The Mystery Within
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lthough considerable ob-
stacles hinder the study of
police suicide. mounting

evidence suggests that self-inflicted
deaths within the law enforcement
profession are continuing a dramat-
ic upward trend that began in the
1980s. According o one study, in
the years 1950 to 1979, a sample of
2,662 officers averaged one suicide
every 2.5 years. From 1980 to 1990,
the rate increased to one suicide ev-
ery 1.25 years. These sobering find-
ings indicate that police suicides
now may be occurring at twice the
rate they did in the past.'

Such statistics make it increas-
ingly important for law enforcement
agencies to deal with a problem that
refuses to disappear, no matter how
successfully it is ignored. Only by
gaining a better understanding of
the factors that lead to police suicide
can administrators develop an effec-
tive response to this tragic cause of
death among law enforcement offi-
cers. Resolving the underlying
problems that hinder the research of
police suicide may be the first step to
gaining a better understanding of it.

PROBLEMS OF RESEARCH

Considerable difficulty exists in
studying police suicide. Research-
ers often find that information on
officer suicide either is not collected
or departments are reluctant to allow
access to such data.?

Understanding Police Sui

cide

T

In addition, police suicides may
be misclassified routinely as either
accidents or undetermined deaths.
Because police officers traditional-
ly subscribe to a myth of indestructi-
bility, they view suicide as particu-
larly disgraceful to the victim
officer and to the profession.’

The police represent a highly
cohesive subculture whose mem-
bers tend to “take care of their
own.” The desire to shield victim
officers, their families, and their de-
partments from the stigma of sui-
cide may lead investigators to over-
look certain evidence intentionally
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during the classification process.
One study of the Chicago Police
Department estimated that as many
as 67 percent of police suicides in
that city had been misclassified as
accidental or natural deaths.’

Failure to correct for such
biases could lead to false conclu-
sions regarding the causes and fre-
quency of police suicides. There-
fore, accurate research must go
beyond official rates; the pre-
liminary results of an ongoing study
of police suicides over a 40-year
period indicate that nearly 30 per-
cent of police suicides may have
been misclassified.®

Other problems exist in the
study of police suicide. Because
most research focuses on large cit-
ies, very little is known dbout sui-
cides in small or rural departments.
Therefore, while epidemiological
data reliably indicate that police of-
ficers are at a higher risk for suicide
than the general population, such
results may not be generalized ap-
propriately to the entire country.
However, the research that has
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Police suicide can
devastate the morale
of entire agencies
and leave individual
-officers with intense
feelings of guilt and
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disillusionment.

JJ

been conducted produced various
explanations as to why police offi-
cers take their own lives.

WHY OFFICERS
COMMIT SUICIDE

Studies have revealed several
factors related to police suicide. Sui-
cides have been found to be more
common among older officers and
are related to alcoholism, physical
illness, or impending retirement.”
Other clues have been cited to help
explain the high rate of self-inflicted
death among police officers: The
regular availability of firearms; con-
tinuous duty exposure to death and
injury; social strain resulting from
shift work; inconsistencies within
the criminal justice system; and the
perception among police officers
that they labor under a negative pub-
lic image. In addition, research con-
firms a higher propensity for suicide
among males, who dominate the
police profession.?

A study of the Detroit Police
Department found that the vast
majority of Detroit police officers

who took their lives were white
young men, high school educated,
and married. Alcohol abuse was
fairly common among the sample
(42 percent), as was a formal diag-
nosis of psychosis (33 percent).
However, marital difficulties ap-
peared to be the most prevalent
problem among the Detroit sampie.’

Examination of 27 cases of po-
lice suicide in Quebec found that
one-half of the officers had a history
of psychiatric and/or medical prob-
lems, and many had severe alcohol
problems. Most officers in the sam-
ple experienced difficulties at work,
and in every case, a notable drop in
work performance had been ob-
served in the 6 months prior to the
suicide.!?

Stress

The high siress of police work
generally is cited as a primary con-
tributing factor. The constant bar-
rage of stressors inherent with dan-
ger, and for police managers, the
pressures of administration, can
overwhelm even the strongest per-
son. When officers lose the ability to
cope in normal ways, they may turn
to an ultimate solution to relieve the
pressures of stress.!?

Frustration and Helplessness

Among the occupational factors
surrounding police suicide, frustra-
tion ofter is cited as particularly
important. Almost unfailingly, of-
ficers enter policing with high
ideals and a noble desire to help
others. Over time. this sense of ide-
alism may transform into hardcore
cynicism.

