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Foreword

Over 47,000 people in the United States died by suicide in 2019 making it the 10th 
leading cause of death. In addition to other risks, such as psychiatric and life prob-
lems, occupation is a factor in suicide. It has been noted that the risk of suicide is 
greater among unemployed and unskilled work population, but suicide is also prev-
alent in professional occupations. One such occupation is law enforcement. In 
today’s societal and politically charged environment, law enforcement is severely 
strained in fulfilling the requirements of policing. Negative public scrutiny, expo-
sure to trauma, violence and mass murders, riots, unappreciated risks, pandemics, 
sometimes risking their lives—coupled with any personal problems in living—all 
add up to an intolerable stress. A sense of isolation, coupled with frustration, pent-
up aggression, and eventual depression ensues.

Research has told us that the mental health of law enforcement officers is in 
jeopardy. Jetelina et al. (2020), for example, found that 12% of officers reported a 
mental health diagnosis, and 26% reported current symptoms of mental illness. 
Officers reported that they would be unlikely to seek mental health care because of 
lack of confidentiality, stigma, loss of job, and mistrust of mental health care profes-
sionals who do not understand police work. Many officers are unable to move away 
from police work, even when they are off-duty. The effects of work linger on at 
times when they should be enjoying other things in their lives.

It is interesting that an occupation that has healthy and well-adjusted persons 
enter into its ranks would have an increased risk of suicide. Perhaps the problem lies 
not in the person but in the system. There appears to be a hesitancy of officers who 
are in distress to come forward and ask for help because of the stigma associated 
with doing so. Stigma is one of the most frequently identified barriers to mental 
health care and is substantial among the police. Officers may feel that if they admit 
mental health problems and seek help, they will be less trusted by peers and supervi-
sors to do their job and may lose opportunities for promotions. There is a need for 
more education for police concerning mental health and effective treatment.

Because law enforcement officers are a close-knit group, there is risk for a sui-
cide contagion. Group cohesiveness may lead to close social integration and trans-
mission among peers and acceptance of suicide as a solution. Thomas Joiner (2003) 
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terms this “assortative relating,” individuals who possess similar qualities or prob-
lems, including suicide risk factors, may be vulnerable to suicide as a group.

The means for suicide are readily available to law enforcement officers. Firearms 
are an essential tool of trade, and officers know how to use them effectively. The 
burning question among police organizations is whether or not firearms should be 
removed from officers who are suffering from mental anguish or have suicidal 
thoughts. There are two sides to this controversy; one firearms should be removed 
to ensure the safety of the officer, or two, they should not be removed because this 
would only worsen the mental distress of the officer, given that firearms have a 
symbolic meaning of police identity. Both sides have credence and leave a difficult 
decision for police administrators.

We know little of the personal and life circumstances involved that lead officers 
to die by suicide. Psychological autopsies have been suggested as a method to ret-
rospectively examine the recent life of the officer who died by suicide to determine 
relevant factors associated with the suicide. The psychological autopsy obtains 
comprehensive retrospective information about victims of completed suicide, and 
much of the data needed for a psychological autopsy can be found in a social his-
tory. There has been little published on using psychological autopsies to examine 
police suicides. Additional research with this method may prove to be useful in 
determining the course of suicide among police.

Lastly, we must not forget those who have been left behind by the tragedy of 
suicide. Unfortunately, a suicide leaves behind an estimated quarter million people 
each year. This figure is likely an underestimation, as it may not account for the 
emergency responders, health care providers, coworkers, and friends affected by the 
suicide. The grief response associated with suicide is different. Feelings of loss are 
often magnified in suicide survivors by feelings of guilt, confusion, rejection, 
shame, anger, and the effects of stigma and trauma. Furthermore, survivors of sui-
cide loss are at higher risk of developing major depression, post-traumatic stress 
disorder, and suicidal behaviors, as well as a prolonged form of grief.

