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Learning
Objectives:
• To be able to identify five challenges faced by rural law
enforcement
• Describe implications of the challenges
• Identify specific applications to remedy the challenges
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Rural America
• 97% of US landmass is rural
• According to US Census Bureau, 1 out of 5 people, or 60 million, live in rural areas
• Primary occupations: agriculture, forestry, mining, manufacturing
• Characterized by:
• declining job opportunities
• Impoverishment
• low tax base
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Rural Politics
• Conservative values
• Aversion to government interference and authority
• Individuals tend to exert social control among their own
• Higher gun ownership than urban areas
• Crimes related to wildlife, agriculture, hate groups
• Unique culture and way of doing things
(Weisheit et al., 1994)
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Rural Law
Enforcement
• Current focus is mainly on urban departments
• The majority of law enforcement agencies are in small or
rural towns
• About half of law enforcement departments have fewer than
10 officers
• 71% serve jurisdictions of fewer than 10,000 residents
(Weisner et al., 2020)
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Who is..?
Rural, small and tribal law enforcement personnel include::
• sheriff’s deputies
• police officers representing small agencies
• fish and wildlife wardens
• tribal police
• fire investigators
• state troopers
• correctional officers
• campus police

(Weisner et al., 2020)
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Rural Policing Challenges
• Rural agencies are generally spread over large geographical areas with sparse population
• With few resources and more area to cover, officers are spread thin
• Response times measured in hours, not minutes
• Mutual aid access and backup often not readily available
• Challenge of cooperating with overlapping jurisdictions: Native American, federal, local
• Rural departments lack funds for technology and training, equipment and resources
(Ricciardelli, 2018)
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On the Job
After an officer from a large metropolitan area assisted with a call in the high desert of
California, he described his experience:

"It was surreal. I was driving Code 3 for 45 minutes one-way in the dark in the
middle of the desert. There were meth labs in the middle of nowhere. I was so far
out I couldn't get radio calls. And I had no back-up. I was alone. Not like in the
city where I knew it was only a matter of seconds before help came."
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• Higher levels of stress in rural compared to urban
officers regarding:
• Isolation
• Radios out of range
• Long back up times
• Lack of resources and training
• Administrative changes
• Understaffed, overworked, fatigue
• Not enough time for self or family

Stressors
in Rural
Policing

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-ND
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Small Communities are Overwhelmed
According to the National Police Foundation (2020)
Law Enforcement faces increasing pressure to respond to:

Increased service
calls

Rising violent
crime

Mental illness

More sophisticated
criminals

Drug addiction

Homelessness

Social problems
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Rural Cops On
the Job
A sheriff’s deputy explains:

“When our department goes to trainings in the big cities, we just sit there.
What they are teaching is not relevant to our daily operations. They have
departments for every separate job. In rural policing we see and touch it all.
Any of us could be first on scene at a traffic collision or a homicide. We’re
search and rescue, the coroner, the victim advocate at the scene of domestic
violence, the family therapist, the sex crimes investigator, and the ones who
evacuate people from wildfires.”
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Rural Cops
on the Job
• Fish and wildlife officers are sworn to
conserve and protect natural resources
by ensuring people comply with laws
and ensuring the public's safety and
protection of property regarding
wildlife.
• Sometimes their jobs are not so simple.
This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-NC-ND
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Flexibility
on the Job

During a California wildfire near an isolated tribal town, a fish and
game warden was evacuating homeowners and livestock from a rapidly
moving conflagration.
As he was frantically working to save lives, two men operating meth
labs erupted into a territorial gun battle.
The officer switched to pursuit mode until the suspects could be
detained and arrested. Then he returned to evacuating homeowners as the
fire raged toward the town.
He admitted that in the midst of the incident, the thought ran
through his head, "What am I doing? And why?"
Nonetheless, he carried on smoothly and discharged his duties
effectively and professionally. This ability to switch between roles and
duties is essential in rural law enforcement.
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Multitasking on the Job
In small departments with limited personnel, mutual aid from other departments isn't always available.
In rural high desert California, a deputy responded to a civil disturbance call. Before he could exit his vehicle, he
was ambushed by a shotgun-wielding suspect and killed instantly.
The only available back-up was the sheriff. He responded and located the suspect, engaged in a running gun
battle, and ultimately detained him.
After the incident, the sheriff wanted to support his staff, who was traumatized having heard the entire call on
the radio. He was also involved in the officer-involved shooting investigation and the critical incident stress
management.
Perhaps the biggest challenge he faced was finding balance between taking care of his people, coping with his
own stress, and attending to multiple administrative duties.
This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-NC
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Alone on the Job
A call came in that a mentally disturbed man in an isolated community had shot and killed several of his
neighbors and was reportedly on his way to his child's school. An officer, alone in her cruiser, headed toward the
school as part of the search.
Radio reception was spotty in the mountainous area, and information relayed to her was barely adequate.
Other available officers were spread around the county, searching for the suspect who was picking off
motorists as he drove.
The officer recalled:“ Protocol in the case of a school shooter is to neutralize the shooter first
before attending to victims. I'm a mom myself. I had to brace myself for an incident in which I would
have to step over the bodies of dead and wounded children to pursue the shooter. I never felt so alone."