The roots of frustration ema-
nate from the central irony of
American policing: Society charges
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police officers with the task of reg-
ulating a public that does not want to
be regulated. For individual offi-
cers, the resulting frustration is ex-
acerbated by a largely unsympathet-
ic press. a lack of community
support, and a criminal justice sys-
tem that values equity over expedi-
ency. A sense of societal isolation
often ensues, compelling officers to
group together in a defensive stance.
When an officer feels that the frus-
tration no longer is tolerable or that
no coping alternative is available,
suicide may become an attractive
option.?

Italsois possible that feelings of
helplessness are brought about by
the nature of the job.® A sense of
helplessness is a disturbing realiza-
tion for anyone, but especially for
police officers who are conditioned
to view themselves as superheroes
capable of anything. Suicide is one
way of dealing with helplessness
and emotional pain. The finality of
the ultimate solution may be an
attempt to restore feelings of
strength, courage, and mastery over
the environment. ™

Access to Firearms

Another factor that distinguish-
es police officers from the general
population also has been implicated
in the high number of police sui-
cides. That is, most law enforce-
ment officers carry or have access
o firearms. An ongoing study of
police suicides in the United States
reveals that 95 percent involved
the use of the officer’s service
weapon.'®

Another study compared sui-
cidesin New York City and London.
While the police suicide rate in
New York City was twice that of

the general population, the police
suicide rate in London, where offi-
cers do not carry firearms, was sim-
ilar to that of the city’s civilian
population,'®

The police firearm holds special
significance for officers. It is a very
potent symbol of the power of life
and death. Society entrusts law en-
forcement officers with the authori-
ty to use their weapons to take the
life of another person in certain situ-
ations. In police suicides, officers,
in effect, are claiming the right to
take their own lives. After all, the
weapon has been issued as a means
to stop misery and to protect others
from harm. Despondent officers
may view suicide in such a way.

(«

...police suicides
may be
misclassified
routinely as either
accidents or
undetermined
deaths.

Alcohol Abuse

Alcohol abuse also has been
implicated as a significant contrib-
uting factor in police suicides. One
study documented alcohol abuse in
60 percent of the suicides in the
Chicago Police Department.'? Ad-
ministrators should be aware that
alcoholism may lead to other work
problems, such as high absentee-
ism, traffic accidents, or intoxica-
tion on duty. Given the established
correlation between alcoholism and

suicide, these symptoms should not
be ignored. They should be consid-
ered indications of a larger problem,

Fear of Separation
From the Police Subculture

As officers near the end of their
law enforcement careers. another
potential threat appears—separa-
tion. To individual officers. retire-
ment may mean separation from the
camaraderie and protection of po-
lice peers. During their years of
service, officers may have clustered
with other officers due to a general
isolation from society and its preju-
dices toward the police. Upon retire-
ment, these officers must enter the
very society that they perceive as
alien and hostile.

While the benefits of retirement
may be viewed positively by the
majority of officers, separation from
the police subculture can be a fright-
ful and devastating prospect for oth-
ers. Fear, coupled with increasing
age (a definite suicide risk facter),
loss of friends, loss of status as a
police officer, and a loss of self-
definition, leaves some retiring of-
ficers vulnerable to suicide. A re-
cent study found a 10-fold risk of
suicide among police retirees.'®

OTHER FACTORS

Other factors have been sug-
gested in an attempt to explain why
officers take their own lives. One
theory holds that officers commit
suicide because of their continuous
exposure to human misery and their
constant giving of themselves.!®
Another study cites police bureau-
cracy, with its paramilitary struc-
ture, overbearing regulations, and
negativism, as a primary catalyst in
police suicides.®
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It also has been suggested that
“loner” officers who feel isolated
from and uninvolved with the police
subculture are more likely to com-
mit suicide.?! Another theory views
police suicides as a response to con-
fusing messages from society: Po-
lice are given great discretionary
powers, but that power is routinely
truncated by the courts, the press,
and from time to time, administra-
tors. Under these conditions, many
officers experience a significant
sense of conflict and confusion.

Policing involves a continual
barrage of boredom interspersed
with acts of violence, deceit, and
human misery. Many officers are
exposed to a subculture of vioclence
in which they encounter death al-
most daily. The average citizen gen-
erally does not witness in a lifetime
the amount of death and viclence a
police officer experiences in one
month. As a result of this exposure,
Post Traumatic Stress Syndrome
may lead to a breakdown of normal
coping processes. Because the ef-
fects of stress are believed to be
cumulative, officers exposed to
many stressors may reach a break-
ing point leading to suicide. A study
of the Royal Canadian Mounted
Police found that 15 percent of the
Mounties who committed suicide
recently had been exposed to a trau-
matic work incident.?

