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ABSTRACT 

 
Police Officers Talking About Gun Control: A Case Study of a Rural Sheriff’s Department 

 
By Angela Sycafoose 

 
This research examines how members of a rural police department view gun control, and the 
degree to which they think that gun control laws protect police officers and the public. Drawing 
on conclusions from interviews with twenty police officers within one local sheriff’s department, 
three themes emerged: 1) the officers rejected gun control laws and deemed them ineffective for 
controlling criminal behavior; 2) the officers showed support for specific gun control measures 
such as, citizens obtaining concealed carry permits and expanding gun background checks; 3) the 
officers deemed guns to be an essential part of rural upbringing and identity. We concluded that 
based upon the officers conflicting views that there is conflict between the multiple identities the 
officers have. First, officers’ identify as rural gun owners, who because of their upbringing see 
the symbolic value of gun ownership. Second, the officers identify as law enforcement officials 
and see the practicality of owning guns, but also see the flaws in current gun legislation. The 
study concludes by discussing the importance for politicians when creating future gun legislation 
to recognize the differences in rural and urban gun cultures.  
 
Keywords: gun control, police officers, work, firearms, safety, rural, community, identity 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
 Gun control laws became a highly debated topic in the United States, in the aftermath of 

the 2012 Sandy Hook shooting in Connecticut, in which an armed man entered an elementary 

school and killed twenty children and six adults, with many citizens urging the government to 

take action to strengthen gun control laws. A 2013 poll showed that 54% of the general public 

agrees that stricter gun laws would reduce the number of deaths caused by mass shootings (Pew 

Research Center 2013). On the other hand, the FBI’s National Instant Criminal Background 

Check System (NICS) recorded its all-time busiest week of operation, running over 900,000 

checks on individuals purchasing guns following Sandy Hook (FBI 2013). Politicians are split on 

gun control, with most Democrats supporting stricter gun laws, and most Republicans against 

any gun law reform (United States Senate 2013). Though researchers have studied the political 

dimensions of gun control and public opinion on the topic, far less is known about what police 

officers think about gun control laws. 

 Within the last five years, a total of 266 police officers have been killed in the line of duty 

by gunfire (Officers Down Memorial Page 2013). Police One (2013), an advertisement-

supported website that claims to provide an online environment for law enforcement officers, 

conducted a non-scientific survey examining police officer attitudes toward gun control and 

found that, “America’s law enforcers put little faith in the effectiveness of proposed gun-control 

legislation.” But why do police officers have little faith in gun legislation? To answer this and 

gain a deeper understanding of why police officers are for or against gun control laws, we 

interviewed police officers from a rural sheriff’s department in West Virginia and observed these 

officers in their role as crime control agents. The two questions we have attempted to answer are: 

1) what are rural police officers views on gun legislation, and 2) how are they tied to rural 
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culture, ideology and identity? In the following section, we highlight the literature on gun 

legislation, characteristics of gun owners and non-gun owners, rural policing, rural ideology, 

rural identity, and police officer views on gun control.  

LITERATURE REVIEW 

History and Context of Gun Control in America 

 Gun control has been defined as “government regulations meant to influence the 

availability and use of firearms in the civilian populations (Carter 2006:366).” Historically, 

legislation of this kind has been difficult for government to pass, in part because gun rights were 

written into the Constitution under the Second Amendment’s “right to bear arms, wherein a well-

regulated militia, being necessary to the security of a free state, the right of the people, to keep 

and bear arms, shall not be infringed.” 

 Indeed, the United States maintains a gun culture, when compared to other economically 

developed democratic nations; the United States has considerably weaker gun laws (Carter 

2006). The Pew Research Center (2013), estimated that the United States has between 270 

million and 310 million non-military guns. Having a large number of guns paired with weak gun 

regulation leads to higher incidence of gun violence (Violence Policy Center 2013). Congress 

has passed many known gun control laws following high-profile incidents like assassinations of 

politicians, school shootings, and mass shootings in public places (Carter 2006). (Table 1 

provides a brief explanation of some of the most important gun legislation over the years).  

 In January 2013, following the Sandy Hook shooting, President Barack Obama proposed 

gun control legislation to push for more restrictive gun laws and created what he called “a plan to 

protect our children and our communities by reducing gun violence (Obama 2013).” He 

proposed closing background check loopholes by requiring background checks for all gun sales 
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in order to keep guns out of the hands of “irresponsible and dangerous individuals”, banning 

military-style assault weapons and high capacity magazines, making schools safer by adding 

more school resource officers, and increasing access to mental health professionals (Obama 

2013), however the plan failed to pass through Congress. About 71% of Democrats polled say it 

is essential for Congress and the president to act on gun legislation, while 53% of Republicans 

polled say that no action at all should be taken on gun legislation (Pew Research Center 2013). 

Still, public opinion polls show that the general public supports stricter gun laws. According to 

the Pew Research Center (2013), 81% of people support making private gun sales and sales at 

gun shows subject to background checks, 66% support a federal gun database, and 54% support 

an assault weapons ban. In addition, 63% of the public opposes having teachers and school 

officials being armed in schools. These divisions exist based partially on whether the person 

owners gun or not.  

Characteristics of Gun Owners and Non-gun Owners 

 The Pew Research Center found that in August of 1999, following the Columbine 

shooting, 49% of people surveyed owned guns for hunting, and only 26% owned them for 

protection. However, by February of 2013, following the shootings in Aurora, Colorado and 

Sandy Hook Elementary, 48% of people surveyed owned a gun for protection, and only 32% 

owned a gun for hunting (Pew Research Center 2013), suggesting that protection has now 

become the main motivator for those buying guns. Gun owners who belong to the National Rifle 

Association (NRA) believe that it is more important to protect gun rights than to control gun 

ownership. However, 74% of NRA-member households supported expanding background 

checks for private gun sales (Pew Research Center 2013). Those who personally own a gun often 
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feel safer and claim that owning guns is something they enjoy (Pew Research Center 2013). 1 

 In contrast, non-gun owners in 2013 said that they would feel uncomfortable with a gun in 

the house and would be worried about accidents (Pew Research Center 2013).  Sixty-six percent 

of non-gun owners reported that it was more important to control gun ownership than to protect 

gun rights (Pew Research Center 2013). Many of those who live in non-gun households believe 

that stricter gun control laws would give the government too much power, but those same people 

supported universal background checks, banning assault-style weapons, and high-capacity 

ammunition clips.  

Rural Culture, Ideology, Identity and Policing   

 The current study is an examination of rural police officers’ views on gun control, so it is 

important to examine what ideologies they hold that are related to rural culture and identity. 

People from rural areas often distain city life and view rural and small town life as superior 

(Hummon 1990). Rural and small town enthusiasts have been known to hold an idealized view 

of the country as quiet, slow, easy-going, friendly, and safe (Hummon 1990). This type of 

thinking or ideology often leads the residents to characterize cities as too large, crowded, 

unfriendly, and artificial (Hummon 1990). Rural residents often believe that they live in the best 

form of community with an emphasis on personal relations, where “everybody knows 

everybody,” and where, some would argue, “everybody knows everybody’s business” (Hummon 

1990). These residents see cities as the opposite, places where “no one knows anybody” 

(Hummon 1990).   

 Small towns are common places for hunting, fishing, and outdoor activities, so guns are 

often more common in rural areas (Bristow 1982). More than double the number of rural 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 In terms of set differences, 43% of female gun owners in 1999 owned a gun for protection, while, 55% of males in 
Men and women agree that no states should be allowed to ignore federal gun laws (Pew Research Center 2013).	  
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residents own guns than urban residents, and gun rights are cherished (Johnson 2013). Guns are a 

part of rural identity that is best described as knowing that it is “increasingly important to not just 

own guns, but to display them and aggressively defend their ownership; it is important to drive a 

truck as much for what it says about you as for the service and utility it provides, and it is 

important to listen to country music in which the cultural value of these symbols is reinforced” 

(Ching and Creed 1997). These messages about rural identity could be seen as symbolic linkages 

that exist between and among people in rural areas that are enactments of their identities (Hecht 

1993). Therefore, it is important to talk about Hecht’s (1993) relational frame of identity, where 

identities emerge because of relationships to other people (family or gun owners), identities are 

enacted in relationships, and relationships then develop identities as social entities.  This rural 

context, in which officers are widely known, makes it hard for police officers to juggle their 

multiple identities. They must first enact the identity as a police officer and enforcer of the laws, 

second as a rural gun owner and outstanding citizen, third potentially as a father or husband, 

because they are juggling multiple identities conflict can occur between their views. 

A vast majority of rural residents also belong to the National Rifle Association, which 

was founded to protect Second Amendment rights and promote gun-safety training (Head 2013). 

However, while rural residents are more likely to own guns, they are also less likely to use a gun 

in the commission of a crime (Weisheit et al. 1994). The Pew Research Center found that in 

2013, 59% of rural households owned guns and 39% of those surveyed lived in a rural area (Pew 

Research Center 2013). Informal control is valued in rural areas where “people control their own” 

and often distrust the government, distrust outsiders, and are reluctant to share internal problems. 

Individuals who do not rely on law enforcement for providing protection purchase many guns to 

achieve “individualistic” goals of protecting themselves and their families (Celinska 2007). In 
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rural counties guns mean a source of “father and son bonding,” while in cities guns mean crime 

(Johnson 2013). It makes sense that rural ideology would play a part in rural policing and how 

police officers view gun control.  

Sheriff’s offices are a typical form of rural police agency and are responsible for the local 

jail, court security, prisoner transport, process serving, issuing concealed carry permits, and 

patrolling the county. Sheriffs are elected officials who typically serve four-year terms (National 

Sheriffs’ Association 2013). Sheriffs have to be responsive to the community or risk not get re-

elected for another term, so politics play a factor in the reactions and attitudes of county sheriffs’ 

departments. Some have called the rural sheriff the “most powerful politician in the county” 

(Walker and Katz 2011:69).   

 The stereotypical rural police agency is a small sheriff’s office similar to the fictional 

television program “The Andy Griffith Show” which depicts an office with only two officers and 

very little crime. However, it is important to note that 90% of police departments in the United 

States have less than 50 sworn police officers (Weisheit et al. 1994).2 The fewer police officers 

located in rural places means that response times for calls of service can be long making it 

difficult for small rural agencies to cover their areas at any given time (Weisheit et al. 1994).  

 According to Oliver (2004), rural police officers face four unique stressors. First, rural 

places are often geographically isolated, so officers are often alone and backup could take up to 

an hour to arrive, thus incidents ranging from a routine traffic stop to a domestic violence call 

can present risk. Second, economic constraints, such as low pay and inadequate equipment and 

training are especially problematic. Some rural police officers have cars without radar and 

without a barrier separating the police officer and the arrestee, and with out a computer, leaving 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 Other kinds of rural police officers are state police, United States Park Police, Indian Police, Harbor, Lake and 
River Police and some other federal, state and local agencies located in rural areas (Bristow 1982). 
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officers at the mercy of the dispatcher and causing delays. Third, social factors present harm to 

rural police officers, such as the “fishbowl” effect that occurs from living in a place where 

citizens personally know the police officers and scrutinize them. Rural police officers must be 

especially careful of public behaviors because their activities can become public knowledge, 

reducing police effectiveness in the jurisdiction (Bristow 1982). Finally, inactivity is a common 

fact of life for rural police officers, as these communities have fewer calls and fewer incidents 

that involve pulling people over, so the often experience long periods of inactivity and boredom 

(Oliver 2004).  

