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ABSTRACT 

QUALITATIVE RESEARCH ON ARSON INVESTIGATORS’ OCCUPATIONAL 

ATTITUDES AND PERCEPTIONS 

By 

MURAT UZER 

AUGUST, 2025 

Committee Chair: Dr. Volkan Topalli 

Major Department: Department of Criminal Justice and Criminology 

Despite arson’s numerous harmful effects on society and the economy, arson 

investigation suffers from a lack of exploration in policing and criminology. Scarcely little is 

known about the professional lives of arson investigators, the challenges they encounter on the 

job, and how they orient to these challenges. This dissertation attempts to address this gap using 

a multi-method approach, combining two studies that use different qualitative methods: Study 1 

uses semi-structured qualitative interviews with arson investigators at the Atlanta Fire Rescue 

Department (AFRD), while Study 2 centers around a focus group procedure with arson 

investigators in the same department. The dissertation then integrates the findings of the two 

studies to draw conclusions and suggest future directions. My research shows that despite 

expressing satisfaction with their work, arson investigators also report frustrations related to 

dealing with a crime that relies too much on circumstantial evidence, working with prosecutors 

unwilling to pursue arson cases, a lack of recognition from the public, etc. Arson investigators 

also experience role conflict as they attempt to balance policing and fire service duties. 
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Introduction 

Problem Statement 

Arson, defined in common law as “the malicious burning of the dwelling of another” 

(Legal Information Institute, 2023, para. 1), is a highly destructive property crime owing to the 

volatile nature of fire. It stands out from other property crimes in two major ways. The first is 

that it boasts the highest average cost per incident: in 2019, the average arson destroyed $16,371 

worth of property, surpassing motor vehicle theft and burglary, of which the average incident 

cost $8,886 and $2,661, respectively (FBI, 2020). The second is that while stolen property can be 

partially or completely recovered, burnt property leaves no hope for recovery (Boudreau et al., 

1977). Given that an estimated 32% of all fires are deliberately set (Barnoux & Gannon, 2014), 

arson is a highly problematic crime with vast financial implications. 

 Regrettably, the destructive nature of arson represents only the first half of the problem. 

The second half is that arson poses significant challenges to law enforcement. Arson is 

notoriously difficult to investigate and to solve, a fact that is reflected in its clearance and 

conviction rates: law enforcement agencies cleared 23.4% of arsons in 2019 (FBI, 2020), while 

conviction rates are estimated to be 5-7% (Ford, 2015). There exists a lack of commitment to 

investigating arson, leaving many law enforcement and fire service organizations underfunded 

and understaffed (Department of Justice, 2000). Arson investigation units are neglected in the 

world of law enforcement, making them naturally ill-equipped to combat such a complex and 

destructive crime. 

 A lack of commitment to investigating arson is also reflected in policing research. A 

Google Scholar search of the keyword “policing” yields 1.3 million results, compared to only 

1,230 for “arson investigations.” Likewise, searching “police investigators” yields 19,000 results, 
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compared to only 1,570 for “arson investigators.” Even in existing research that focuses on arson 

investigation, the majority of scholarship is centered around the forensic aspects of the field, 

rather than the professional lives of investigators. 

 Arson investigation is a unique law enforcement profession as it involves combining two 

roles: policing and fire service. While career paths can vary, arson investigators must typically 

spend several years working as a firefighter before attending a specialized training program to 

earn their Peace Officer Certification. As such, an important aspect of studying the professional 

lives of arson investigators is understanding how they navigate hybridization as well as any 

potential role conflict between their policing and fire service duties. There is currently a dearth of 

research that examines how hybridization affects the job performance, attitudes, and satisfaction 

of arson investigators as well as similar hybridized law enforcement professionals, such as police 

surgeons and school resource officers. 

Dissertation Purposes 

 There are multiple goals I aim to achieve with this dissertation. The first is studying arson 

investigators’ job-related attitudes and perceptions as well as how they navigate hybridization. 