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY

16

Covid-19
• There are advantages and disadvantages to rural life during the time of
COVID-19. On one hand, people are spread out and have less chance of
exposure. On the other hand, for small agencies, it could potentially wipe
out an entire department.
• The coronavirus has exacerbated many social problems in rural
communities, resulting in potentially greater stress for law enforcement
(Hansen & Lory, 2020; Phillips, 2020)

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA
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Rural County Jails
• Overcrowding
• Lack of diversion programs
• Insufficient pretrial services
• Few alternatives for detention

(Kang-Brown & Subramanian, 2007)

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-ND
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Psychiatric Inmates
• Attempting to care for inmates who have psychiatric problems and are waiting for the
medical services they need compounds the problem.
• A deputy reports: “There’s always been problem with the time it takes inmates who

are jailed waiting to be transferred for treatment. There aren’t enough facilities to take
care of them. Before COVID, it would take six to eight months for a 1368 (psychiatric
patient) to be transferred to a mental hospital. Now with COVID, they’re not being
transferred at all. And we have to deal with them the whole time without the proper
training or holding facility. Bigger facilities at least have better holding facilities to
protect the mental patients from themselves or others.”
This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-NC-ND

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-NC-ND
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Opportunities in Rural
Policing
• Opportunity to participate in higher level work than in a municipal agency
• Officers can have a more direct impact on department policies
• Agency can cultivate positive relations with media, community leaders, and the public
• Officers have opportunity to develop closer relationships with community members
(IACP, 2020)
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Rural Community
Policing
• A disadvantage is that in tragedy, the likelihood that a victim of a
crime or accident or suicide will be known to the officer is
extremely high.
• Friends
• Family
• Coworkers
• This occurrence can be one of the most stressful incidents a rural
cop can encounter.
This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-NC
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Rural Community Policing
An officer in a small mountain town worked on patrol and also served as the school resource officer.
One of the duties that gave him the most gratification was teaching the high school driving safety program.
One afternoon he left class to begin patrol. Within minutes, dispatch directed him to a vehicle accident
on a winding mountain road.
He responded, and with horror, realized two of his students had taken a curve too fast and drove off
the mountain to their deaths.
His duties included investigating the crash but also delivering the death notification to the parents.
Suddenly, his primary purpose in life became his greatest burden.
This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA
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Recruiting and
Retaining:
A workforce in crisis
• With the demands put on officers and agencies, recruiting and
retaining officers is becoming increasingly difficult.
• Some departments are reporting a drop between 50% and 70% in
new job applications since 2015. Experienced officers are also leaving
the job in droves well before their retirement age.
• According to the Police Executive Research Forum (2019), low
recruitment numbers nationwide, and a sharp increase in officers
choosing to leave law enforcement before well retirement age, have
caused a "workforce crisis."

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA
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by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA

A Workforce in Crisis
• What contributes? The recent protests in response to nationwide
officer-involved shootings, "increased scrutiny and criticism," and
"negative news stories about the use of police force."
• Also, officers being found guilty of murder and corruption.
This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA-NC

(Cassady, 2020;Liu & McCausland, 2020)
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A
Workforce
in Crisis

• Recruitment and retainment issues are compounded in
rural departments that offer lower pay and poor insurance
benefits compared to the private sector or larger agencies,
making competition impossible.
• Officers working in rural agencies with budget constraints
often have to pay for their own firearms, vests, and body
cameras .
• Pre-employment screening is costly and time consuming.
(The Economist, 2020)
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A
Workforce
in Crisis