 Typically, rural police officers serve in locations where crime rates are relatively low and 

where residents are reluctant to call the police (Oliver 2004). Still, rural police officers face 

unique obstacles that urban police officers do not. For instance, they often handle agricultural 

and wildlife crime, ranging from poaching to fruit, timber and pesticide thefts (Bristow 1982). 

Substance abuse is higher in rural areas, and driving under the influence is more common 

(Weisheit et al. 1994). Also, rural areas are often production sites for methamphetamine and 

marijuana, and many serve as trans-shipment points for drugs destined to urban areas (Weisheit 

et al. 1994). Homicide, rape, and assault are more likely to occur among acquaintances in rural 

areas, where identifying a criminal is easier, as sheriffs and local police officers often know 

offenders and their families and where to find them (Weisheit et al. 1994). In the next section we 

discuss the literature on police officers views on gun control, were we see a vast difference 

between urban police officers and rural police officers.  

Police Officers’ Views on Gun Control  

Previous research finds that the general public supports stricter gun laws, but few studies 

have investigated police officers’ views and how place affects their views. New York City 
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Mayor Michael Bloomberg (2013), in talking about police officers said, “They have dedicated 

their lives to protecting the public, and as Congress debates our nation’s gun laws, their voices 

deserve to be heard.” Police officers have varying opinions on gun control, depending on rank, 

geographical location, and other factors. 

 Though not scientific, the Police One survey3, which asked “self-identified” law 

enforcement officials 27 questions relating to their opinions on gun control, found that when 

respondents were asked, “If you were a sheriff or a chief, how would you respond to more 

restrictive gun laws?” Forty-four percent said they would not enforce more restrictive laws and 

join the public with a vocal opposition effort (Police One 2013). Of the 15,000 “self-identified” 

police officers, 60.6% thought that the passage of the White House’s current proposed legislation 

would have no effect on improving police officer safety (Police One 2013). In addition, 95% of 

respondents reported that a federal ban on the manufacture and sale of magazines that hold more 

than ten rounds would not reduce violent crime (Police One 2013). Approximately 28% of the 

respondents said that more permissive concealed carry permits would prevent large-scale 

shootings in public (Police One 2013), and 80% supported arming schoolteachers who volunteer 

to train with firearms and carry them on the job (Police One 2013). Respondents were split, when 

asked if citizens should be required to complete a safety-training course before being allowed to 

buy a gun, with 42% stating that citizens should be required to take a gun-safety course for all 

weapons purchased and 43% saying that citizens should not be required to take a safety class 

before buying a gun.(Police One 2013). Ultimately, the respondents in this survey thought that 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3 In March of 2013, Police One conducted a non-scientific survey, asking law enforcement officials about their 
views on gun control. The website claims that the 15,000 survey respondents were “verified” law enforcement 
officials, but Glenn Kessler (2013) of the Washington Post, found that the survey was an “opt-in” survey, promoted 
on the website and through email to 260,000 newsletter subscribers. The qualifying question that asked if the 
respondent was a current or former law enforcement official was meant to select only those connected law 
enforcement (Kessler 2013). Also, it is possible those who oppose gun control were more motivated to take the 
survey because of the way the website promoted it (Kessler 2013).  
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the reason for gun violence in the United States was from a decline in parenting and family 

values (Police One 2013).  

 Two large police organizations disagree on gun control: the Major Cities Chiefs 

Association and the Major County Sheriff’s Association (Johnson 2013). The Major County 

Sheriff’s Association, believes that an assault weapons ban will not reduce gun violence, does 

not support banning high capacity magazines, and expresses support for helping those with 

mental health issues, and believes that youth are immersed in a culture of violence with video 

games (Stanek 2013). However, the Chiefs of Police, show strong support for an assault weapons 

ban, stating a need to act now to close background check loopholes and a belief that state 

governments should maintain their ability to legislate concealed carry laws. A third organization 

the Constitutional Sheriff’s and Peace Officers Association, has 479 sheriffs’, six of whom are 

from West Virginia (Boone, Hardy, Logan, Raleigh, Roane, and Wood Counties) and oppose 

President Obama’s gun control plan, while only five police chiefs openly opposed it, including 

one from Missouri, one from Ohio, two from Pennsylvania, and one from West Virginia 

(Constitutional Sheriffs and Peace Officers Association 2013).  

In, Kanawha County, West Virginia Sheriff Johnny Rutherford, who oversees the state’s 

most populated county, did not want to weigh in on the legislation, saying to reporters, “We’re 

going to enforce the laws, whatever the laws are,” he said. “I’m not going to get into the politics 

of it. Our job is to enforce the laws and make our community safe” (Associated Press 2013). 

Media reports also suggest that some rural police officers are opposed to the proposed gun 

legislation. According to the Cumberland Times-News, in West Virginia sheriffs in Boone, 

Roane, and Wood counties, signed a petition against the federal government if Congress passed 

gun control laws. These are three extremely rural counties in West Virginia totaling 128,000 
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residents.4 One sheriff in Raleigh County, West Virginia has said, “It’s not the gun’s fault people 

are shooting each other, blaming the gun is ridiculous” (Associated Press 2013).  

In urban areas, where most gun crimes occur, police officers are more likely to speak out 

about these issues (Johnson 2013).  Peter Moskos (2008), author of Cop in the Hood, wrote: 

“When gunfire is occurring police officers make attractive targets.” From his brief experience as 

a police officer in Baltimore’s eastern district, he thinks that because of the sheer number of 

guns, that there is a need for gun control laws and supports the idea of such laws. He is not alone 

in the law enforcement community. The Los Angeles Police Chief has supported a ban on high 

capacity ammunition magazines (Watkins 2011).  

Previous research on police officers and their views on gun control is limited. While the 

Police One survey asked police officers about gun control, it failed to examine causes. Our study 

addresses rural ideology, rural identity, and rural culture and how these play a factor in the views 

of rural police officers from a local sheriff’s department in West Virginia.  

METHODS 

 In exploring the differences in the opinions of rural police officers, our goal was to analyze 

the officers’ experiences, meanings, interpretations, and interactions that they correlated with 

their views on gun control (Weiss 1994:1). The initial step in our study was to conduct pilot 

interviews in order to clarify the aims and the frame of the study before interviewing the primary 

subjects (Weiss 1994:15). We utilized the qualitative case study approach, in which our data 

relied on interview narratives from each of the twenty officers (Strauss 1987). The setting for this 

case study will be discussed in the next section.  

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4 Out of the three, Boone County is the most rural with 87% of its residents living in a rural section of the county, 
followed by Roane County with 78%, and Wood County with 27% (United States Census 2010). 
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Setting: A Small Rural Sheriff’s Department in West Virginia  

  This study investigates rural police officers beliefs about gun control using a sample from 

a rural sheriff’s department in West Virginia. It explains how rural ideology, identity and culture 

influence their views. We present data from semi-structured interviews with twenty rural police 

officers, conducted as part of the sheriff’s departments’ ride-along program. The interviews 

focus on police officers’ personal views on gun control, demographic backgrounds, and life 

histories. We chose this particular sheriff’s department to draw a sample for this case study for 

multiple reasons. First, the sheriff’s department handles the concealed carry permits for the 

county making them especially sensitive and knowledgeable about citizens having guns. Second, 

sheriffs are politically appointed, allowing for some examination of the role that politics play in 

the views of these police officers. Third, sheriffs serve all three components of the criminal 

justice system (law enforcement, courts, and corrections), making them more informed than 

those who have a more specialized job.  

 West Virginia is a small rural Appalachian state with a population of 1,854,304 of whom 

are 94% white (United States Census Bureau 2012). The state has a considerably low population 

density, in 2007; where there were only 75.1 persons per square mile (West Virginia Blue Book 

2000). Of the 55 counties that make up the state, only 33 have access to public transportation 

(Rahall Transportation Institute 2013).  

West Virginia’s National Rifle Association reported having 32,000 members and has 

reportedly added 8,000 new members since the 2012 Sandy Hook Elementary shooting 

(Porterfield 2013). In 2012, 92,000 people in West Virginia applied and obtained concealed carry 

permits (Brown 2013). In 2007, West Virginia had the 5th highest gun ownership rate (55.4%) 

among ten states that were considered to have extremely high gun ownership rates (White 2007).   
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The crime rate in West Virginia, for 2011 was 18% lower than the national average 

(United States Department of Justice 2011). In 2008, West Virginia had the highest rate of 

prescription drug overdose death in the United States and over 152,000 West Virginians are in 

need of drug treatment (Governor’s Drug Free Workforce 2012). Nearly, 90% of the crimes in 

West Virginia are non-violent, with the most common crime being larceny-theft, which made up 

60% of the offenses in the state in 2009 (Douglas 2012). Murder and non-negligent manslaughter 

accounted for the least frequent crimes in the state in 2009, with only 4.9 murders per 100,000 

individuals (Douglas 2012).  

The sheriff’s department used in this study covers 365.89 square miles of territory 

(United States Census Bureau 2000). According to one officer Patrick, the sheriff’s departments 

jurisdiction went from issuing around forty concealed carry permits a month to over three 

hundred a month, following the threat to strengthen gun control laws after the Sandy Hook 

shootings. The population for the department’s jurisdiction is over 100,000 inhabitants and 

91.2% of the population is white (US Census Bureau 2012). Six other police agencies are also in 

the area, including four different city police agencies, the state police and the police from a local 

university. Two thirds of the population resides in a remote rural section of the county (Kingery 

and Company 2011). The jurisdiction of the sheriff’s department is considered to be rural by the 

United States Census Bureau (i.e., less than 1,000 persons per square mile), but the location of 

the department is considered a Metropolitan or Micropolitan Statistical Area. (i.e., 50,000 or 

more inhabitants (United States Census 2013). The sheriff’s department in this county has 

approximately thirty police officers who work three different shifts: 7:00 am-3:00 pm, 3:00 pm-

11:00 pm and 11:00 pm to 7:00 am. The sheriff’s department is active twenty-four hours a day, 

seven days a week.  
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Data Collection 

 We received West Virginia University Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval in order 

to conduct this research. As part of the initial recruitment process, we participated in the sheriff’s 

department’s ride-along program during all shifts. The ride-along program allows citizens to 

accompany police officers to observe and learn about the profession. From here, we used 

snowball sampling from officers we had previously interviewed. During the interview phase we 

dealt with all the demands of obtaining the data: such as recruiting the respondents, conducting 

the interviews, getting all the interviews transcribed, determining if the right information was 

being collected, and then conducting more interviews (Weiss 1994). Interviews were one-on-one, 

without interference from peers, and took place in interview rooms within the department or 

while on ride-alongs. We conducted interviews with twenty officers from this sheriff’s 

department to explore their views on gun control and how rural identity influences them. Each 

interview lasted no longer than an hour, but we typically completed at least half of the shift with 

the officer, observing their habits and other aspects of the job. We told the officers about the 

general purpose of the study, made sure that it was ok to use a recorder, and let them know that 

their names would be changed and that no mention of the department name would be reported.5 

As the research continued to develop, we developed data collection methods, took notes, and 

tape-recorded all of the interviews that we completed. 