Arson investigation is an inherently challenging occupation due to forensic difficulties, low 

clearance rates, and a lack of support from outside entities. Hybridization and role conflict can 

present additional challenges by forcing investigators to reconcile the demands of different roles. 

As such, it is important to understand how these challenges impact investigators’ job 

performance and satisfaction. My second goal is to establish new standards of research on hybrid 

law enforcement professions. My research can provide a blueprint through which role conflict in 

other hybrid law enforcement professions can be studied as well. Finally, I intend to set the stage 

for future research on improving standards of practice for arson investigators, improving 



 

 3 

recruitment and career advancement of arson investigators, and employing arson investigator 

data to better understand the nature of arsonists. 
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Chapter I: Literature Review 

Since arson investigation is a neglected area of law enforcement (DOJ, 2000), there is 

limited research on arson investigators as their own unique occupational culture. Hence, we 

know scarcely little about their attitudes and perceptions regarding their work duties, arson as a 

crime, and arsonists as a population. However, since arson investigation represents an 

intersection of policing and fire service, drawing from a body of literature on both professions 

can help guide our inquiries. 

Policing  

Hallmarks of Police Culture 

The policing profession has its own occupational culture, which consists of “accepted 

practices, rules, and principles of conduct that are situationally applied, and generalized 

rationales and beliefs” (Manning, 1995, p. 472, as cited in Paoline, 2003). According to Paoline 

(2003), police culture has been traditionally studied in two different dimensions in which police 

officers work: the occupational environment and the organizational environment. The 

occupational environment refers to the relationship the law enforcement has to society and 

citizens. Police officers perceive this environment to be dangerous, causing them to develop a 

paradoxical relationship with civilians where they regard with suspicion the very same people 

they have sworn to protect and serve. Officers are expected to display and maintain their 

authority at all times in order to stay one step ahead of the dangers they face on the streets on a 

daily basis. The organizational environment, on the other hand, refers to the officers’ relationship 

to their law enforcement organization and supervisors. Officers are subjected to high 

expectations and scrutiny by their superiors, who often recognize them when they have made a 

mistake rather than when they have done something well. Their relationship is also defined by 
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role ambiguity, where supervisors expect their subordinates to perform order maintenance, law 

enforcement, and service roles while only reinforcing achievements in law enforcement tasks 

(Paoline, 2003). 

Stress in Policing 

While research related to policing stress is often inconclusive (Dabney et al., 2013), 

certain patterns have emerged. The pressure that comes from both the occupational (i.e. inherent) 

and organizational environment in which police officers work causes them significant anxiety 

and stress (Paoline, 2003). When it comes to which environment puts more strain on officers, 

many studies have found the organizational environment to be a more potent stressor than the 

occupational one (Buker & Wiecko, 2007; Violanti & Aron, 1993; Violanti & Aron, 1995; 

Dabney et al., 2013). In addition, Violanti & Aron (1995) conducted a survey study to account 

for variations in stress perception among police personnel. Results indicated variations based on 

factors such as age, ethnicity, and ranking: officers in the 31-35 age category rated shift work as 

most stressful, African American officers found inadequate departmental support to be the most 

taxing, and desk sergeants ranked organizational factors as their biggest stressor. Interestingly, 

the overall highest-rated stressor in the survey, one that often resulted in officers leaving the 

force due to the posttraumatic effects, was an inherent stressor: killing someone in the line of 

duty (Violanti & Aron, 1995). 