In conclusion, our priority should be suicide prevention, moving towards zero 
suicides in policing. As the title of this book implies we must “Stop Officer Suicide” 
(SOS). Looking to the future, recent legislation has helped to do just this. The Law 
Enforcement Mental Health and Wellness Act (2018) (LEMHWA) and the Law 
Enforcement Suicide Data Collection Act requires the Director of the Federal 
Bureau of Investigation to provide information on suicide rates in law enforcement 
and for other purposes. Hopefully, these new acts will move us ever so closer to 
ending this tragic loss of life.

�   John Violanti

Foreword
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Foreword

When asked to write the foreword by Dr. Olivia Johnson, (better known to me as 
Olivia), I was humbled. In the thirty plus years that I have worked in the field of 
Mental Health/Suicide Prevention for Law Enforcement personnel, she is one of the 
few that has passionately pushed to find solutions to issues of mental health/suicide 
prevention for over 900,000 officers and federal agencies nationwide.

I am extremely excited about this new book because of her timely ability to 
address the present issues with future solutions! Many people can tell you what the 
problem is but are short on providing solutions to these difficult issues.

This book will change not only what the difficult issues that we face in 2021, but 
what approach we must take in finding lasting solutions. In being the accomplished 
writer that she is, this book is written where a multitude of secondary professionals 
such as counselors, therapists, primary care physicians, clergy, trainers, and other 
researchers will find it interesting as a learning experience in their profession. Also, 
Olivia’s book will help communities, friends, and families to better understand the 
emotional issues their community police officers face on a daily basis.

Our Law Enforcement agencies nationwide are facing major challenges in 
addressing the crime-related issues of our communities. Issues of police safety and 
social issues are growing each day, but the more pressing issue of all has not been 
addressed and is proving as a “malignant cancer” called “Police Suicide.” As any 
person finds with a “stage four cancer,” an aggressive treatment program is vital. 
Research such as Olivia’s is committed to finding treatment and solutions to this 
mental health issue.

In Proverbs 3:13, the writer says:

“Happy is the man that findeth wisdom,
And the man that getteth understanding.”

May we take the opportunity to gain such wisdom and understanding in the 
pages of this book.

National Police Suicide Foundation�   Dr. Robert E. Douglas Jr, 
Winter Haven, FL, USA
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Preface

This book serves as a much-needed paradigm shift on how we must begin address-
ing and responding to law enforcement suicide. Suicide is and continues to be a 
leading of US law enforcement officers. However, very little has been done to not 
only collect and validate such deaths, but to adequately investigate the true depth of 
the problem.

This book centered on data collected around suicides, attempts, and drug over-
dose deaths of current, former, and retired law enforcement and corrections officers 
from 2017 to 2019. The data produced ten common themes known as The Fatal 10. 
These themes were addressed throughout the book, providing real-world ideas, sto-
ries, case studies, strategies, solutions, and recommendations to help reduce deaths 
by suicide among the law enforcement population.

For too long, these types of deaths have carried immense shame and stigma. We 
keep hearing people chant “it’s okay to not be okay,” “smash the stigma,” and that 
mental health matters, but shame and stigma appear at times to be just too strong to 
break through. There remains a dark, heavy veil of what can only be described as a 
place no officer wants to go. There is a fear in this place. A fear of the unknown. The 
unknown is not knowing if what one reveals about themselves to another person will 
help them or could possibly cost them everything. Revealing to a stranger that you 
are struggling and that you may be suicidal, and not knowing what could happen is 
terrifying. Officers would rather remain silent and suffer alone. At least in this place, 
they know nothing will change, but the outcome will not usually get better on 
its own.

Most of the effort regarding suicide in general has been placed on prevention 
efforts even though research shows this is simply not working. Though such efforts 
are important, we cannot continue to place so much weight on these efforts. Rather, 
it is through assessing risk and suicidal behaviors, addressing behavioral cues, rec-
ognition of signs and symptoms, focusing on problematic and unhealthy behaviors, 
and inoculation and vaccination protocols that these types of deaths will begin to 
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decline. Saving lives is the key. In turn, we often save families and careers. We must 
do more to defend and protect our law enforcement officers, especially knowing 
how much negativity they face and everything they are exposed to.