Participant Characteristics  

Participants criteria for inclusion in the study were: 1) they had to identify as sworn law 

enforcement officials, and 2) they had to work at the Sheriff’s department. This sample is 

representative of police officers from this sheriff’s department, which has approximately thirty-

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
5 The officers’ names were changed in order to protect their identities; the only identifier is that the department is 
located in West Virginia.   
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eight officers’, we interviewed 52.6% of the officers at the department.6 In the following table 

we provide information about each of the twenty officers, including age, political affiliation, 

whether or not he or she was an NRA member, and the officers years in law enforcement.  

Table 1: Police Officers in Sample 

Pseudonym Age Political 
Affiliation 

NRA Member Years in Law 
Enforcement 

Kent 56 Democrat No 38 
Patrick 53 Democrat Yes 23 
Roger 45 Democrat Yes 25 
Greg 49 Independent No 21 
Nathan 39 Republican No 14 
Vic 45 Democrat No 13 
Matthew 47 Independent No 10 ½  
Darryl 29 Democrat No 8 
Ted 48 Republican No 8 
Wyatt 30 Republican No 8 
Adam 30 None No 7 
Craig 28 Republican No 6 ½  
Gary 28 Republican No 6 
Judd 42 Republican No 5 ½  
Henry 28 Democrat No 5 
Megan  30 Independent/ Tea Party No  
Fred 27 Republican Yes 5 
Jacob 24 Conservative Yes 2 
Brent 27 Independent No 2 
Lee 25 Republican No 1 
 

Most of the officers were from the county they police (N=12), six were from surrounding 

counties in West Virginia, and two were from another state nearby. Nineteen of the interviewees 

were male and one was female.7 All officers had some level of education beyond a high school 

degree (e.g., trade school certifications, or several years of college), and six had Bachelor’s 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6 Of the approximately thirty-eight sworn law enforcement officials at the department it is important to note that 
some of the officers were unavailable to be interviewed. For example, two deputies were in the police academy, two 
other deputies were on military leave. Three officers did not want to be interviewed or said they could not be 
interviewed and one officer never responded to requests for an interview.  
	  
7 There are only two female officers in the entire department. 
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degrees. Twelve participants were married, twelve had children and six had military experience. 

All but two participants were in full police uniform during the interview, the other two 

interviewees have different positions, which does not require a uniform. One was wearing a suit, 

dress shoes, his badge around his neck, and his gun on his hip, while the other wore blue jeans 

and a shirt.  

Officers provided several reasons as to why they chose to become police officers. For 

instance, “certain vanity to the job, where one gets to be a hero, wrestle, run, fight, shoot and 

carry a gun and a badge.” Some stated that they have wanted to have this job since childhood, in 

order to fill a desire to help and protect people, and to feel like they were making a difference. 

Others had a family history of law enforcement, and some reported they wanted a job with low 

levels of monotony, and where different things happen every day.  

Data Analysis 
 
 We taped audio from all twenty interviews and transcribed the data from each person 

verbatim, checking transcripts for accuracy using the recordings, and transcribing each interview 

prior to the next one as we continued the interview process. The analysis was performed in three 

different stages. First, we created codes, based on the interview guide, past literature, and the 

first interview. This step is known as open coding, or the initial type of coding, in order to 

present tentative concepts that seem to fit with the data (Strauss 1987:28). Second, we created 

preliminary themes based on codes from initial interviews. Third, we “cut and pasted” example 

quotes from each interview as they fell under each descriptive code. For this step we read 

through each transcribed interview in order to select quotes that illustrated each theme. Once 

overarching themes were established, we found that some quotes could fit multiple themes, so 

we reorganized our themes. Once we confirmed our themes, we began the writing process.  
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FINDINGS 

From this study we had three major findings. The first major finding is that, in general, 

the police officers stated that they were against gun control, with almost all officers expressing 

strong pessimism about the effectiveness of gun control laws. The second major finding is that 

when officers were asked about more specific measures of gun control, they showed support. 

Finally, the third major finding is that officers expressed that guns are an essential part to rural 

upbringing.  

For the first major finding officers were asked why they were against gun control as a 

general proposition, some police officers offered that they were skeptical of politics and view 

stricter gun control laws as the politicians’ “feel-good attempt” to control something that will 

never be controlled. While, some also stated that there is nothing that will stop gun violence even 

if there was never another gun manufactured in this country. One officer at the police department 

said that there is no piece of legislation out there that’s going to solve what people want it to 

solve [ending gun violence].  

 A second finding is that all officers who reported that they reject gun control in general, 

also reported a contradictory view, that they support specific gun control measures. For instance, 

all officers were strongly in favor of more stringent background checks. All said that gun control 

measures should expand background checks to include a person’s mental health history, and they 

asserted that those who are mentally ill should not be permitted to purchase or carry a firearm. 

Most even went so far as to assert that anyone who purchases a gun should be required to 

complete a gun-safety training course.  Similarly, the majority of police officers believed that 

citizens should have the right to obtain concealed carry permits. However, as above, this too was 

contradictory as most also complained that gun safety training classes, which are required for 
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concealed carry permits in West Virginia, are ineffective for the average citizen because they are 

administered in eight hours.  

 The third finding is that, officers believed that rural upbringing is an aspect of their 

personal histories that has strongly influenced their opinions on guns and gun control. Most 

officers reported that they grew up in places where one could shoot a gun in the backyard and 

where they were hunting at a young age, but they also emphasized that family members taught 

them how to responsibly use firearms. Related to this, some officers did not believe the fact that 

their employment at a rural sheriff’s department influenced their views, since they were 

socialized into their views about guns at an earlier point in their lives, with most officers 

claiming to have strong opinions about gun control and guns before joining the force. Officers 

believe that rural policing translates into higher gun ownership than urban policing.  

 Below, we elaborate on each of these themes, using the officers’ own words to describe 

their varying opinions on gun control. We utilized quotes from each of the twenty interviews. 

Notably, each of the officers reported that they had either been attacked, been on a call for 

service where a gun was involved, or had been threatened with a gun before while off duty or on 

duty.  Next, in theme one we will discuss and present quotes about the officers pessimistic views 

on the effectiveness of gun control laws and how these officers hold symbolic views of guns.  

Theme 1: Rejection of Gun Control Laws as Ineffective for Controlling Criminal Behavior and 

Symbolic Significance 

Almost all officers rejected the idea and policy of increasing gun control. One reason for 

this is their pessimism about the effectiveness of proposed gun control laws. Some officers 

asserted increased gun control cannot work because the kinds of people who commit crimes are 

more likely to have networks who can obtain access to guns, regardless of the law. The main 
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reason was that they think criminals will always be able to get access to guns. Darryl, a twenty-

nine-year-old officer, states that gun control measures will not be effective when dealing with 

criminals:  

Criminals will always be able to get guns…The greater percentage of people [criminals] 

who I [have] contact [with] who have weapons do not buy them through a store. They 

bought them from someone on the street. They will always have access to them. You 

know, drugs have been illegal. People still get them every day, easier than guns. If 

someone wants a weapon, a gun, they will be able to get one.  

Darryl went on to say that “if there is a will, then there is a way,” and that a person who really 

wants to hurt someone can do so without guns, including bricks, pool cues, bottles, and knives. 

Aside from his belief that gun control would be ineffective, Darryl took pride in the fact that 

guns have been a part of American culture and history “since the beginning” and stated that 

“pressing a button is not going to change that.” Ultimately he expressed that guns serve as 

symbolic identities for United States citizens and those who live and grow up in rustic cultures, 

where gun ownership is a cherished right.   

 Nathan, a thirty-nine-year-old middle ranking officer at the department, agreed with 

Darryl that increasing gun control laws is likely to be ineffective against criminals who will 

inevitably find the weapons they desire. However, Nathan also expressed worry that “honest 

hard-working” citizens will be adversely affected if they cannot protect themselves: 

I think regardless of how well you try to limit who can and cannot have a firearm, there 

will always be a demand for that. Therefore, there will always be a way to get those 

items. If you limit who can have them as far as if you ban guns all together, then I think 

it’s just going to keep the honest, hard-working people from having them. It’s going to 
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make it easier for criminals to get them on the black market per se, and then the honest 

person won’t be able to have them.  

Nathan expresses his views that guns are a symbol of individuals being able to protect 

themselves and their families, and that if gun control laws went into effect they would not be 

able to do so. Nathan is relating with his rural gun owner identity, and believes that people 

should be able to obtain guns in order to express their individualistic goals.  

The most cynical of all the officers interviewed was forty-five-year-old Roger, who 

happens to be one of the department’s firearms instructors.  In explaining his views, Roger cited 

the inescapability of criminal access to guns in his argument about why more gun legislation is 

not the answer to crime: 

There’s nothing that is going to stop the gun violence. If there were never another gun 

manufactured in this country, they’re [guns] still going to be out there all over the place. 

You’re not going to prevent it [gun violence], and you’re not going to prevent people 

from finding them [guns] one way or another. I don’t think there is a piece of legislation 

out there that’s going to solve what people want it to solve.  

 Researchers have shown that police officers tend to hold cynical views. According, to 

Joel Caplan (2003), “ a cynic expects nothing but the worst in human behavior and it does not 

take long for police to become cynical.” The fact that officers hold such cynical views 

surrounding the criminal population and the effectiveness of politicians’ proposed gun laws leads 

to a pessimistic outlook, the view that nothing will work. However, cynicism to police officers is 

just seen as a natural tool that comes with the uniform but it can cloud the officers’ judgment 

(Caplan 2003). 
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A few officers made the point that some United States cities with especially strict gun 

laws continue to have a high incidence of gun-related violence. Jacob, a twenty-four-year-old 

officer, pointed out that cities with both strict gun laws and high violence serve as evidence that 

stricter gun control is futile:  

L.A. has some of the strictest gun laws. You can’t have a magazine more than ten rounds. 

It doesn’t matter…You still have gun violence every day in L.A.8 There are still gang 

members getting shot every single day, and they have the most strict gun laws. 

Washington, D.C. and New York City [off-duty] police officers aren’t even supposed to 

be carrying handguns in their city, and they still have gun violence.9 It’s just not gonna 

help.  

Jacob, along with other officers revealed exaggerated and negative views of cities. Some such as 

Gary, explained how in West Virginia gun violence is not as bad as Detroit or New York, but he 

did admit that “[gun violence] is a problem everywhere in the country” its just not a key problem 

in West Virginia. Another officer Ted, said that gun violence is becoming more prevalent in the 

area and that, “watching the news especially like Pittsburgh [news], every single day there is a 

shooting.”  