Post-Traumatic Stress 

A literature review by Klimley and colleagues (2018) estimates the rate of PTSD (Post-

traumatic Stress Disorder) among police officers to be 7-19%. Whereas civilians may experience 

a single traumatic event in their lifetime, research has shown that law enforcement personnel are 

exposed to an average of three traumatic events every six months in the line of duty (Patterson, 
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2001; as cited in Klimley et al., 2018). Traumatic incidents most strongly correlated with PTSD 

are killing in the line of duty, losing a fellow officer, and physical assault (Maguen et al., 2009; 

Violanti & Drylie, 2008; as cited in Klimley et al., 2018). However, organizational stressors such 

as shift work and administrative paperwork seem to be stronger predictors of psychological 

distress than exposure to trauma (Crank & Caldero, 1991; Liberman et al., 2002; Morash & 

Haarr, 1995; Violanti & Aron, 1993; as cited in Klimley et al., 2018). 

Job Satisfaction 

Organizational research has long recognized the importance of job satisfaction in 

promoting high-quality work performance, especially in an occupation as integral to society as 

policing. Poor job satisfaction in police organizations can result in high staff turnover, 

diminished morale, and officers performing their duties poorly or avoiding work altogether 

(Paoline & Gau, 2020). A mixed-methods study by Paoline & Gau (2020) attempted to shed light 

on the salience of individual and occupational characteristics in promoting career enjoyment in 

police officers. Unsurprisingly, stress emerged as the most important factor leading to job 

dissatisfaction. The second strongest predictor was intrinsic motivation, such that officers who 

believed their efforts were contributing to crime reduction and enhanced public safety reported 

greater contentment in policing. One unexpected finding was that officers who perceived their 

jobs to be dangerous displayed increased job satisfaction. The authors interpreted this result as a 

sense of danger leading to an enhanced sense of purpose; officers who believe they are putting 

their lives at risk may feel more rewarded when their risk-taking makes their community safer 

(Paoline & Gau, 2020). Overall, whereas police officers report high satisfaction with their jobs 

(Dees, 2021), Van Maanen (1975) has found that commitment and motivation tends to decline 

rapidly over time. 
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Homicide Investigators 

Since taking a life is the most severe offense that can be committed against a person, 

homicide is widely considered to be the most important investigative unit. Dealing with the loss 

of life translates to increased stakes and unique stressors, and therefore, heightened strain on 

investigators (Dabney et al., 2013). As such, special attention must be given to homicide 

investigators when discussing stress in law enforcement. 

Ethnographic work of a metropolitan homicide unit, conducted by Dabney and colleagues 

(2013), has revealed important insights into the stress perceptions of homicide detectives. 

Whereas members of the public tend to believe that exposure to gruesome crime scenes would 

likely be the hardest part of the job, investigators in this study did not consider dead bodies to be 

a significant stressor. They instead learned to desensitize themselves to violence and gore as 

“just another part of the job.” In harmony with prior research on police stress, homicide 

investigators found organizational and administrative factors to be considerably more taxing, 

such as supervisory pressure, time constraints, and a lack of cooperation from co-victims, 

witnesses, rival law enforcement agencies, and district attorneys. Another frequently-cited 

stressor was managing high expectations, both internal (e.g. pressure to do well on a case and to 

thrive in a competitive work environment) and external (e.g. attempting to appease the victim’s 

loved ones by bringing the case to a speedy and just resolution). Researchers also found a 

tendency for homicide detectives to externalize blame, such as holding apathetic district 

attorneys accountable for cases that get dismissed or do not result in a conviction, which might 

serve an adaptive function in a highly stressful occupation (Dabney et al., 2013). 

Another ethnographic study by Dabney (2020) paved the way for a typology of homicide 

investigators’ occupational styles. After approximately 300 hours of ethnographic work in a 
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metropolitan police department, Dabney (2020) identified four work orientations: victim-

centered, offender-centered, case-centered, and hybrid detectives. Victim-centered detectives 

were driven by a desire to bring justice and closure to the victim’s loved ones. They often 

became emotionally invested in their investigations and refused to rest until they brought the 

case to a just resolution. Offender-centered detectives similarly focused on the outcome of the 

case and worked toward that outcome with considerable passion, except that their focus was on 

apprehending the offender rather than making co-victims whole. These investigators were 

marked by a tough, no-nonsense demeanor and a reluctance to interact with victims’ families. 