Current research does not ex-
plain definitively what effécts such
exposure has on the psyche of police
officers. It is possible that exposure
1o death and human suffering pro-
duces a numbing effect; that is,
death becomes easier to accept as a
possible solution to seemingly im-
possible problems.
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Psychelogical trauma is associ-
ated closely with this exposure to
death and violence. Many officers
involved in police shootings suffer
serious aftereffects as a result of
these critical incidents. Similar to
veterans of war, officers involved in
such incidents experience posttrau-
matic symptoms, such as night-
mares, flashbacks, and a fear of re-
turning to duty. Suicide can be the
ultimate response to this sometimes
unendurable pain,

ASKING FOR HELP

Traditionally, no matter what
their problems, police officers re-
frain from asking for help. There are
various reasons for this reluctance.
Officers do not wish to appear weak
or vulnerable in front of their peers.
Individuals who perceive them-
selves as problem solvers often have
great difficulty admitting that they
have problems of their own. As a
result, some officers who feel that
they can no longer tolerate psycho-
logical pain choose to solve the
problem themselves through suicide
rather than by asking others for help.

Fortunately, officers’ reluc-
tance to seek out help is being

abated by successful counseling
programs established in many de-
partments. For individual officers,
these programs have helped remove
the stigma of admitting that they
have problems. Currently the do-
main of large and progressive de-
partments, intervention programs
should be implemented in every
U.S. law enforcement agency. Be-
cause all police officers face similar
challenges and pressures-—regard-
less of the size of the agency in
which they serve—every officer
should have access to comparable
counseling resources.

EFFECTS ON SURVIVORS

Families

As is true with any suicide, it is
the survivors who must cope with
the aftermath of a police suicide. In
addition to the emotional anguish
and feelings of guilt that generally
haunt family members following a
suicide, other difficulties often face
police suicide survivors. Because
suicide is perceived as “dishonor-
able,” families may not be afforded
the full honors of a police military-
style funeral. To make matters
worse, police departments often
abandon surviving family members
after 1 or 2 weeks of condolences.

Law enforcement agencies
must go bevond departmental
boundaries to assist the families of
all deceased officers, including
those who take their own lives. By
simply maintaining contact and of-
fering assistance with practical mat-
ters, such as finances and pension
rights, agencies can help family
members move through the grieving -
process.
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Depariments

In addition to the immedjate
family, another group experiences
the wrath of suicide: Police peers. A
grief wave often strikes departments
after an officer commits sujcide, In
Some cases, Supervisors note a [ast-
ing negative effect on the morale
and work quality of surviving offi-
cers. For this reason, agencies
should arrange for psychological
debriefings after the self-inflicted
death of any officer.

PREVENTING POLICE
SUICIDE

The destructive effects on survi-
vors underscore the need to prevent
suicide among police personnel,
Not only can an effective interven-
tion effort save officers’ lives, but it
also can safeguard agencies from
the devastating effects of suicide.

Agencies must move beyond
the morbidity of the subject to de-
velop effective suicide countermea-
sures. Perhaps the best way to pre-
vent police suicide is to train officers
to cope better with professional and
personal problems, This provides
them with the means to recognize
and avoid the psychological and be-
havioral wrong turns that eventually
can lead to suicide. In addition,
training supervisors to reco gnize the
warning signs of suicide can afford
agencies an opportunity to intervene
before it is too late.

CONCLUSION

Suicide leaves survivors shaken
and in search of answers that may
never be found. Police suicide can
devastate the morale of entire agen-
cies and leave individual officers
with intense feelings of guilt, re-
morse, and disillusionment,

By its very nature, suicide is an
act of desperation, carried out when
less drastic avenues of relief seem
unavailable or inadequate. Police
agencies should ensure that these
other avenues are available.

Because most studies suggests
that law enforcement officers are at
a heightened risk for taking their
own lives, police agencies also
should be at the forefront of devel-
oping and Implementing suicide in-
tervention programs. As is true with
addressing any problem, the first
and most important step is to recog-
nize that the problem exists. With
regard to police suicide, this fact can
no longer be ignored, 4

Among the
occupational
factors surrounding
police suicide,

frustration often is
cited_as particularly

Important. , ,
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