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Suicide-by-Cop

Danna Holland Barnes, Fh.[.

Southwest Texas State University, San Marcos, TX

Sulelde-by-Cop 8 alss known as law-enforcement.
assisted sulclde. The term s defined as an incident in
which a subject or lawbreaker, who may appear o be
suleidal, confronts @ police officer and getlvely chal-
lenpes the officer 10 use deadly force. Forge (s esca.
latesel by the police officer in response o the sulbject’s
wetlons which are typically  We threatening  This
method of sulcide was ficst deflined in 1983, when Los
Angeles Medical Examiner Barl B, Harris, realized tha
miany vicdms shol and killed by police officers may
bave precipitated thedr cwn deatl (Burke 19000 Vicim
precipitation is the term coined by Marvin Wolfgang in
1950 (Hutson 1998, for incidents that occue when the
vietim Indtates an event that will lead 1o his or ber
death, There is, however, - slight difference Berween
the twor terms, One can precipitate one’s oan death
when acting irmesponsibly because of the influence of
drugs or aleohol or mental llness. Alernatively, one
can provoke an officer 1o kill him or her through metic-
ilogsly maneuvered events, such as purposely dis-
abeying the commands of the officer o lay down a
weapon ar threatening to shoot the officer The later s
considered suicide while the former is no

DETERMINATION CF SUICIDE

There are several criterip that must be met before 3
faral shooting by a pelice officer can be determined o
suicide. A study of police shootings by Loz Angeles
County Sheriff's Deputies was condiocted by Dr H.
Range Hurson who found that out of 437 mcdents be-
tween 1987 and 1907, 11% met four criteria. Firs, there
was 4 suicidal intent, This'is often determined by dis
covering a note Jeft behind by the viciim or an indica-
tion of a wish 10 die expressed (o fimily or friends
prior 1o the incident. The second criterion i5-an appar-
ent wish to be shor; some victims simply ask police of-
ficers: s shoot them Thirnd, the victims penerally
appear o be dingerous by ovénly showing possession
of alethal weapon or what, in fen cases, mav appear
te be a lethal weapon and 1 actually aot And finally,

514

the victim intentionally escalates the encounter by pro-
voking the officer 10 make a cholce, Usually, the police
officer is nat aware that he or she is being used in this
manner A subcidal person who s determined o end
his or her life and s uncertain about exactly hose, may
find that it can be done quickly by provokiog someone
who legally carmes a gun and, when foreed, will use it
(Hutson et al 1994}

Other characteristics have also been observed
Richard Parent of the Delta Police Depatment |n
Bruish Columbls, Canada, examined 58 police shoot-
ings in Briish Columbia berween 1980 and 1994, Par-
ent foundd that in a large number of the cases viewed as
suicide-by-cop, there was a history of aleohal and drug
abuse. Parent found that these cases were very similae
1o tradinonal suicide vicims who had feelings of hope-
lesaness, suffered (rom depression, experienced social
rejection, and had feelings of isolaton coupléd with
being upset over 3 recent evenr thar usually s wou-
matic {Parent 1998 Though such cases were similar 1o
traditional suicides, classifving them as suicide is often
problemanc.

A PROBLEM WITH CERTIFICATION

In accordance with the common definition af sul-
cide us the act of intentionally mking one's own life,
sinicade-by-cop 8 rarely certified as a suicide. For in-
stance, when there is no note left behind, the death of
wvictim of 3 police shooting 15 most often classified ad