Many officers openly questioned politicians’ motives and agendas on the topic of gun 

control.  Offering suggestions that politicians’ are trying to take guns away from people who 

have a constitutional right to own these weapons, only because of recent high-profile cases of 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
8 “Generally, it is illegal to buy, manufacture, import, keep for sale, expose for sale, give or lend any large-capacity 
magazine (able to accept more than ten rounds) in California. However, continued possession of large-capacity 
magazines that you owned in California prior to January 1, 2000, is legal provided you are not otherwise prohibited. 
A person prohibited from possessing firearms is also prohibited from owning or possessing any magazines or 
ammunition (Harris 2014).” 
9 The Law Enforcement Officers Safety Act (LEOSA) of 2004 allows officers to carry concealed off-duty not only 
in their jurisdictions but in all fifty states and territories in the United States, as long as certain qualifications are met 
(FBI 2011), and the National Association of Police Organization reports that New York City and D.C. can carry a 
weapon concealed off-duty but there are still restrictions about where one can carry in those locations (e.g., one 
cannot carry concealed in a federal building).  
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gun violence. In which, officers claim that a great deal of media attention on gun control laws 

placed political pressure on the politicians’ to take action. However, Megan said, “We need to 

deal with the laws that we have in place. I think we have plenty of laws in place. We just don’t 

utilize them, and you know, I think that should be put into the spotlight because of newer, more 

recent gun violence.” While, some officers approve of current laws, and believe they just are not 

being enforced, others such as Wyatt, a thirty-year-old officer, articulated that gun laws are 

becoming too restrictive:   

I actually think that it’s getting too restrictive. Like I said, I feel that it’s closing that gap 

closer to overstepping the Second Amendment. Because, you know, are you going to 

blame the Honda Civic because a drunk driver drove it and killed somebody? I mean, 

that’s my personal view on this. It’s not the guns that are killing people. It’s the people 

that are carrying the guns. And even though you put restrictive laws on that person, the 

people that are doing this stuff, do they legally go obtain that gun? You know, I guess 

that would be the research I would want to see. [That] would be the school shootings and 

other things.10 It’s not like they went through the process, or they were prohibited from 

carrying a gun. They got it on the black market or took it off somebody that is a good 

outstanding citizen gun owner. So I think that it falls back on the responsibility of the 

person that owns a gun to make sure that it’s secured and kept out of the hands of people 

who don’t need to have one.  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
10 Adam Lanza the gunman at Newtown, CT did not have a background check run, he used guns registered to his 
mother, James Holmes the gunman responsible for the shooting in Aurora, CO purchased his guns legally and had a 
background check run, Jared Loughner the gunman who shot Rep. Gabrielle Giffords and nineteen other people had 
a background check done, was not flagged, and finally Seung-Hui Cho who killed thirty-two people at Virginia Tech 
was deemed mentally ill by a judge in Virginia, which would have disqualified him from obtaining firearms, but 
somehow slipped through the system, only one of those shootings could have been prevented with a proper 
background check (Johns 2013).  
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A handful of officers said that they are ok with gun control laws as long as they do not infringe 

on a person’s Second Amendment right, the right to bear arms. A couple of officers even went so 

far to say that the government doesn’t want anybody to have guns and that was their aim when 

proposing new gun legislation. Most officers agreed that no matter what gun control legislation 

was proposed there would always be a demand for guns, and criminals would always have a way 

to get them. Again, expressing a cynical view of criminals and the effectiveness of proposed gun 

legislation. However, the officers did not express cynicism toward the law-abiding citizen, and 

their rights claiming that gun owners have the ultimate responsibility to keep guns out of the 

hands of others.  

Officers specifically express pessimistic views about reinstating a ban on assault rifles, a 

proposed piece of legislation by politicians. Many stated that banning assault rifles would have 

no effect on gun violence, although admittedly many were biased because of their own personal 

ownership of assault-type rifles. For instance, Roger claimed that the term “assault” is merely a 

media term for a rifle that he claims has been around for sixty years, and that is all of the sudden 

bad.11 Similarly, Vic, a forty-five-year-old officer, with the department said this about a potential 

ban on assault rifles: 

I know it keeps sounding like I keep saying the same thing. But, bad things are still going 

to happen whether there is or isn’t a ban. Bans only affect people that pay attention and 

follow the law. Convicts are still going to have assault rifles and don’t care. I know [and] 

you’ve probably heard this a thousand times already, really why would you penalize a 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
11 The term ‘assault weapon’ is a misleading and politically loaded term that is widely used and has been used since 
the 1980’s, gun control advocates have successfully convinced mainstream media to use as a blanket term, the term 
‘assault rifle’ has been used to describe semi-automatic rifles (i.e., a weapon that automatically reloads after each 
bullet is fired) (Blake 2013). ‘'Assault rifle' accurately describes guns that are designed for offensive assaults on 
large numbers of human beings that are not useful or necessary for legitimate sport or self-defense," said Jon Lowy, 
director of the Brady Campaign to Prevent Gun Violence's Legal Action Project. 
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law-abiding citizen whenever convicts are running loose with whatever arms they can 

gather.  

The reoccurring view is that stricter gun control laws will hurt law-abiding citizens and that 

criminals will always be able to obtain these items, no matter what laws are in place. As gun 

owners themselves, officers do not want to be penalized, nor do they think its fair for law-

abiding citizen to pay for the mistakes of a few. In this sense, the officers are identifying as rural 

gun owners, who have rifles themselves and do not want them taken away.  

But Gary, a twenty-eight-year-old, officer who was in the military for a number of years, 

disagreed and argued saying that civilians have no business owning assault-type rifles: 

[There is] no reason that you need to own one of those [assault rifles] as a civilian 

whatsoever. I understand people want to hunt, and if you want to have your bull tags and 

rifle and go out and shoot some deer, I get that.12 This is rural America; everybody was 

brought up on right to bear arms, whatever. But, there is absolutely no reason that people 

should be able to go out and purchase AK-47’s and M-4’s and stuff like that. That’s stuff 

that civilians just have no need for whatsoever. 13 

Gary went on to say that, military and law enforcement are the only people who should have 

access to assault-type weapons, the only reason a civilian would need a high-powered weapon is 

if “you’re planning on knocking off a 7-11.” He went on to confess, “I’m probably jaded [biased] 

more toward stricter regulations, just because I’ve had idiots that have no idea what they are 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
12 Bull-tags are actually called ‘game field tags’ in West Virginia, which refer to the tags hunters use when they kill 
an animal to tag it and then take it to the game checking station to get it checked in, to make sure it was a legal kill 
(West Virginia Division of Natural Resources 2014).  
13 An AK-47 is a soviet-designed gas operated magazine fed rifle for automatic or semi-automatic fire, called 
Russian avtomat Kalashnikova  (named after its inventor and 47 stands for the year it was invented) (Merriam-
Webster 2014). The U.S. Defense Department replaced the M4 carbine assault rifle, adopted by the U.S. Army in 
the mid-1990s; the M4 assault rifle is a modern version of the M16, which U.S. soldiers have been using in battle 
since the Vietnam War (Baglole 2014). 
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doing with a firearm, pull them out on calls, and just do stupid stuff.” Gary recognizes that police 

socialization of guns affected his views, increasing his cynicism towards the average citizen 

owning high-powered large caliber weapons.  

Kent, a fifty-six-year-old high ranking officer at the department, asserted that it is 

noncriminal citizens who attend gun-safety training classes, apply for a concealed-carry permit, 

and undergo a proper background check. However, he also said that he believes it is hypocritical 

for police, who are gun-users by definition, to express support for gun control:  

We issue their guns to them [deputies], so we can’t say we’re for gun control. We’re 

giving you guns to do your job and I think by virtue of the job that our folks 

do...Everybody’s armed because the job that they do is dangerous, and it may at some 

point require you to use that firearm in defense of yourself or somebody else. And along 

with that, we make sure that they [deputies] are trained in and understand how that 

weapon works to the point of not just pointing it and shooting it and hitting your target or 

hitting what your aiming at, but to tear it [the gun] down, take it apart, [and] put it back 

together again to understand exactly how it works inside and out. But yeah, just by virtue 

of what we do, I don’t know how you can say we issue guns to people, and then say we 

should have gun control.  

Kent believes, that because police work requires officers to carry and operate guns, it is 

not only logical, but also disingenuous for them to oppose it. From what can be seen from these 

interviews while officers are concerned about criminals getting guns, they know there is no 

solution in sight for this issue. No one brought up a specific concern about any other gun owners.   

Overall police are pessimistic of and about the possibility that lawbreakers can be 

prevented from getting guns and assert that law-abiding citizens will feel the effect of stricter 
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gun control laws. This overall pessimism could be attributed to the nature of the job, and 

officers’ personal gun ownership, which influences their anti-gun control sentiments. In the next 

theme, we found that when officers were asked about more specific gun control measures, they 

supported things such as expanding background checks, overall expressing more nuanced and 

different views, compared to theme one where they showed overall pessimism about the 

effectiveness of gun control laws.  

Theme 2: Support for Specific Gun Control Measures  	  

Although police officers in this study universally identified as being anti-gun control, 

almost all expressed support for some specific gun control measures. For instance, all police 

viewed stricter background checks as an important step towards increasing safety of citizens and 

police.14 Wyatt, a thirty-year-old officer, argued for a need for stricter background checks, even 

though he thinks those who comply with the law tend to be law-abiding citizens: 

I agree with that [background checks]. Even though, I would say a responsible citizen is 

going to go through the extra hoops if they want to carry a firearm. If it takes me an extra 

week [to buy my own gun] because they have to do this, it would make me feel better 

about waiting because I have nothing to hide. I have no reason why, other than [that] I 

have to wait an extra week. I like that idea because even though it’s not going to end 

everything [crime], it just makes it a little bit harder, and even if it keeps one or two 

firearms out of the hands of somebody that doesn’t deserve them, it’s a start. 	  

Though the officers we interviewed stated that they hope that stricter background checks 

will prevent felons, domestic violence offenders, and those whom one interviewee called 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
14 Senator Joe Manchin, a Democrat from West Virginia, proposed a gun law change that, if passed, would have 
expanded background checks to guns purchased online and at gun shows. 
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“foreigners” from purchasing firearms, they were most concerned about the population of the 

mentally ill.15 Currently, the federal background check form has a self-report item that asks 

potential gun buyers, “Have you ever been adjudicated mentally defective (which includes a 

determination by a court, board, commission, or other lawful authority that you are a danger to 

yourself or to others or are incompetent to manage your own affairs) or have you ever been 

committed to a mental institution?” (Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives 

2012). The officers stated that even though the form features a mental illness screening question, 

a mentally ill person can check “no” on the form and purchase such a large caliber automatic 

weapon.16  

Many officers cite their own histories as gun owners and their experiences going through 

the background check themselves, and how this opened their eyes to flaws in the federal system. 

Darryl, an officer, believes that mental health is the major weakness in the current federal 

system, asserting that criminals will still be able to get firearms, but gun violence could be 

greatly reduced by keeping guns away from the mentally ill:	  

My concern is mental health. I’ve bought several guns, and it asks you a question “Have 

you ever been ruled mentally incompetent?” on the background sheet form. Well, all you 

have to do is circle “no,” and I wish there was a way to control that. Unfortunately, I’ve 

seen a lot of suicides. Maybe some of those could not have happened….Obviously, you 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
15 The definition of a prohibited person under the current laws are as follows: “those convicted of a misdemeanor 
crime of domestic violence, convicted of a felony, or any other crime punishable by imprisonment for a term 
exceeding one year, a fugitive from justice, an unlawful user of or addicted to marijuana or any depressant, 
stimulant, or narcotic drug or any controlled substance, has been adjudicated mentally defective or has been 
committed to a mental institution, dishonorably discharged from the Armed Forces, has renounced his or her U.S. 
citizenship, is an illegal alien in the U.S. or is subject to certain restraining orders (ATF 2012).” 
16 Only a small fraction of people with mental illness meet the federal standards for inclusion in the gun database, 
which encompasses a court ruling of insanity and a person with a record of being involuntarily admitted to a mental 
hospital (Los Angeles Times 2013).   
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look at your mass shootings, and a lot of those involve mental health issues. That, I think, 

should be the main focus of gun control. You’re not going to keep them out of the hands 

of criminals, ever. But if you could do something to keep them out of the hands of 

someone who should not have one based on mental health. Then, I think you’ll probably 

be taking some steps in the right direction, and I do support that. Absolutely. 	  