Lifestyle issues. Police work is not 9 to 5. The necessity of
working nights, weekends, and holidays does not offer flexibility.
Younger people want a balance between work and their private
lives.
In rural departments a critical incident can require
personnel to be on duty 24/7.
The risk factor. Line of duty deaths and the increasing number of
ambush-style attacks cause concerns about safety.
Add to that anxiety in large rural areas where radios
don't operate in dead zones and back up is hours away.
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Backup an Hour Away
An officer, patrolling alone in a remote mountainous area late at night stopped to assist what he thought was a
stranded motorist. The motorist turned out to be a psychiatric patient who assaulted the officer with a machete, nearly
severing his arm.
Bleeding profusely, the officer escaped the assailant and struggled back to his car . He had no radio or cell
contact, and even so, back-up was more than an hour away. He was saved by a local resident who heard him yelling and
called the home of an off-duty peace officer to assist.
The off-duty officer had just returned home. He responded to the scene and managed to neutralize the assailant
before he could attend to the wounded officer.
This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-NC-ND
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A Workforce in Crisis

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA

Police agencies are looking for recruits with education, talents, and far more experience than in the past.

They need recruits with greater technological skills

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA

Recruits must be interested in and capable of duties that resemble social work more than law enforcement,
while at the same time being able to perform traditional policing
This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA-NC
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A Workforce in Crisis
The Police Executive Research Forum (2019) summarized: "So even as police
departments are struggling to get enough applicants in the door, they need to be
raising the bar and looking for applicants with a wider array of talents and skills."
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As a result, departments, especially rural
ones, are forced to relax hiring standards

Educational requirements are loosened

The application process may be streamlined

The issue of how to recruit is often eclipsed
by who will fit in.

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA

(Cassady, 2020;Liu & Weisner et al., 2020)
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Women and
Officers of Color
• There are nearly one million sworn officers in the United States and
fewer than 12% are female.
• Of the 7,616 sworn officers in the California Highway Patrol, 442 are
female, and of those, only a handful work in rural environments.
• Out of 5,630 fish and game wardens in the US. Only 22% are female.

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC
BY-ND
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Women and Officers of Color
• Although the number of recruits has been in decline for years, recruiting women and
people of color has proven even more complicated, with candidates thinking twice about
their career choice in light of the protests calling for police reform.
• According to the National Institute of Justice (2019, July) issues of gender and race are
inextricable. Both groups face extraordinary challenges policing, yet they are not a
homogenous group and differ in background, sexual orientation, gender identity and
other factors.
• If research on rural departments is deficient, research on minorities in law enforcement
is scarce. In order to increase the parity in policing, more research is essential to dispel
bias and remove barriers.
This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-NC-ND
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Women and Officers of Color
• “Women cops also have to deal with childcare especially they are single. They

won’t be able to work as much overtime and it affects their pay.. Not working
overtime or specialized details can affect your promotional opportunities or even
getting into the detective positions.”

• “As the only female in a rural agency I have to act tough all the time. Even at

the debriefing for a horrible incident I have to act tough. I can’t get emotional
because I’m surrounded by men who see it as a weakness and use it against me
by acting like I’m not capable. I learned to stuff my emotions really early on the
job and never talked about anything I was experiencing.

“Maybe that’s partly the reason I developed PTSD.”

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA
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Rural Cops Around the World
• There this emerging research on similar challenges faced by rural policing in other countries:
• Griffiths (2019) examined small communities in Canadian rural territories and found not only unique cultural challenges but similar
challenges such as: demands on officers, adapting policing to the community, and the multifaceted role of police officers.
• Lim & Kim (2015) found that officers in South Korea rural vs. urban areas exhibit different reactions to organizational stressors.
• Wooff (2015) found distinct challenges among rural Scotland police officers: lack of back-up, and challenges with discretion in the
community.
• Gumani (2019) examined policing in rural South African communities and found similar challenges as lack or resources, extensive
workloads and shifts.
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The Consequence of Police Stress
• The nature of policing exposes officers to an increased risk of negative mental
health consequences.
• The unique factors of rural policing, such as increased isolation, lack of
resources, understaffed agencies, increased frequency and duration of
exposure to critical incidences, and expectations of serving multiple roles
in the community combined with a dearth of culturally competent rural
mental health providers is problematic.
This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY

(Husain, 2019;SAMSHA, 2018)

35

Potential Effects
of Trauma
• One study found that approximately 50% of the police
participants reported knowing at least one or more other
officers who "changed" after experiencing a traumatic event.