Case-centered detectives diverged from these types in that they were more preoccupied with the 

process of the investigation than the outcome, and engaged with their work intellectually rather 

than emotionally. They approached their cases as puzzles to be solved and derived great 

satisfaction from what they perceived to be a cerebral exercise. Finally, hybrid detectives, who 

comprised roughly half of the sample, either exhibited a combination of some of the 

aforementioned types or did not (yet) have an established working style (Dabney, 2020). 

Fire Service 

Hallmarks of Firefighter Culture 

Compared to police culture, fire service culture has received relatively little research 

attention. According to the US Bureau of Labor Statistics (2021), 95.6% of firefighters are men, 

making firefighting the most male-dominated protective service occupation. As such, it is 

unsurprising that existing studies on firefighter culture tend to emphasize the role of masculinity 

in shaping the attitudes and coping mechanisms of firefighters (Desmond, 2006; Desmond, 2011; 

Perrott, 2019). For instance, a US Forest Service ethnography conducted by Desmond (2006) has 

found that wildland firefighters bring a country-masculine habitus into the job, meaning that they 
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define their masculinity based on their outdoorsmanship skills, such as operating a chainsaw or 

gathering firewood for dinner. Their rural upbringing and country competence also helps them 

adapt to the demands of the job, as illustrated by the following quote: 

Firefighters are practical actors, who have adapted, modus operandi, to the demands of 

firefighting not through a drastic transformation (after all, training can be described 

accurately as meager at best), nor by following ordinances, or even through direct 

experience fighting fire, but rather, through subtle modifications of already established 

dispositions and skills. The skills involved in battling a wildfire come to firefighters 

almost naturally, because firefighters’ rural working-class masculine masculine 

upbringings, opus operatum, have already laid the groundwork (p. 410-411). 

Stress in Firefighting 

Even though firefighters have mortality rates that are comparable to police officers 

(Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2013), research on occupational stress has focused 

disproportionately less on the former group (Klimley et al., 2018). Furthermore, existing research 

on firefighter stress is laden with inconclusive findings. For instance, while most studies suggest 

age and experience to be a risk factor for PTSD symptoms (Chang et al., 2003; Corneil et al., 

1999; Dean et al., 2003; Moran & Britton, 1994; Regehr et al., 2003; Wagner et al., 1998; as 

cited in Chamberlin & Green, 2010), a few others have suggested that experience on the job can 

protect against PTSD (Perrin et al., 2007). Another example is that whereas Brough (2004, 2005) 

suggested that organizational stressors were a stronger predictor of job satisfaction than trauma 

exposure, a questionnaire study by Moran and Colless (1995) showed that firefighters rated 

traumatic incidents (e.g. motor vehicle accidents) to be the most potent stressors. 
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Post-Traumatic Stress 

PTSD in fire service is unique in two major ways. First, firefighters in many countries are 

cross-trained as paramedics, which increases their exposure to traumatic events (Skogstad et al., 

2013, as cited in Klimley et al., 2018). Second, 65% firefighters in the US are volunteers 

(National Volunteer Fire Council, 2022), a population that research has shown to have higher 

PTSD rates than career firefighters (Karter & Stein, 2013; Sattler et al., 2013; Skogstad et al., 

2013; as cited in Klimley et al., 2018). Overall PTSD rates among firefighters are estimated to 

vary between 17% and 22% (Klimley et al., 2018). Research has linked the following factors to 

post-traumatic stress in firefighters: “. . . overlapping responses or callouts, increased media 

scrutiny, dangerous fire suppression scenes, and interaction with a dead or severely injured 

child” (Beaton et al., 1999; Goodman et al., 1998; Harris et al., 2002; as cited in Klimley et al., 

2018). 

Job Satisfaction 

Compared to police officers, research on job satisfaction in the fire service is limited. 

