train a new officer, and less qualified officers could diminish the quality of service and 
diminish public safety.  Additionally, less qualified officers could result in increased lawsuits 
against the County in the long term. 

 
 The Police Department estimates the cost of a privatized background check would be as follows: 

• Applicant Interview - $295 
• Personal Interviews w/references @$95 each  

o References minimum of 4   $380 
o Neighbors minimum of 2 current  $190 
o Employment minimum of 3 X 2 employers $570 

• Employment verifications ($25 x 4 employers)  $100 
• Education verifications ($25 x 3 schools)  $ 75 
• Fingerprint check (Includes fingerprinting, transmission to FBI, reporting results) - $80 
• Mileage charges (440 cases with 60 miles per case at $0.55 per mile) - $33 per case 
• Total cost per case = $1,723 
• Cost of 440 cases per year = $758,120 

 



Savings associated with eliminating five Applicant Detectives would be $518,005, including 
$338,615 in salary, $120,850 in fringe benefits, $49,740 in vehicle related costs, and $8,800 in 
personal operating supply costs.  Additionally, the County spends $4,000 annually for credit 
checks, which would continue should background investigations be contracted.  Currently the 
County only pays for credit checks, as criminal history checks performed by law enforcement 
agencies are done at no charge to the agency.  At an estimated cost of approximately $758,120 for 
privatized background investigations, contracting out this function would result in a net increase 
in cost to the County of $240,115. 

 
Background investigations for the Office of the Sheriff are of several types and entail the 
following components: 
♦ A polygraph examination, which is conducted by a trained polygraph examiner (usually a 

detective) in the Fairfax County Police Department. 
♦ Psychological exams for all persons – sworn and civilian.  These exams are already 

contracted through the Special Psychological Services Group. 
♦ Sworn personnel must pass a full medical exam, and all civilian personnel are required to 

undergo a medical screening.  These exams are conducted by the Occupational Health Center 
funded by the County of Fairfax.  Personnel from Fairfax County Fire and Rescue were 
instrumental in establishing the Occupational Health Center, which is available to all public 
safety personnel for many services beyond initial employment screening. 

♦ Candidates, references, prior employers, and other information are interviewed as part of the 
background checks and DMV records and criminal history records are gathered by 
recruitment staff.  While there are currently four staff assigned to perform the entire 
recruitment functions, only three perform background checks, and no individual devotes as 
much as a third of their time on this work.  In total, that is less than one SYE devoted to 
performing background checks.  As a result, no dedicated staff could be eliminated to 
generate savings associated with contracting this service. 

 
The Office of the Sheriff previously investigated privatizing background investigations during a 
recent period of very high vacancies to allow the agency to redeploy available staff.  The Office 
of the Sheriff spoke with a large private company that provides background check services for the 
Federal Government and law enforcement agencies.  Based on the information they provided, 
background checks alone would cost more than the salaries of the entire four person section. 

 
Recommendation:  

 
It is not recommended that a private agency conduct background checks on applicants for the 
Police Department and Office of the Sheriff.  The current practice of conducting background 
checks internally using applicant detectives within the Police Department is lower in cost than 
privatized background investigations.  The County has realized savings through consolidating 
and/or sharing certain recruitment and background investigative functions between the Police 
Department, Office of the Sheriff, Fire and Rescue Department, and the Department of Human 
Resources.  Additionally, the agencies feel that current practice produces better candidates than 
would be produced by contracting out background investigations. 

 
 