- “jussifiable homicide.” The Uniform Crime Reporss de-

fines justifiable homicide as the killing of a felon by a
peace officer in the line of duty or the killing dudng
the commission of a felony of o felon by 3 privace ci-
zen. The most comman occurrence for justifisble homi-
cide is in the reaim of self-defense when proteceing
one’s life.or propeny (Alvirez 1992). To declire a Fatal
police shocting of 2 victim suicide is 2 complicaed and
pofitical process. One of the first milings occumred in
the St2te of Colomdo in the summer of 1999, shen
Douglas County Coroner Mark Stover nuled the police
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shooting of Simon Gonzales 2 suidde Gonzales had
fired his weapon inta the front window of 1he Castle
Hock Police station. Palice oflicers responded by firng
their weapons, but repeatedly asked Gonzaler 1o put
Tig gun down. Genzales continued 10 move 1oward the
officers firing a Prom pistol with one hand, and he was
shot in the chest (Blevins 19999, The ruling is appropn-
ate because of the gircumstances that sumounded the
Incident; bowever, it does not meet the literal defimtion
of suicide. Mowever, when a note is lefi behind, as in
the case of Moshe Pemgament; cenifving the death as a
suicide i much simpler. In November of 1997, Perga-
ment, a 1%vear-old college student from Long Tsland,
New York, provoked police officers into shooting amd
killing him, afier leaving @ note addressed 1o "Officer”
that apolopieed Tor getting the officer invelved in his
plag to die, Without o note that sell-idenmifies the death
us w suicide, problems may drise because family mem-
hers may 1ake lssue with the centfication of suicide
However, research indicates that when an individual is
inent on dying, peaple surrounding tha individual are
wstally aware of ot in some way, The message s con
veyed elther verbally or through highly risky behavior

LINOERSTANDING THE DYMANICS

CHflcers are trained o maimain and restore onder,
prodect citizens, and defend themselves when neces
sary. Having very linle tlime o assess o situation o de-
fermine a person's intent 35 characienmic of police
wirk, This Lick of tme can implnge on an officer when
Being provoked by someone. I submission through in-
timication does not work, police officers may be forced
ter decide whether to use deadly loree. Sulcidal individ-
wals krow that this method of suicide 8 effective and
that |t will appear as a police homicide, enabling them
tor ivoid the stigma of suicide, Dying 2 hero nther than
“wiving up” may éncourage low-enforcement-assisted
sulelde, Fear of 1aking one's own life and religious for-
biddance are also mocves for sulcide-by-cop

While there are ni firm satistics on the frequency
ol such incidems; those who have studied this phe-
nomenon estimate that 1% o 20% of the approxi-
mately SO0-600 police shootings in this country
annually are suicide by cop: Suicide-by-cop is pot wse-
ally an act of rage but a calculated attempt 10 force po-
lice officers to shoot o kill, These cases are generally
carefully examined, according ta Clinten B Van Zands,
a former chiel negodator for the Federal Bureaw of 1n-
vestigation, One' third of the cases leave suicide notes
or notes apologizing 0 the police as in the Moshe
Pergament case. Grand jury inguests, according 1o Yan
Zandt (19937, often find that the victm announced o
their family or friends theic inent to die. But in most of
the cases, investigators must rely on psvchological su-
topsies o determine suicidal modves, fequently leav-
ing questions unanswered. Van Zandt developed a
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profile of 3 typical case of suicide by-cop and asgues
that in most cases the victim 35 depressed, has a need
1 punish sociery, Bamcades himself, refuses to negati-
ate, demands to be killed by police, and in many cases,
has just committed ¢ murder—usually of 4 significant
other (1993)

Law-enforcement-assisted  sulckde has pocentlally
severe consequences for the officer invalved o the
shooting Suspension while being investigated  com-
monly occurs, or the officer is put on desk duty until
further notice. Officers have heen known to suffer from
the emotional complexities of the event by asking
themselves what they could have done to prevent it
Digcovering that they have been manipulated into car-
rying out a suicile wish, can be emationally exhausting
for officers, and there is the added worry of wrongful
death lawsuits that can result feom any shootings. An
undermstanding of the dynamics of suicide-by-cop helps
ot systema determming whether or not the use of
force by an officer was 2 mtional decision (Kennedy,
Homant, and Hupp 1998,

CONCLUSION

Suicide-by-cop s not new—-anly the term |5 of o
cent ongin, It 1 suspected that law-enforcement-as-
sisted suicide has occurred for decides, but it has not
been studied until recently. Suicide researchers have
shown linle imterest in studying this method of suicide.
Most of the research on suicide-by-cop his been con-
ducted by those who work in law enforcement and dre
directly affecred by it The number one methocd of sui-
cide is uie of a firearm, according to the Center for Dis-
exse Contral It is fost and offective. Other methiods,
such as hanging and drowning, vary in which arder
they are placed  Suicide-by-cop I8 now a closely
watched phenomenon because it invalves not only the
suickial individual but slso the police officer who s
forced 1o kill.
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