Nonetheless, available literature suggests high levels of job satisfaction in firefighters (Traut et 

al., 2000; Schorr & Boudreaux, 2005). One study that compared firefighters to non-emergency 

workers on job, life, and relationship satisfaction highlighted the role of personality traits in 

one’s enjoyment of work. Wagner & O’Neill (2012) found that across both groups, neuroticism 

predicted reduced job satisfaction, whereas conscientiousness predicted increased job 

satisfaction[1]. Firefighters also reported less satisfaction with their supervisors but greater job 

satisfaction overall (Wagner & O’Neill, 2012). Some research suggests that police officers and 

firefighters are similar in terms of how organizational stressors affect their career contentment. 

Brough (2004, 2005) compared members of New Zealand’s police, fire, and ambulance services 
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to show that organizational hassles, rather than trauma exposure, were a stronger predictor of job 

satisfaction across all three groups. 

Policing and Fire Service 

As first responders, police and fire service organizations share the same public safety 

goals: saving lives by providing emergency assistance to civilians in need. Both professions are 

marked by a militaristic hierarchy and a strong male presence; these factors make masculinity an 

integral part of their organizational cultures, which shapes the attitudes and perceptions 

commonly held therein. In addition to being regularly exposed to distressing experiences, police 

officers and firefighters must also contend with organizational and bureaucratic hardships, which 

often prove to be more stressful than the traumatic incidents to which they respond. Despite 

exhibiting similar rates of PTSD, both professions are also marked by reasonably high job 

satisfaction rates. 

It would be easy to conclude that police officers and firefighters are more similar than 

different in terms of organizational culture and job stress experiences. It is important to 

remember, however, that research in this area has focused significantly more on police officers 

(Klimley et al., 2018), making it challenging to accurately compare and contrast these 

populations. Since fire service professionals experience similar hardships and demonstrate 

comparable PTSD rates to law enforcement, more research should be conducted on the 

experiences of the former population to help close this gap. 

Hybrid Roles 

Role Conflict 

Throughout their lives, individuals take on many roles simultaneously: spouse, parent, 

employer, employee, mentor, student, host, guest, and so on. While many roles are relatively 
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easy to inhabit in tandem, others may contradict with each other, a concept known in sociology 

as role conflict (Goffman, 1959). A related concept, role ambiguity, refers to a lack of clarity in 

role expectations (Goffman, 1959). 

Role conflict carries a negative connotation in the organizational world, believed to have 

detrimental effects on employee satisfaction and performance. There exists a body of research to 

justify such concerns. For instance, Fisher and Gitelson (1983) conducted a meta-analysis of 43 

studies related to role conflict and ambiguity, discovering an overall negative relationship 

between role conflict and job commitment, involvement, and satisfaction.  

Despite these findings, some research has also highlighted the potential benefits of role 

conflict. Sieber (1974) suggested that role conflict can expose individuals to new perspectives, 

encouraging them to fill the gaps in their knowledge. Jones (1993), in her qualitative research 

with child welfare workers, also supported this notion, proposing that role conflict can be a 

blessing rather than a curse depending on an individual’s adaptations to it. Overall, there seems 

to be some contention as to how role conflict affects employees and organizations (Jones, 1993). 

In fact, some studies such as Rizzo et al. (1970) suggested that role ambiguity, rather than 

conflict, negatively impacts job satisfaction. 

Tension arising from role conflict has been shown to have detrimental effects on 

individuals as well as organizations (Rizzo et al., 1970), yet role conflict in law enforcement 

organizations has not been extensively studied. Literature on law conflict in arson investigation 

is, to my knowledge, non-existent. However, existing research on two other policing professions 

can offer some insight: police surgeons and school-based law enforcement (SBLE). 
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Police Surgeons 

In England and Wales, physicians who offer their services to the police are referred to as 

police surgeons. Most police surgeons are employed on a part-time basis (Kelly et al., 1996) and 

are tasked with determining an individual’s fitness to be detained and/or interviewed, prescribing 

medicine to detainees, collecting and preserving forensic evidence, etc. (Savage et al., 1997). 