Belleville, IL, USA�   Olivia Johnson  
Toronto, ON, Canada �   Konstantinos Papazoglou  
Buffalo, NY, USA �   John Violanti  
Brooklyn, NY, USA �   Joseph Pascarella   

Preface
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Chapter 1
Pre-employment Eligibility 
and Predicating Self-Harm in Law 
Enforcement Personnel

Olivia Johnson, Beth Milliard, and Jorey Krawczyn

�Introduction

Suicide is a leading cause of death among all ages in the USA (WISQARS, 2020), 
with males being four times more likely than females to die by suicide (Hedegaard 
et al., 2020). Being Male increases one’s risk for completed suicide. However, other 
factors increase one’s risk of suicide, to include occupation. Policing is and has 
always been a Male-dominated profession, more specifically a White male-
dominated profession (FBI, 2017). White males, to include those working as police 
officers, seemingly never “age out” of their risk for suicide.

The data revealed 10 risk factors or indicators in which subjects were at increased 
risk for suicide (Johnson, 2020). These fatal factors, referred to by Johnson as the 
“Fatal 10,” were noted in a majority of the cases of completed suicide shown in 
Johnson’s data (2017–2019). These factors were noted as occurring independently 
and in conjunction with other factors, e.g., interpersonal relationship issues, sub-
stance abuse, cumulative stress and trauma, sleep disorders, mental health concerns, 
medical issues, access to firearms, under investigation, pending or nearing retire-
ment, and other major life events (Johnson, 2020). This book aims to not only work 
towards a better understanding of the issues contributing to the risk of suicide 
among this occupational group (e.g., the Fatal 10, pre- and post-employment risk 
factors, and other external factors), but to do so in an in-depth and meaningful way, 
to help reduce the number of suicide attempts and the number of officers who die by 
suicide.
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However, understanding the role of suicide among this occupational group is not 
cut and dry. There remains a need for many to try to simplify suicide, in-part, to 
better understand the complexity of the issue. However, suicide is a very compli-
cated and dynamic phenomenon and cannot, in most cases, be explained by a single 
reason or factor. The belief that suicide can be explained so simplistically, unfortu-
nately, may also contribute to the growing inability to slow or reduce these deaths. 
Despite years of prevention and research efforts, suicidal thoughts, behaviors, and 
completed suicide remain a growing worldwide health concern and a major con-
tributor to premature mortality (Franklin et al., 2017; World Health Organization 
(WHO), 2016).

Suicide in the USA remains the 10th leading cause of death for all age groups 
and accounts for the loss of 48,000 lives annually (Center for Disease Control and 
Prevention (CDC), 2018). Suicide rates vary widely from state to state but are on the 
rise in nearly every state (CDC, 2018). In the past two decades, suicide rates nation-
wide have increased 30 percent (Stone et al., 2018). During this same timeframe, 
rates of suicide among the US working population (i.e., those aged 16–64 years) 
have increased 40 percent (Peterson et  al., 2020). Those considered among the 
working population are representative (either in whole or part) as Baby Boomers, 
Gen X, Millennials (aka Gen Y), and Gen Z. Among this same working-class popu-
lation, occupational risk factors for suicide also exist.

For several centuries and specifically since the middle 1800s, the policing pro-
fession has consistently been recognized for maintaining law and order, keeping the 
peace, and protecting the public. Typically, sought after traits for a police officer 
included having a type “A” personality, being authoritative, making quick life or 
death decisions, and being stoic and fearless (Inwald, 1988) (i.e., police officers are 
known to run towards danger, while the public is running away). Being male and 
exceeding in physical fitness was also seen as desirable qualities to succeed as a 
police officer. The criteria for becoming a police officer were very sparse, and 
higher education qualities were not a mandatory requirement.

Fast forward, and although the policing profession is based on the same founda-
tion as hundreds of years ago, the role of a police officer has dramatically changed. 
As society has evolved, the expectations of a police officer have increased, and 
police organizations across countries in general (e.g., Europe, Australia, New 
Zealand) and North America are starting to re-evaluate the way they select and 
screen potential recruits. In addition to being physically fit, police officers are 
expected to fulfill many roles, which include dealing with people in crisis, de-
escalating volatile situations, being able to regulate emotions, and stay calm under 
pressure. They are also expected to work in high stress situations, deal with people 
at their worst, and respond to trauma-related calls. The type of work faced by police 
officers includes a great amount of operational, organizational, and personal stress-
ors that, if not kept in check, can lead to a variety of mental health issues.