Surprisingly, although officers tend to hold rural values, such as the importance of 

privacy and a distrust of “big government,” they drew a line when it came to the privacy rights of 

those with mental illness. One officer, Henry, a twenty-eight-year-old deputy, went so far as to 

argue that the first step in expanding background checks should be loosening HIPPA laws.17 In 

his eyes, if lawmakers reduced HIPPA protections, background checks could then encompass 

even minor and common mental health issues, such as panic attacks and depression.18  

Another officer twenty-seven-year-old Fred, also agreed that new gun legislation should 

mainly focus on background checks that will keep weapons out of the hands of people who are 

mentally ill: 	  

There’s many things that could change about it [gun control]. I mean, the biggest thing I 

think that goes wrong is maybe the background checks and such. A lot of these things 

where they’re finding these movie theater shooters and stuff like that. They find, “Oh 

wait, they did have a long history of mental illness and things like that.” But, they still 

made it through the background checks. That would be where I think it goes wrong, is 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
17 HIPPA (Health Insurance Portability and Accountability Act of 1996) protects the privacy of individually 
identifiable health information.  
18 In the United States, alone, about one in four adults suffers from a diagnosable mental disorder each year 
(National Institute of Mental Health 2014). In 2009, forty percent of adults with serious mental illnesses in the 
United States did not receive any treatment (Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration 2010).  
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checking people’s mental stability. 	  

Paradoxically, even though almost all deputies agreed with increasing background 

checks, some were critical of politicians who openly support this gun control measure. Judd, a 

forty-two-year-old Republican, said that while he supports expanding background checks, he 

thinks West Virginia Senator Joe Manchin is a “puppet” who’s “useless, just like Obama. He’s a 

follower, not a leader.” Nevertheless, Judd continued to verbalize his support of citizens 

obtaining concealed carry permits, for which a background check is required: 19	  

I’m all about concealed carry. I’m a firm believer of concealed carry. I think that if there 

were more [people with] concealed carry [permits then] there would be less crime. Some 

of these big cities that are banning guns altogether? I mean, look at the crime rate. Look 

at the crime rate of Chicago. I mean it’s what? An average of two to three murders per 

day in Chicago? So, yeah. I think that the criminals know, “Hey, I’m going to go up here 

and mug grandma, or I’m going to rape this chick over here.” They would probably think 

twice if they thought “Oh, this person might have a gun.” I blame it all on the President. 	  

Nearly all deputies stated a belief that citizens should be able to hold concealed carry permits, 

justifying this claim by stating that localities where guns are more controlled, such as large cities, 

have more gun-related violence.20 While the officers, in general supported concealed carry 

permits, some took this right to the extreme in stating that they thought everyone should be able 

to obtain them.  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
19 According to the Government Accountability Office (2014), “States concealed carry laws can allow handgun 
owners, under certain conditions, to carry a loaded handgun either concealed on a person, in a vehicle or in public. 
‘Concealed carry’ means a person may carry a handgun in a manner so that others cannot see the handgun. This 
generally applies to handguns (i.e. pistols and revolvers), however some states concealed carry laws can also 
regulate the carrying of other weapons (i.e. knives).” 
20 In 2012 Chicago had more than 500 gun-related homicides (Davey 2013).  
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Matthew, a forty-seven-year-old officer, who identifies as pro-gun, is retired from the 

military after twenty-three years of service and a strong supporter of concealed carry, but is very 

critical of the training required for the average citizen to get such a permit:	  

I think that everyone has the right to have a concealed carry [permit]. You know, to 

protect themselves and to protect others. However, I think the requirements to get a 

concealed carry need to be stricter. And what I mean by that is about three years ago I 

attended, I’m not going to tell you where, but I attended a firearms training seminar, a 

forty-hour firearms training class, and one man [taught] probably like fifteen people, and 

what I witnessed was just absolutely absurd. I kept thinking they’re gonna put firearms in 

these people’s hands, and they’re gonna be able to carry them…Basically, there were 

several people in the class that had never handled a firearm...and he put like six people on 

[a] line and said “This is what I want you to do. I only want you to fire one shot, and I 

don’t want you to use the hammer.21 I want you to use the trigger to get the hammer to 

come back.” And I observed a woman, probably fifty years old, pull the hammer back, 

and then turn around with the gun in her hand. I mean, she had no clue what she was 

doing, and I think that it needs to more one-on-one...I think that they need to be able to 

filter out who has experience with firearms, and I think, that person needs a more one-on-

one course with firearms for safety reasons. They may tell you that they need to be 

familiar with your firearm, and to be honest, I don’t think I could have seen that woman 

carrying a concealed weapon. I just think that their [first-time gun handlers] training 

needs to be stricter because it’s too easy for anybody to get them [concealed carry 

permits], and there has been a significant jump in concealed carry permits in this county 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
21 The hammer is part of the firing mechanism of the gun (Chastain 2014).  
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only because we have had to hire a part-time girl to help with all the concealed carries 

that are coming in throughout the day, and it was not like that six years ago.	  

Thus, most officers claimed they were anti-gun control, but upon asking them questions related 

to specific gun control measures, we were able to find that they actually support aspects of new 

gun control legislation. One such example is, even though officers believe civilians should have 

the right carry a weapon concealed; they stress the need for more extensive gun-safety training 

courses. Matthew also claims that there has been a spike in concealed carry permits in the 

county, and while he agrees with concealed carry permits and civilians being required to take 

gun-safety training classes, he says that those who have been in the military and law enforcement 

should not be required to take a gun safety class to purchase a firearm.  	  

Civilians take an eight-hour course, to qualify to carry a weapon concealed in public in 

West Virginia but the police academy requires officers to take at least four months of firearms 

training. According to Kent, 75% of the bullets they shoot in those at the range must hit a target. 

If officers fail, they have to retake the whole course. Several officers referenced their experiences 

when discussing concerns about gun safety training classes in West Virginia. For instance, Gary 

an officer, worried that civilians after only a few hours of training can carry the same weapon as 

military and law enforcement officers who have months of training:	  

It’s like a one-day course right now where you basically just show up [and] do some 

basic familiarization stuff, like don’t point your gun sideways when you’re loading it 

‘cause if you’re on a firing line, there are people standing next to you, and if you 

accidentally pull the trigger, you could shoot them. And they make sure you understand 

the basic mechanics of it, but they don’t touch on marksmanship. And every firearm is 

different mechanically. They don’t go over cleaning the weapon properly, and how to 
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clean it safely, and just the basic mindset behind using a firearm. Like, the military and 

law enforcement? They have like four months of boot camp or academy where that gets 

drilled into you every day, and you still have people screwing it up at the end. Civilians 

go out and take an eight-hour course, and they’re expected to be able to maintain [a gun] 

safely. You’ve got guys that have been training for four months, and they’re still making 

stupid mistakes with a firearm. I don’t think people should be able to go to an eight-hour 

course and carry the same firearm.	  

It seemed that the officers with military backgrounds are the most critical of the eight-hour gun 

safety training courses for citizens. They present an almost biased view, because of their own 

extensive gun training.  

Another officer, Judd, spent over twenty years as an Emergency Medical Technician 

(EMT), twenty-five years as a volunteer firefighter, and two and a half years in special 

operations for the military during Desert Storm. He gave an account of one of his recent calls for 

service during which a victim had been through a gun-safety class, had a concealed carry permit, 

but still managed to shoot himself in the foot: 	  

A kid who has a concealed carry permit, who’s been through a gun-safety class had a 

.380 firearm, was cleaning it--him and his buddy cleaning it--put it back together, puts a 

fully loaded magazine in it, chambers a round, and then says literally, “I didn’t want to 

chamber a round,” so he racks the firearm back, a bullet ejects. Anybody that knows 

anything about guns and has been through a gun-safety class knows that with a magazine 

in, another round is going to re-chamber [in the gun]. He completely lost his mind and 

forgot that it chambered a round. Needless to say, he shot his self. 	  
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This example supports the officers’ argument that gun-safety training classes are ineffective to 

the average citizen. Megan, one of only two female officers in the sheriff’s department, revealed 

that she was uncomfortable around firearms before becoming a police officer because, around 

the age of ten, a neighbor pulled a gun on her and another child. She said this incident made her 

fearful of firearms from an early age:	  

I think everyone needs to take a safety-training course. I just don’t know how well they 

would be able to make sure everybody did that, and actually did it, and not just forge [the 

paperwork] or have somebody they know that owns a firearm place do it for them. I think 

everybody should, because I was uncomfortable with guns until I became a police officer, 

and then the more you work with them, the more comfortable you are and the better you 

are with them. So I think everybody should have to go through them. Just like hunters 

have to take hunters’ safety. Why not have to take a gun safety class?	  

Even though Megan is concerned about compliance and enforcement, she thinks that it is 

inconsistent to require hunters to take a safety class in order to get a hunting license, but not to 

require a gun-safety class to purchase a gun. Gun safety training classes in West Virginia are 

only required to carry a weapon concealed. But, no coursework or knowledge is required to 

purchase a firearm. Ted, a forty-eight-year-old officer, agrees that all citizens’, not just gun 

owners, need to know how to operate a firearm and should take a gun-safety class:	  

Yes. I do think that is a good idea. They need to know, one, how to operate that thing. 

You hear a lot of people that will tell you, “Oh, I’d shoot this person if they did this.” 

Really, you’d be surprised. You pull a gun, you have to be prepared. At that moment I’m 

going to kill this person, period. And if you’re not able to do that, then you’re going to 

die ‘cause they’re going to take [the gun] off you. So I feel that everybody should be 
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trained.	  

Most officers stated that all individuals should be trained to operate a gun, whether they own 

guns or not. Thus, while many officers consider rural people to be responsible and safe gun 

owners, they also make an argument that all people should take training classes. Also notable is 

that the officers both view rural people as responsible gun owners, like themselves, but also as 

unsafe and untrained with firearms. However, many of them also doubt that the government can 

mandate someone to take a gun safety training classes.  

 The fact that these officers hold such contradictory views on gun control measures is 

surprising considering they not only live but also work in a rural environment, where being pro-

gun is a way of life. An explanation for this could be the relational identity theory, as defined by 

Hecht (1993), people define themselves in terms of others, people define themselves in terms of 

their relationships and relationships then take on an identity. Therefore, it could be that these 

officers are experiencing conflicting identities, between their identity as police officers who 

witnesses gun violence first-hand and rural gun owners, who do not want their guns taken away 

from them, maintaining a pro-gun identity obtained from the officers rural upbringing is seen as 

remaining true to their rural identity and culture. However, if a pro-gun control identity from gun 

socialization on the job is expressed that would be seen as going against the officers rural 

upbringing. Thus, there is a disconnect between what the officers really believe and how they 

identify. 