Since police surgeons straddle the line between medicine and forensics, they often experience 

conflict between these two roles. Kelly and colleagues (1996) studied and discussed many of 

these conflicts, such as that of the doctor-patient relationship: whereas a traditional doctor-

patient relationship is built on confidentiality and mutual trust, a number of police surgeons 

interviewed by the authors believed that these principles did not apply to their duties. This is 

because their primary responsibility was to the police, rather than the “patient” under their care, 

and that they had a duty to disclose to the police any information supplied by the examinee that 

might help with the investigation, rendering confidentiality irrelevant. There was controversy 

among police surgeons as to whom the client was: the police, the victim of the crime, or the 

suspect under examination? The authors attributed such ambiguities to the lack of clearly-defined 

ethical guidelines in this hybrid occupation (Kelly et al., 1996). 

A similar study was conducted by Savage et al. (1997), who conducted semi-structured 

interviews with a sample of police surgeons to shed light on their role conflict. Regarding the 

aforementioned issue of client ambiguity, this study also revealed a lack of consensus as to 

whose interests police surgeons should prioritize. In a related matter, 81% of participants 

disagreed with the view that police surgeons are only concerned with the collection of evidence 

and that they had no therapeutic role. Similarly to the obscurity of ethical guidelines emphasized 

by Kelly et al. (1996), Savage and colleagues (1997) also highlighted the deficiencies in police 
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surgeon training, as a significant number of participants indicated dissatisfaction with the 

availability, quality, and/or relevance of the training provided for them (see also, Geis et al., 

1984). In summary, it seems as though role conflict among police surgeons may be rooted in a 

lack of clear direction, both ethically and educationally, as to how to navigate the dualisms 

endemic to their work. 

School-Based Law Enforcement 

According to McKenna and Pollock (2014), school resource officers (SRO) juggle 

multiple roles in what is referred to as the SRO triad model: enforcement (upholding the law and 

the code of conduct in schools), education (instructing students on public safety issues such as 

substance abuse), and mentoring (guiding and counseling students). This model is based on 

community policing ideals, in which SROs must balance law enforcement and building positive 

relationships with students. Many critics have called the attainability of such a balance into 

question due to concerns of a school-to-prison pipeline, where minor infractions that would 

normally be handled by school administration are instead punished by law enforcement, leading 

young people into the criminal justice system at an early age. The notion of having SROs deal 

with infractions also highlights the problem of conflicting loyalties: whereas officers have a 

chain of command to which they must adhere, they also receive pressure from school 

administrators to make certain decisions. The article’s recommendation towards alleviating role 

conflict is for SROs and school administrators to meet regularly to reach a mutual understanding 

over guidelines and how to respond in certain scenarios (McKenna & Pollock, 2014). Both this 

study and McKenna et al. (2016) suggest that most SROs identify more with their law 

enforcement roles than ones pertaining to education and mentoring. 
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Discussion of Insights 

Research on both police surgeons and school resource officers shows that role conflict in 

hybrid law enforcement professions often involves clashing loyalties: for police surgeons, a good 

forensic decision is not always a good therapeutic one (and vice versa), while school resource 

officers who seek to appease school administrators might end up breaching their chain of 

command. Due to the nature of hybrid jobs, some role conflict and tension seems inevitable; 

however, clearly defining ethical guidelines and maintaining open communication between all 

interested parties can make it easier for officers to navigate occupational dilemmas. 

From a research standpoint, it seems that literature on law enforcement role conflict is 

sparse and tends to concentrate on specific occupations, rather than studying the problem 

holistically. In addition, research efforts seem to focus on the nature of such conflicts, while the 

effects these dilemmas have on officers’ job satisfaction and performance, as well as the 

orientations and coping mechanisms officers develop when faced with such tension, remain 

largely unresearched. 
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Chapter II: Methodological Justifications 

Why Qualitative Research? 