Along with these organizational factors, there have been four dynamic entities 
that operated somewhat independently of one another while unintentionally syn-
chronizing, influencing, and correlating their efforts to maintain civil order and the 
rule of law while advancing technology and American culture. These are the law 
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enforcement profession, American social-culture, psychological, and governing 
political entities. For several decades they worked together in synchronicity with 
minor periods of time, one or more of the dynamics moving out of synch and seek-
ing a separate path of discovery, but once again returning to the dynamic fold. Over 
the previous 20  years, the synchronicity has increasingly diminished as each 
dynamic forges a distinctly different path with little supportive effort to the original 
grouping. It is not the intent to negatively portray or disparage the four dynamics, 
individually or collectively. Rather observe and analyze the methodology of the 
desynchronizing process and how it has manifested with law enforcement officers 
into the numerous risk factors for potential self-destructive behaviors, including 
suicide.

The world’s technologically based economy has created great opportunities for 
many young individuals seeking financial security and rewarding careers. A ripple 
effect has been felt within the governmental entities, specifically in the public ser-
vice fields such as first responders and law enforcement. No longer are high school 
students exposed during civic classes to make social commitments for serving the 
greater good of their communities. As society enters the decade of 2020, society is 
witnessing and experiencing efforts to have USA and world history rewritten, 
alerted, and removed for the next generations while restricting the criminal justice 
system through defunding efforts and provisional enforcements. All these factors 
will continue to add social pressure, individual stress, and political compromises to 
future recruitment efforts and individual recruit’s considerations and decisions to 
become a member of this profession.

Strategical recruiting and selecting police candidates remain a crucial step for all 
police organizations. As the needs of the policing profession change, so does the 
pre-employment standards. Police organizations need to re-evaluate their current 
practices, which include administering the appropriate tests, completing fulsome 
background checks, and expanding beyond the standard psychological assessments.

As employment and training standards for law enforcement officers continued to 
rise due in part to litigation and the continuing complexities of our society, less 
money and benefits were available to attract truly qualified applicants. Several states 
have created basic minimum standards for the employment and training of police 
officers. When one factors in the complex social dynamics within the employment 
market, basic minimum standards are no longer basic or minimum; rather, they 
become the norm or the standard. Law enforcement administrators now must oper-
ate within a diminished employment market and attempt to identify the “really not 
too bad” candidate prior to employment.

�History of Pre-employment Screening for Police Officers

After World War II, many veterans assimilated into the public sector of law enforce-
ment and brought with them their para-military organizational structure, conflict 
resolution skills and self-discipline. In retrospect, one could easily identify several 
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group characteristics like dedication, determination, and commitment, such traits 
that are born and nurtured within adversities of war and political conflicts.

With the 1950s, society had become one of prosperity and affluence (Galbraith, 
1969). Like interest rates, crime reports were low. The next twenty years, encom-
passing Vietnam and the Civil Rights era, would significantly challenge our political 
system. The judicial branch of government, through court rulings and interpreta-
tions of the law, would begin to distress the legislative process of law. And the 
police, as enforcers of the law, would be challenged and influenced by this new 
dynamic for the next thirty to forty years. At the turn of the century with 9–11, the 
Iraq and Afghanistan wars continued to create demands and adjustments for police 
officers. These personal histories and experiences can create a psychological chal-
lenge to pre-employment screening for any size agency. The ultimate goal of psy-
chological testing is to evaluate an officer’s fitness for duty and to protect the agency 
and the public. However, over the years, pre-employment screening has been used 
to determine job performance, personality, and intelligence. For example, Shusman 
et al. (1984) reported several purposes for pre-employment screening of police offi-
cers. First, employers want to reduce and eliminate issues such as absenteeism, 
which could result in understaffing, excessive overtime, and a lack of trust among 
officers. Second, disciplinary issues that would increase department expenses, 
administrative time, and litigation. Third, screening helps to avoid excessive use of 
force against citizens or fellow officers. Last, questionable officer behavior may 
result in bad media publicity and lengthy court litigation.