Overall, despite the fact that officers earlier identified as anti-gun control in a general 

sense (see Theme 1), theme two shows that the officers’ views on gun control evolved and 

diverged from the views they were raised with and still claim to identify with. They expressed 

support for specific gun control measures, such as expanding background checks, more intensive 
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training classes, requiring all citizens to be trained in gun safety, and a support for citizens to 

obtain concealed carry permits. However, they also deemed gun-safety classes in their current 

format to be ineffective for training the average citizen, and believed that while expanding 

background checks might keep mentally ill individuals from obtaining firearms, criminals would 

still be able to get guns no matter what legislation was passed. Therefore, their views have come 

to be more practical in nature because of their on the job socialization, but they still express a 

symbolic anti-gun control identity. Given that so many officers cited rural upbringing as crucial 

for their life and work, in theme three we examine how guns are essential to rural upbringing and 

identity.  

Theme 3: Guns as Essential to Rural Upbringing and Identity	  
	  

In general, children from rural areas are socialized from a young age to be comfortable, if 

not enthusiastic, around guns (Raasch 2013). This may be because family members hunt for food 

or sport, target shoot in wide open spaces for recreation, or they just feel the practical need to 

own guns for protection from animals and other threats that occur in isolated places. So 

entrenched in gun culture were the officers we interviewed that a few were surprised by 

questions asking them about their exposure to guns as children, teens, and young adults. Several 

officers noted that “this is West Virginia” and therefore “everyone” has guns, and one officer 

stated that “a lot of the contacts I make, 90% of them have guns somewhere if it’s not on them 

it’s in a gun cabinet or a case. That’s always on our mind” [as rural police officers], and “if you 

don’t [have guns] then you’re not from West Virginia.” Many officers explained that over time 

on the job they have become less interested in guns and gun-related recreation compared to 

others in their community. Still, rural culture in general, and the subculture of gun sports and 

recreation in particular, has influenced their pro-gun symbolic identity, even as their practical 
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views about gun control have evolved and come more in line with those of urban officers who 

support expanded background checks and other gun control measures. 

Most officers stated that socialization into gun culture and gun-safety from a very young 

age is an essential part of “proper” rural upbringing. Officers stated that familiarity, firsthand 

knowledge, and respect for guns is essential to being an upstanding rural father and grandfather, 

and guns hold a great deal of sentimental value in rural places. Patrick, an officer explained he 

owns multiple guns that family members passed down to him: “I have a sawed-off shotgun that 

was passed down to me from my father, and I have a 33 and I have a 357 magnum that I got after 

my dad passed away.” Another officer said that he only had guns outside of department-issued 

ones because they were given to them as gifts, and he has never even shot the guns, but because 

they were given to him, they have a sentimental value.  

Having been raised around guns, rural citizens are often desensitized to their potential 

violent effects outside of hunting and recreational purposes. Henry, a twenty-eight-year-old 

officer, is responsible for patrolling “the western end” of the county, which is composed of 150 

square miles that he considers to be the most rural section under the sheriff’s department’s 

supervision. He is very familiar with the community he patrols, a place where residents distrust 

outsiders and the police. He stated that it was only after one or two years on the force that 

community members accepted him, even though he was actually born and raised there. In this 

part of the county, cell phone service is often unreliable and officer backup may take anywhere 

from forty-five minutes to an hour. Henry went on to explain that even though he grew up with 

guns in his home, they were his grandfather’s and were just a keepsake; they were never used, 

and his family did not keep “ammo” in the house. However, around the age of ten, his father 

decided to let him shoot one of the guns. Though his father taught him how to be safe with the 
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firearm, Henry emphasized that his father’s goal was not to teach self-defense, but taught him to 

respect firearms and learn how to properly use them. This includes loading and unloading guns 

properly and understanding how they work-essentially what to do and what not to do.  He went 

on to explain his own gun ownership by comparing himself to the people who have surrounded 

him for his entire life in a rural place:	  

Let’s start with now, and work back just a little bit. Again, I don’t hunt anymore, [and] 

when I did hunt it wasn’t avid. Every gun I have has a purpose. It’s really minimalistic 

gun ownership for the most part. It’s [guns] all a tool to me. When I was younger and 

shooting [it] was a lot more fun to me back then for some reason. The rural upbringing 

played into it because that’s just what little hillbilly kids did. They shot their 22s. They 

shot their daddy’s shotgun. They filled pop bottles up with water and shot them and 

watched them explode and stuff. That’s what we did because we had space to do it in a 

rural setting. Obviously, there is space to do stuff like that. 	  

To Henry, his gun ownership is very “minimalistic” when compared to other gun owners in a 

rural environment. However, urban residents would probably consider him a gun enthusiast, 

which Kohn (2004) describes as a person who has an interest in owning and using guns who, 

legally owns at least one gun, takes pleasure in talking about guns and shooting guns with other 

gun aficionados. Most officers would be considered gun enthusiasts by such a definition.  

Henry also referred to the space in rural areas (e.g., wooded areas and fields) for people 

to fire guns in their own backyards.22 Eleven of the twenty officers interviewed said that they 

hunt, used to hunt or grew up around someone that did hunt.23 West Virginia’s gun culture is so 

pervasive that even its large land-grant university shares this culture, such that the West Virginia 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
22	  West Virginia alone has over 1.6 million acres of public land (West Virginia Division of Natural Resources 2014).  	  
23	  According to the West Virginia Division of Natural Resources (2014) over 350,000 people hunt each year. 	  
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University Mountaineer mascot carries a rifle to all events, and the university holds the national 

championship rifle team. West Virginia is also the fifth highest (55.4%), and only four states 

(e.g., Wyoming, Alaska, Montana and South Dakota) surpass West Virginia (White 2014). States 

with large metropolitan areas such as Chicago in Illinois and New York City in New York had 

below median populations of gun owners 20% and 18% respectively, even though they have 

higher rates of gun-related violence.  

Another officer, Matthew thinks that growing up in a rural area and knowing that a lot of 

citizens are armed influence officers in rural places. He said he understands why large city 

officials would push for stricter gun laws, even with lower gun ownership as they have the 

criminal element of society using guns for violent purposes:  

I think it goes back to growing up around guns and you know most of the citizens of this 

county are deer hunters and it’s not uncommon for a household to have a firearm. 

Whereas, if your living in the big city of Pittsburgh, the probability of you having a 

firearm in your residence is probably slim. And I could see where Pittsburgh you know, 

want stricter gun laws. But, you have your hunters here. So, I think they’re [my views] 

are greatly changed because of those reasons. There’s more people likely to have firearms 

in a rural area or setting than a city.  

Being exposed to hunting, fishing and other outdoor activities is a way of life in West Virginia. 

Some officers explained that assimilation to guns from a young age is “proper” rural upbringing.  

Lee, a twenty-five-year-old officer, claimed that he was raised “properly” and went on to say that 

those who have never been around guns were raised in a vastly different way and therefore views 

guns as a more of a safety issue:  

My views are shaped because that’s how I was raised. I was raised around guns. I was 
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familiar with guns. I was trained on guns, so I don’t see them as that big of an issue as 

somebody who has no contact with a weapon. I could see how they are intimidating for 

people that don’t have weapons or have never used a weapon. I think my upbringing had 

a really big effect on it, ‘cause I was raised properly. Taught how to shoot them and how 

to take them apart and I’m real familiar with them, and I think that and the military. I feel 

more comfortable with them, and it has shaped my views.  

Officers have a belief in what constitutes a proper rural upbringing. Specifically, 

involving men teaching children how to be safe with guns and believe that a boy is only raised 

“properly” if he has been introduced to guns. Otherwise, it seems that they think an individual is 

raised “improperly” and will have no knowledge of guns, be afraid of guns, and probably hold 

stronger views in support of stricter gun control laws. These people the officers are referring to 

will most likely also not be trained on gun safety, and be similar to those people they meet in the 

line of duty, who shoot themselves accidentally or commit suicide. Vic, a forty-five-year-old 

officer talked about his childhood growing up in a rural county where neighbors relied on 

venison that they hunted as their main winter meat source:	  

I grew up in a rural county, so everyone hunted. I’ve been around guns since I was a kid. 

I remember going to shooting matches with my dad when I was six years old, so guns are 

something that I’m familiar with and used to. There were always guns in our house. I use 

them for hunting. I have been around guns all my life, and we weren’t “hoity” people. 

They [guns] were for procurement of food, and just everyone had rifles, mostly, no one 

had handguns.	  

Even though rifles are the most common guns in rural areas, there are plenty of residents 

who utilize handguns for protection. While many rural gun owners are hunters who use rifles or 
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shotguns, the percentage of citizens owning handguns is higher in rural areas than in cities (23% 

versus 15%) (Weisheit 1994).  

Almost all officers strongly asserted that exposure to guns at a young age is an important 

part of rural upbringing and contributed to their pro-gun identity. Two major arguments about 

the benefit of exposure can be made from these interviews. First, those who are exposed to guns 

in a rural environment learn about guns in a holistic way, and that guns are not just used for 

violence and revenge; thus, not being introduced to guns in a way that teaches kids that guns are 

scary. Rural people tend to have meaningful and sentimental exposure and interaction with guns 

at a young age. One officer even mocked people who have a limited knowledge of guns, either 

limited to television or exposure to individuals on the street, and said that “those who see the 

violence on TV might have different opinions” on guns than someone who grew up around them 

in a rural area.  

Thus, in contrast to the idealized view of rural places where competent, non-dangerous 

and law-abiding gun owners reside, officers described cities as crime-ridden places where urban 

residents are misinformed about guns, are ignorant about gun safety and laws, and have more of 

a criminal population which leads to dangerous gun incidents with children and overzealous 

ignorance-based views about gun control. Greg, a forty-nine-year-old officer, talked about his 

early childhood and being raised around guns and said that his views would be unlike someone 

whom is taught that guns are dangerous: 	  

Probably, [rural upbringing] has a lot to do with it. Like I said, I grew up around them. I 

remember probably being three years old, four years old, sitting on the floor with my dad 

as he was cleaning guns, and he would show me how to tear them apart, how to make 

sure they were safe, you know. When you hear about the seven year old who shoots his 
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friend and things like that, those are the kids that are, “Don’t ever touch that, no matter 

what.” You know?  And kids are going to do it in spite, but [what] if they were properly 

trained? I’m talking about their parents. If they’re going to have those type of weapons in 

their house, god forbid a kid ever got a hold of it, at least it would be nice to know if they 

did they would be trained to make sure they are unloaded, and that kind of thing. 	  

Greg hypothesizes that children who are raised well, which means to and know about 

guns then there will be less incident of gun violence. Matthew, another officer, claims that urban 

parents are not gun owners and thus, are unable to teach children about how to responsibly use 

guns: 	  

I mean, if you grew up around firearms and firearm safety, which every common father--

I’m not going say “good” but common father’s going [to] teach their son or daughter gun 

safety. They don’t want them blowing their foot off or their arm off or their hand off.  So 

if that’s not going on in the city because they just don’t have guns...Where[as] I think 

rural people are more responsible, and that’s probably going to bite me in the ass later, 

because I know there are a few cases [of rural people handling guns irresponsibly]. But I 

think that your crime rate in the country, the rural areas, is less than what is in the 

populated city areas. 24	  

The officers had a conviction that the fundamentals of using a firearm are more often taught to 

rural children with responsible parents in order to try to prevent accidents from happening, such 

as an accidental shooting. Gun knowledge and responsibility can also be seen as a sense of rural 

pride and identity. It is assumed that urban families do not have the knowledge to teach to use a 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
24 Firearm crime rates are higher for residents of cities of 250,000 or more (Firearm and Injury Center at Penn 2011). 
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gun properly. 25Again, Matthew held an idealized view of rural people as responsible gun 

owners, even though he admitted he sees exceptions on the job.  Further he seems to attribute 

injures with firearms among children with high rates of crime violence. 26	  

Similar to Matthew, Craig, a twenty-eight-year-old officer, believes his views have been 

greatly influenced by growing up in a rural area where he has been around all types of guns from 

the age of six or seven and says those growing up in a city have insufficient exposure to guns:	  

 I was raised in the country where me and my four brothers and my dad, we hunted. We 

grew up with pellet guns and BB [guns]. We target practiced. It’s probably different; my 

view would be, than some kid who is growing up in the South Side of Chicago right now 

where ten people are being killed every day. So I would say it was greatly influenced by 

where I was raised. 	  