 The lack of existing scholarship on the lived experiences of arson investigators 

necessitates an exploratory research design. In the absence of quantitative data, qualitative 

research is a viable first step for exploratory research (Tenny et al., 2022), as it allows for 

pertinent themes and domains to be identified (see, Kleining et al., 2001). According to Tenny et 

al., (2022), “Many times, a research question will start with qualitative research. The qualitative 

research will help generate the research hypothesis, which can be tested with quantitative 

methods.” 

Setting 

This dissertation will integrate the results of two studies, both of which were conducted 

with a sample of arson investigators employed at Atlanta Fire Rescue Department (AFRD). 

AFRD is a metropolitan fire department covering a large area of 135.7 square miles in Atlanta, 

Georgia (Atlanta Fire Rescue, 2023, para. 3). The department’s arson investigations unit is small 

and tight-knit, comprising approximately 10 arson investigators, making it ideal for a qualitative 

study focusing on occupational culture. This unit has an average call volume of 300 per year, a 

third of which are determined as arson. Following an introductory meeting with the Section 

Chief in 2022, I recruited participants using their email addresses, provided to me by the Section 

Chief’s second-in-command. The resulting participant pool comprised 9 investigators. 

Arson investigators employed in this unit typically spend 2 years as a firefighter with 

additional specialized training in fire investigation techniques and forensic science. This unit 

operates out of a building on the West side of Atlanta, separate from the main headquarters of 



 

 17 

AFRD. Such isolation turned out to be highly relevant to the dissertation’s themes of role 

conflict and alienation, as will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 4.  

Procedure 

Originally, I anticipated only conducting an interview study. Indeed, Study 1 was an 

exploratory study that revealed many important insights into the professional lives of arson 

investigators. However, there were certain themes that I anticipated would be more relevant to 

my dissertation, such as how arson investigators perceive arsonists, that ultimately were not 

informative. Conversely, many other themes that I did not anticipate having much importance to 

my research turned out to be highly informative, such as how arson investigators navigate role 

conflict. As such, I deemed a second study necessary, one that made use of a focus group 

method. 

 There were other reasons why I decided to conduct two qualitative studies. Using one-on-

one interviews as well as a focus group would increase the robustness of data using a multi-

methods research design, combining two different qualitative methods. Unlike mixed-methods 

research, which typically involves combining qualitative and quantitative methods, multi-

methods (or intra-paradigm) research involves combining two methods of the same paradigm 

(O’Reilly et al., 2021; see also Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2021). According to Morgan (1996), 

interviews and focus groups are both legitimate qualitative methods with their own strengths and 

weaknesses. Interviews allow researchers to obtain lots of data on one individual, whereas focus 

groups offer the chance to observe social interaction on a given topic. In addition, people may 

disclose information in a private setting they would not have in a social setting and vice versa. 

For these reasons, supplementing an interview study with a focus group study would offer a 

more complete picture than each of these methods would offer on their own (Morgan, 1996). 
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Study 1 consisted of semi-structured interviews with a participant pool of 9 investigators, 

which I conducted in the department’s interview room for maximum privacy. The semi-

structured interview protocol entailed asking a pre-determined set of questions regarding 

investigators’ occupational attitudes and perceptions, such as their motivation for pursuing this 

career and what they think of arsonists’ motives, while also deviating from protocol to ask 

follow-up questions. Such a protocol allowed me to ask questions relevant to study themes while 

also allowing room for spontaneity. I recorded the interviews using SmartPen technology as well 

as my smartphone and transcribed them using HappyScribe. Interviews lasted an average of 90 

minutes. 