Military veterans continued to comprise the majority of positions within the 
major police departments of this country during the 1960s and 1970s (Barker, 
1996). They consistently demonstrated their ability to take and follow orders. With 
civil rights marches and protests against this country’s involvement in Vietnam 
resulting in riots as well as the burning and looting of several major cities, police 
became the soldiers against civil insurrection. This social unrest and change in the 
political direction of the country with the actions, protests, and riots of ANTIFA, 
Black Lives Matter has resurrected the peacekeeper role of the police.

Time has brought about social healing and political change as the police were 
placed within a new responsible role. They were to interact and understand their 
communities as sociologists, deal with crime and the criminals as criminologists, 
prepare reports and documentation as lawyers, and then deal with job stressors and 
personal family issues as psychologists and social service workers. The complexi-
ties of these challenges and demands would redefine the law enforcement officer in 
the new millennium and beyond.

Police officers have immense power and are permitted the authority and discre-
tion to enforce laws, arrest, detain, and search individuals. In addition, they are 
legally mandated to use as much force as necessary, which may include taking 
someone’s life. Decisions made by police officers can greatly impact the organiza-
tion, coworkers, family, and entire communities. Therefore, it is appropriate that the 
ultimate goal of psychological testing is to determine who is the best suited for a 
career in law enforcement (Galusha, 2017).

O. Johnson et al.



5

One of the complex challenges that arrived in the new millennium for police was 
the specialized units developing in many organizations and being initiated and sup-
ported through advanced and specialized training courses and even into recruitment 
strategies. The opportunity of being more than just a cop or police officer on patrol 
grew into career positions of working narcotics, homicide, violent crimes, cyber-
crimes, and crimes against children. These would prove to take a heavy psychologi-
cal and physical toll on these specialized officers.

As early as 100 years, certain police agencies typically used psychological test-
ing to predict performance levels in potential police officers. For example, Weiss 
and Inwald (2018) explained that the Stanford–Binet assessment was originally 
administered to police candidates. Although the validity of Terman’s results is con-
troversial, his study had a significant impact on the selection of early police officer 
candidates and more modern test usage (i.e., establishing correlations between 
results and future performance) (as stated by Terman, 1917).

A decade later, Thurstone (1922) administered the Army Alpha Intelligence test 
to a police officer sample and reported that people in law enforcement positions 
were generally less intelligent than those in the general population. He also found 
an inverse relationship between intelligence scores and experience (i.e., the higher 
ranking, the lower the score) and hypothesized that the more intelligent law enforce-
ment officer would often pursue more lucrative positions in alternative professions, 
rather than remaining in law enforcement. Studies concerning personality charac-
teristics were also examined. For example, Murphy (1973), who administered the 
Rorschach Inkblot to a group of police officers, found that some variables were 
correlated to job satisfaction and motivation for promotion (as stated by Kates, 1950).

In 1967, the President’s Commission on Law Enforcement and the Administration 
of Justice recommended screening all potential police officers in the United States. 
The purpose behind the screening and standardization of the selection process was 
to choose more qualified people to become police officers. In addition, in 1973, the 
National Advisory Commission on Criminal Justice Standards and Goals in the 
United States recommended that every police agency follow a formal selection pro-
cess that includes (a) a written test of mental ability or aptitude, (b) an oral inter-
view, (c) a psychological examination, and (d) a background investigation (Cochrane 
et al., 2003).

�International Association of Chiefs of Police (IACP)

The International Association of Chiefs of Police XE "International Association of 
Chiefs of Police" (2014) developed an updated set of guidelines for pre-employment 
psychological evaluations. These recommendations address such criteria as exam-
iner evaluations, job analysis, testing, interview, candidate background, and use of 
the evaluation. Screening processes for police agencies in the United States also 
expanded to other police services in North America and around the world.
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