Several officers agreed that if they had grown up in a suburban or urban area their views on guns 

and gun control might be different. For example, Adam, a thirty-year-old officer, revealed that 

while he was not a hunter anymore, he strongly believes that it is hard to understand a passion 

for gun ownership if one has not been raised around them. He also said that urban people are 

ignorant of reasons for owning guns and do not understand what the Second Amendment right is:	  

I grew up in a rural upbringing, so I’ve been around firearms a lot more as far as hunting 

rifles go, a lot more than maybe somebody that grew up in a big city where they don’t 

hunt. I’ve went hunting before. It’s just not something that I’m into, but it’s not that I 

disagree with that, but I would say as far as it reflecting my views, I guess I feel more 

comfortable being around firearms and am more pro-firearms than somebody who hasn’t 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
25 In 2010 West Virginia reported ten unintentional firearm-related fatalities and Texas had the highest number at 
fifty-four deaths, and gun related accidents have been on a decline over the last two decades and has dropped by 
fifty-eight percent (National Shooting Sports Foundation 2013). 
26According to the New York Daily News, in 2009 guns were responsible for the hospitalization of nearly 7,000 
children in the United States.  
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been around them and doesn’t understand that they can be used as a sport, and they may 

not understand what the Second Amendment is. So I would say it makes me more 

comfortable because I have been around them.	  

Officers, as gun owners themselves, support the Second Amendment right to bear arms, 

but because of their jobs they also know people use guns in the “wrong way”, in order to commit 

crimes. Darryl, a twenty-nine-year-old officer, explained that his childhood socialization guns 

incorporated an idealized view of a respectable rural upbringing that is superior to the way urban 

children are socialized, where views are heavily influenced by media accounts of gun violence. 

Darryl, described his “safe” introduction to guns in comparison to an urban child on the street:	  

I was introduced to them [guns] in a controlled, safe manner, in which I was taught to 

respect them [and] their safety. I think [I have] a positive view on them because of that 

reason. If you’re thirteen years old and some kid hands you one in school or in the street, 

then you are obviously not going to have that same outlook, and you’re going to wonder 

“What’s the deal?” 

Parents in rural areas exposed their sons to guns on a regular basis and then police are in 

contact with them as part of their jobs. However, exposure to guns while on the job separates 

rural officers from other rural people because of the dangerous context where they could be 

threatened with a firearm, pull someone over who has a concealed weapon or get a call for 

service in which a perpetrator is brandishing a firearm. Almost all officers described such 

incidents that occurred while they were on duty and presented many different scenarios in which 

they were threatened with firearms or they received a call where a firearm was involved, and a 

few officers admitted they had been involved in hunting accidents and other off-duty gun 

accidents. This exposure to the dangerous side of firearms has impacted the pro-gun views that 
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they have held for all their lives. Many officers disclosed that they now carry handguns when 

off-duty for personal protection reasons, though they are not required to do so.  Kent, an officer 

who has been in law enforcement for thirty-eight years, believes that police views on gun control 

laws evolve over the course of their job.  He reported that he is not as enthusiastic about guns as 

he used to be, and said that working for the department has caused him to develop a more 

conservative view about populations that should be prohibited from owning guns. He stated that 

he learned a respect for firearms from his rural upbringing and acknowledged that West 

Virginia’s gun culture has and continues to influence his views, but insisted that his position as a 

high ranking official at the department has changed his stance, such that he views guns 

themselves can be lethal weapons that are used against human beings and therefore require 

control:  

Maybe the fact that I’ve grown up around weapons of one type or another most of my 

life, I’ve learned a respect for weapons that maybe somebody that hasn’t [grown up 

around weapons] doesn’t have [a respect for weapons], because I know what they can do. 

I’ve seen what they can do. I think that probably does have some degree [of] influence 

because I’m thinking in my mind, “I know how this particular weapon works or this one 

or this one. I know the damage that this weapon can do and this one and this one.” So I 

respect that stuff and where somebody says, “Well, you know, nobody gets killed by an 

empty weapon.” That’s true. You make sure it's unloaded, and I do those things all the 

time, even at home. So probably, to some degree, without really thinking about it before 

until just now, I would say that [rural upbringing] probably does have some influence on 

it, because I’m thinking, “Why would you have to take a weapon away from somebody 

that is well-versed in how it’s to be used in the proper ways?” But on the flip side of that, 
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being involved in law enforcement [for] so long, I know that a lot of times weapons 

aren’t used for what they are supposed to be used for. They’re used as a destructive 

device against other human beings.	  

Rural individualism and gun culture were embedded in most officers’ childhoods, but 

given the dangerous nature of their jobs, it is not surprising that they now have more nuanced 

views about gun control. As for Vic, who was familiar with guns from a young age, he said that 

“Once you get into this line of work, I guess when you see some goofiness, you will also gather 

up a shotgun for some protection” rather than just using it for hunting. During the course of 

interviews officers seemed to come to a realization that dangerous aspects of the job have altered 

their views on guns and gun control without the officers recognizing it. Jacob asserted that his 

job has barely had an effect on his views, and that increases in gun violence are because of 

society issues beyond the gun debate “[With] my line of work [my views on guns] its changed a 

little bit because as I said earlier there’s a lot of people that have guns that I don’t think should 

have them, but I don’t think a sixteen year old is the problem, I think parenting is the problem.” 

It can be conceptualized that Jacob is saying that parents who do not raise their children to have a 

“proper” upbringing, that is the problem with society, everyone needs to have some kind of 

socialization into firearms and firearm safety from a young age, no matter where they live.  

 Another officer, Judd, admitted that the unpredictable and risky nature of his job, has 

made him very cautious about everyone he meets this paranoia has led him to be more fearful of 

all citizens having access to guns:  

I think that most people that do have concealed carries do follow the rules. You do a 

traffic stop on a vehicle, the first thing they tell you [to do] or are supposed to tell you to 

do [as a gun owner] is [tell the officer] “I do have a concealed carry permit, and I do have 
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my firearm on me.” It’s the first thing they’re supposed to do, that gives me a 

relief…then you still have to sit and think, “Ok, this person has a firearm what’s their 

mindset?” You don’t always know what their mindset is. So that reflects back to, always 

having a plan to kill anybody you meet, we’re sitting here [interview room at the 

department] right now. What if you pull that thing [pen] out and try to stab me with that. 

I’m thinking before we even sat down here, “How quickly am I going to be able to get 

my firearm out and put a round in your head?” That’s just the way I live. I don’t know 

who wants to kill me. Pretty much everybody wants to kill me. I have a badge. I mean 

you never know.  

Judd has formed a sense of paranoia from working in law enforcement that he partly attributes to 

the fact that rural residents are known for having an abundance of firearms.27  

Brent, another officer who has only been in law enforcement for two years, does not 

think that working for a rural police department has altered his pro-gun views at all: “It’s an 

exposure to [the ideas] that not all guns are out there killing someone, or not all guns are being 

used to hurt someone. We run across a lot of guns that are never fired.” He admitted that rural 

exposure to firearms is what has ultimately affected his pro-gun identity, but he also admitted 

that he has far less experience in law enforcement, and therefore less exposure to the dangers of 

illegal gun activity. The more cautionary viewpoints and paranoia officers’ experience are from 

those officers who have been in law enforcement for a longer period of time.  

Why would rural officers maintain an anti-gun control identity (as expressed in theme 

one) in the face of practical experience and self-reported views that support specific forms of gun 

control (as expressed in theme two)? Overall, the officers’ symbolic support for gun rights has 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
27 In West Virginia, as recent as 2013, a sheriff was killed and in 2012 two state troopers were killed in the line of 
duty by gunfire (Officers Down Memorial Page 2014).   
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been strongly shaped by their rural upbringing. Officers stated that regardless of social class 

(e.g., hillbillies, hoity), a proper rural upbringing must include firsthand knowledge passed down 

by family formally about guns and gun safety. The officers themselves explained that gun culture 

is integrated into rural life, and admitted that it is hard for them to even understand why people 

in other parts of the country view guns as an important social issue. However, the findings from 

theme two suggest that these officers find themselves holding an idealized view of rural gun 

ownership because their social networks are dominated by people who are gun owners, police 

officers, and strong supporters of gun rights. Thus, in addition to their individual and 

professional socialization, their social capital, cultural capital, and sense of family and 

community inclusion is dependent on adherence to a rural ideology that places a strong value on 

individualism and gun rights. Many explained that in their rural culture, a reliance on guns is 

necessary to achieve “individualistic” goals of protecting oneself and family.  

Criminologists Messner and Rosenfeld (2013:63) have agreed “Americans are deeply 

committed to individual rights and individual autonomy,” including a distrust of the government, 

and opposition to intrusive governmental regulations that limit individual rights. These values 

are more exaggerated in rural communities (Kohn 2004). Add to this the fact that rural 

communities have higher rates of gun ownership than urban areas and that the strongest predictor 

of opposition for gun control is gun ownership (Kohn 2004), it makes sense that officers who 

have been raised in and are living in rural communities would maintain a symbolic pro-gun 

stance.  At the same time, they blame gun-related crime and child-injury on people who are 

ignorant about guns, gun laws, and gun safety, especially as those who reside in cities. To them, 

cites are foreign places where most gun-related violence occurs, and where responsible gun 

ownership is not a part of children's socialization, which exposes them to risk.  
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DISCUSSION	  

This study contributes to the literature in three major ways. Previous literature on the 

subject of gun control views focuses almost exclusively on the general public rather than police. 

This study offers an optimistic view of rural police officers, suggesting that their viewpoints on 

the topic of gun control are nuanced and explained by struggles over identity in a rural context. 

The fact that rural police officers symbolically oppose gun control distinguishes them from their 

urban counterparts, but does not distinguish them from those in the rural community they share. 