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA

• Depression, anxiety, substance use, and posttraumatic
disorder/symptoms are common reactions to critical
incidents.
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Police Suicide
• Suicide is on the rise is rural counties. Rural police are not immune.
• In 2019, 228 police officers took their own lives, making suicide the top officer safety issue.
• According to the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (2018), the prevalence rate
of suicidal ideation in police officers was 25% in female officers and 23.1% in male officers.
• Suicide attempts approached 55% among police officers who experienced suicidal ideations at one
time or another.

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA
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The stigma of seeking mental health services
Accessing
Mental
Health

Agency commitment to mental health services
is essential
Finding culturally competent MHPs is a problem
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Accessing
Mental Health
Services

In 2004, Oliver & Meier pointed out that stress intervention
programs, such as Critical Incident Stress Management (CISM) and
mental health counseling, are as essential in rural agencies as urban
ones, yet they lack large metropolitan departments' resources to
provide them.
More than a decade and a half later, Weisner et al. (2020) noted that
the dearth of rural mental health services is one barrier to
overcoming the stressors experienced in policing.
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Accessing Mental Health Services
“It took four tries to find a counselor who didn't cry or freak out
when I told them about my incident.
“I finally found one who was able to help me. I to drive three
hours to see her.
“She explained what was happening to me, that I had
posttraumatic stress, and helped me get through it.”
This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-NC-ND
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Critical
Incident Stress
Management
(CISM) in
Rural Areas
Be Prepared for Anything
Be Flexible
Adapt

Rules may have to be modified in small departments when there is no one to cover duties during CISM
Frequently victims of CI are known to responders
Expressing thoughts and reactions in a close-knit group can be tricky
Organizational issues/departmental politics that arise must be handled with finesse
Attend to specific individuals when discussing symptoms
Include information on interpersonal relationships in teaching phase
Encourage group cohesiveness
After the CISD allow time and place for individuals to talk to MHP or peers

Implement
(D’Andrea et al., 2004; Wooley, 2020)
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• Peer support trainees can identify stress injuries, have the "hard"
conversations, increase motivation to follow-through seeking services,
and provide acute stress management.
• Peer- support programs can address barriers to access of care such as
stigma, lack of time, lack of access to providers, and difficulty with
trust in rural first responder organizations.
• "Sometimes, a responder may just want to talk to a peer who has
walked in their shoes and can provide understanding and direction."

Peer
Support

42
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“In smaller agencies there are more confidentiality issues.”

“When you are in a department with fewer officers, there is even
stronger peer pressure to conform.”

Confidentiality

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA
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Inpatient
Treatment
Programs

• Inpatient programs to treat first responders dealing with
symptoms of posttraumatic stress began with Onsite Academy
in 1992 on the east coast. The West Coast Posttrauma Retreat
(WCPR), the residential component of First Responder Support
Network (FRSN), began in 2001 in California and is developing
satellites around the country.
• These programs, among others, offer peer support coupled with
clinically guided trauma-treatments, CISM intervention, and
psychoeducation for first responders and are a resource for rural
officers.
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Telehealth
• Telehealth addresses the challenges faced by rural police who are impacted by
geographical barriers and obstacles in finding specialty providers.
• The use of technology to deliver therapeutic services has been increasingly
accepted and found effective in treating such disorders as PTSD and depression.

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA

• A number of health and counseling organizations have published guidelines and
standards for telehealth and telehealth delivery.
• There is a growing body of research indicating that for rural police officers who
have accessibility barriers, Telehealth provides a viable mental health care
opportunity.
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Such modalities as EMDR is suggested to be effective in the
treatment of PTSD in first responders (Jarero et al., 2013).

Treating
Stress via
Telehealth

• However, much research is needed in the area of the efficacy of the use of
EMDR therapy through virtual mechanisms (EMDR International Association,
2020).

The treatment modality Brainspotting has emerging support
for the efficacious treatment of PTSD (Hildebrand et al., 2017).
• There is currently training available for the delivery of Brainspotting to
address the current rapid shift in virtual based service delivery, with hopes
that empirical support will follow.
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Summary

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY

• CHALLENGES
• IMPLICATIONS
• APPLICATIONS

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA-NC
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