Rural police officers’ dense social networks are popularly seen as strictly benefitting their efforts 

of social control, but many police officers feel the need to downplay their sophisticated views on 

gun safety as a result of these same networks. The ways in which community context and social 

networks suppress officers’ stated support for public safety measures, such as gun control, 

require further investigation. 28	  

Three major themes emerged from our research. First, officers expressed a symbolic 

opposition to gun control, in part, because they believe that motivated criminals will violate any 

laws on the books to access guns, leaving upstanding citizens unprotected. Of special concern to 

officers were law-abiding rural citizens, who were raised with guns and live in places that are 

relatively isolated, leaving them vulnerable and in need of a means for self-protection. As 

members of a rural police department and as citizens of a state with the fifth highest rates of gun 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
28 There are however, as with any study some limitations. First, there are problems with generalizability, we cannot 
say for fact that the views of these twenty police officers are the same views that would be held among all rural 
police officers. Another limitation would be the limited literature there is on the topic of police officers views on 
gun control, along with limited and often outdated research on rural people and police officers. Ultimately, because 
this is a qualitative study that relied on the officers self-reporting, we had to take what they said at face value, but 
there could be sources of biases. First, the officers could have selective memory about gun incidents, or about their 
upbringing where they leave out details. Secondly, the officers could recall events that occurred at one time, as if 
they occurred at another time. Thirdly, the officers may have attributed positive events to them but attributed 
negative events and outcomes to external forces. Lastly, officers may have exaggerated events as more significant 
than was suggested in other data sources.  
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ownership, it is not surprising that the officers express symbolic support for views of guns. These 

officers work and live within a “gun culture” which Kohn (2004:4) described as “a geographic 

locale where gun ownership is prevalent and where people are socialized into gun ownership and 

‘pro-gun’ values.” Starting as young as three years old, officers’ families socialized them into a 

world of guns and tied this to the definition of a “proper” rural upbringing. Rural officers view 

rural gun ownership as symbolic of wholesome recreation and hunting subcultures, but view 

urban gun ownership as symbolic of a criminal subculture. In this theme, the officers’ identity is 

performed, “I am pro-gun.”  

However, in theme two, officers admitted that as those who mainly work in a rural 

community, they still encounter many dangerous gun-related calls for service that involve people 

who are mentally or emotionally unstable, or who use guns incorrectly, irresponsibly, and with 

inadequate training. This contradicts the idealized view of rural gun owners as universally 

competent gun owners and suggests a somewhat collectivistic orientation in keeping with police 

officers’ focus on the protection of the larger community (Celinska 2007). Therefore, most 

police officers supported specific and far-reaching stricter gun legislation measures that they 

believe would keep guns out of the hands of those who should not have them.  

As stated in part of the relational frame of identity, identity gaps show that one’s 

identities can and will contradict each other, while still coexisting and working together (Hecht 

and Jung 2004). As we see from our study, the rural gun owner identity and police cynicism lead 

to symbolic views of guns and a performance of a “pro-gun” attitude. Police officers are 

reluctant to give up a “pro-gun” identity, for fear of becoming urbanized and because a multi-

faceted cultural identity is not allowed, the officers must present a more nuanced identity. Urban 

police officers tend to be for gun control.  Similarly for rural officers, on the job socialization in 
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a rural police department has also changed their views about gun control and identity gaps 

leading to a more practical, nuanced, and sophisticated opinions about the merits of specific gun 

control measures. 	  

In the third theme, officers talked about their childhoods growing up around firearms, 

expressing that rural upbringing strongly influenced their pro-gun identity in a universal sense, 

even as their job has exposed them to many situations in which guns have placed them and 

others in danger. This conflict between the symbolic and practical views forces rural officers to 

juggle multiple identities, creating tension and identity gaps.  Hecht (2002) asserts that identity is 

a communicative process that must be understood as a transaction where messages are 

exchanged and symbolic linkages are obtained. The officers have to maintain many different 

relationships, which is part of Hecht’s relational frame identity. The officers may struggle with 

their views on gun control, because they have different identities such as that of a police officer, 

husband, gun owner, and friend. Urban police officers, once off duty can blend into the general 

public, however, rural police officers are highly identifiable members of the community and 

under close scrutiny to meet expectations both as rural citizens who support gun rights and as 

police officers who support public safety. For instance, if officers openly expressed their stated 

views about stricter gun control measures, they could be perceived as rejecting rural culture, 

causing friction with their families, alienating them from the people with whom they work, and 

breaking their ties to the community. 	  

In a time when the United States appears to be divided into red and blue on many 

political and social issues, our study points toward a positive future in bridging this divide as 

rural officers explain in detail which gun control laws they support and why and discuss the 

barriers to gaining public support. The findings suggest that those who support gun control 
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policies must take into account place hierarchies in which rural people feel marginalized and 

view gun control as an extension of that.  

This study has implications for future gun control legislation. First, politicians must 

recognize the cultural meaning that guns hold for rural and urban individuals. Rural individuals 

reject gun control legislation because they do not witness nor are they victimized in gun related 

crimes. However, urban individuals see gun violence on a more personal basis and may not have 

been raised in the same ways as rural individuals and therefore have different viewpoints, 

typically supporting stricter gun control legislations.  For example: from our study we found that 

rural police officers support citizens having concealed carry permits, but urban police officers 

have been found to not support citizens obtaining concealed carry permits. What we have 

gathered from this study is that these officers believe that the government needs to look at the 

current gun legislation and expand or improve those laws before establishing new laws. For 

example: the officers believe strongly that the gun-safety training curriculum needs to be 

improved for the average citizen, in addition the ideas for the curriculum needs to be fused with 

an audience of rural people. Future gun legislation needs to understand the marginality of rural 

individuals whom are often underserved and poor. Any interventions related to gun control that 

specifically targets a rural group has to understand that rural identity, marginalization in rural 

areas, and threats to rural culture, will often play a factor in the beliefs of rural individuals.  

Future research should incorporate a larger sample of rural police departments, which 

could also include a distinction of views between federal, state, and local law enforcement 

agencies. In addition, a comparative study should interview both urban police officers and rural 

police officers to compare narratives. Finally, it is important to conduct more research on rural 

police officers in general; because of uniqueness of rural culture and identity this research area is 
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very limited. 	  
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Appendix 1   

Table 1: Important Gun Control Legislation in the United States 

Important Gun Control Legislation 

Gun Control Laws Brief Explanation of Gun Control Laws 

National Firearms Act 
 
1934   
President Franklin 
Roosevelt 

-First major federal gun control legislation 
-Mandated those who sold “gangster type” weapons to 
register and pay taxes for the firearm transfer 
 
-Passed following the Saint Valentine’s Massacre 

Federal Firearms Act 
 
1938 
 
President Franklin 
Roosevelt 

-First federal limitations on the sale of ordinary firearms and 
required manufacturers, dealers and importers of firearms to 
obtain a Federal Firearms License 
 
-Passed following the Saint Valentine’s Massacre 

Gun Control Act 
 
1968 
 
President Lyndon Johnson 

-Placed severe restrictions on the importation of firearms and 
the sale of guns and ammunition across state lines 
 
-Passed following the assassinations of President Kennedy, 
Rev. Martin Luther King Jr. and Sen. Robert Kennedy 

Brady Handgun and 
Prevention Act 
 
1993 
 
President Bill Clinton 

-Required a five day government business day waiting 
period for the purchase of a handgun 
 
-Passed following the attempted assassination of President 
Reagan 

National Instant Criminal 
Background Check (NICS) 
 
1998 
 
Part of Brady Handgun and 
Prevention Act 

-Established for Federal Firearms Licensees to call by 
telephone or electronically submit background checks for 
those purchasing firearms 
-A three-day waiting period was established, but most 
checks could be run within three hours 

 

1West Virginia gun legislation focuses on concealed carry permits, and the federal government regulates all other legislation 
(West Virginia Attorney General 2013).  As of right now, 31 states recognize West Virginia’s concealed carry permits in which 
one is only allowed to conceal and carry a handgun (West Virginia Attorney General 2013). No state permit is required to possess 
a rifle, shotgun or handgun, and it is unlawful for any person to sell, give, rent or lend a firearm to a person that is prohibited 
from possessing such firearm (West Virginia Attorney General 2013). Police officers are not required to have a license to conceal 
and carry while on duty. In order to obtain a concealed carry permit one must take a training course and then submit an 
application to the sheriff of the county in which one lives. The sheriff is then responsible for issuing or denying the license within 
forty-five days after a background check is completed; the license is valid for five years.  
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Appendix 2 

Interview Guide  

Police Officer Job Information (Deputy Sheriffs, Sheriff) 

1. Why did you want to become a police officer? 

2. Did you work somewhere else before becoming a police officer? 

3. How many years have you been a police officer?  

4. What are two or three things that you like about your job? 

5. What do you not necessarily like about your job? 

6. Have you ever considered changing professions? If so, why? 

7. How dangerous would you rate your job on a scale from 1 to 10, 1 being least dangerous and 
10 being most dangerous? 

 a. What job assignments would you rate as less dangerous? 

 b. What job assignments would you rate as more dangerous? 

Personal History with Firearms (Deputy Sheriff, Sheriff) 

1. Do you own any firearms? If so, how many? What kind? 

a. Do you think the fact that you own guns has any effect on your opinion regarding gun 
control? 

b. Why do you own firearms (i.e., for protection, hunting, second amendment rights, etc.)? 

2. Did you grow up around firearms (i.e., hunting, father have firearms, etc.)? What kind? 

3. Do you hunt? How often?  

4. Are you a member of the NRA? Or was a family member growing up? Does this have any 
impact on your views on guns or gun control?  

5. Have you ever been attacked or threatened with a firearm before, either while on duty, or off 
duty? 

 a. If so, have these incidents changed your views on gun control or guns? How?  
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 b. Can you explain a particular incident that you were involved in where a gun was  
 present? 

6. How big of a problem is gun violence in this region? 

Stricter Gun Legislation 

1. What do you think gun control means? What does it aim to accomplish? Where does it go 
wrong? 

2. Have your views on the use of guns or gun laws changed because of more recent gun violence 
in the United States? 

 a. Should the laws be stricter?  

 b. Which guns should have stricter laws if any (i.e. assault rifles, or all guns)? 

3. Have there been any policy changes to this department because of recent firearm violence? 

4. What are your general thoughts on concealed weapons permits?  

 a. Does it make your job easier? Harder? Why? 

5. Should everyone who buys a gun be required to complete a safety-training course before 
buying the gun? Why? 

6. Is there anyone who you think should not be allowed to purchase a gun or carry a gun?  

7. What are your thoughts on Sen. Joe Manchin's proposed gun law change  to expand 
background checks to guns purchased on the internet and at trade shows? 

8. Do you think ammunition magazines that hold more than 10 rounds should be banned? Why 
or why not?  

9. Do you think the ban on assault rifles should be reinstated? Why or why not? 

 Rural Context 

1. To what extent do you think your views shaped by your rural upbringing?  

a. To what extent do you think your views are shaped by working for a rural police      
department?  

2. If you lived in a city do you think your views on gun control be different, why or why not? 

3. Could departmental politics effect your view on gun control? If so, how? 
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Department Information 

1. What is the structure of this department (e.g., para-military)? 

2. What are the different ranks within this department? 

3. How many total people are employed within this department? 

 a. How many officers? 

 b. How many civilians? 

4. How many in this department carry a gun? 

 a. Is it part of their job?  

5. What type of training do you receive?  

 a. Is it yearly? 

6. What type of gun training? How often?  

a. Low light training? 
b. Do you receive enough in your opinion? 

7. How many firearms instructors are within this department? 

       a. What does a firearms instructor do?  

8. What is your jurisdiction? 

Demographics 

Rank: 

Department: 

Race: 

Gender: 

Age: 

State where grew up: 

County where grew up: 

Political Affiliation:  
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Married: 

Children: 

Military Experience:  

Highest Level of Education: 


	Police Officers Talking About Gun Control: A Case Study of a Rural Sheriff's Department
	Recommended Citation

	Microsoft Word - Thesis 4-21-14 Most up to date .docx