         Study 2 involved a focus group instead of separate interviews, using a participant pool of 

6 investigators, conducted in the department’s meeting room. I used a semi-structured focus 

group protocol, asking participants to engage in discussion on a pre-determined set of topics 

related to their occupational attitudes and perceptions while deviating from protocol to ask 

follow-up questions as well. I recorded the focus group using a smartphone as well as a laptop 

and transcribed it using HappyScribe. The focus group lasted approximately 90 minutes. 
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Chapter III: The Interview Study 

Method 

Setting           

This study relied on qualitative data gathered from the members of an arson investigation 

unit in Atlanta Fire Rescue Department (AFRD). AFRD has a wide reach as described on their 

official website: 

In 2017, AFRD responded to over 100,000 calls for service over a coverage area of 135.7 

square miles. The department also protected the World’s Busiest Airport (Hartsfield 

Jackson Atlanta International Airport) with 5 fire stations located on the property; serving 

over 1 million passengers from over 100 different countries. The department protects 

over 3000 highrise buildings, 23 miles of the rapid rail system, and 60 miles of interstate 

highway. (Atlanta Fire Rescue, 2023, para. 3) 

Atlanta Fire Rescue’s status as a metropolitan fire department that also employs a unit of 

arson investigators made it the ideal choice for this research study. At the time of this study, the 

unit in question employed 10 arson investigators. The small and tight-knit nature of this 

investigation unit also offered the advantage of participants talking to their colleagues about the 

study and potentially encouraging them to take part. 

Following an introductory meeting with the Section Chief in 2022, the research team was 

given a letter of support from the Fire Chief, allowing them to begin recruiting. Participants were 

recruited via their email addresses, provided to the research team by the Section Chief’s second-

in-command. The resulting participant pool comprised 9 investigators. 
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Procedure 

Investigators who consented to participate in the study were interviewed in the AFRD 

Central Records Office’s interview room to ensure maximum privacy. Interviews began 

following the obtainment of signed informed consent from the participant. The study procedure 

consisted of a semi-structured interview protocol, combining a set of predetermined questions 

with follow-up queries based on the answers provided by the participant. This interview format 

allowed researchers to collect consistent data on themes relevant to the study while also offering 

room for spontaneity that gave rise to new themes and questions. 

All participants consented for the interview to be audio recorded. Audio recording was 

conducted simultaneously on the researcher’s smartphone and a LiveScribe smartpen, allowing 

for double protection of the data. The majority of interviews lasted approximately 90 minutes, 

after which the recording was transcribed by the research team using HappyScribe. 

The final step of the procedure was the thematic analysis of the data, which I carried out 

on NVivo. Consistent with Spradley’s (2016) methods of participant observation, I analyzed 

themes in domains and subdomains. Codes were grouped into three categories: Attitudes, 

Perceptions, and Discussions. In social psychology, attitudes refer to “a mindset or a tendency to 

act in a particular way due to both an individual’s experience and temperament” (Pickens, 2005, 

p. 44). As such, the Attitudes category described participants’ self-reported feelings regarding 

certain topics, such as the extent to which they are satisfied with their job and how they feel 

about the low clearance rates in arson investigations. 

Perceptions are closely tied to attitudes and are defined as a person’s interpretation of 

stimuli that is meaningful to them personally, regardless of whether or not it reflects reality 

(Pickens, 2005). For instance, arson investigators may perceive arsonists to be impulsive based 
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on their interactions and experiences with them, even if such a generalization is not true. 

Therefore, the Perceptions category described participants’ thoughts about and interpretations of 

a particular topic. 

Finally, I used the Discussions category to describe themes that I believed were pertinent 

to the study but did not necessarily reflect a participant’s attitudes or perceptions. For instance, a 

participant might describe how their colleagues feel about clearance rates or talk about what it 

was like to investigate fires during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Results 

Attitudes 

         Job Motivation. Job motivation can be intrinsic (pursuing a job for emotive reasons, 

such as wanting to help one’s community) or extrinsic (pursuing a job for instrumental reasons, 

such as money or parental pressure) (Reiss, 2012). When asked what motivated them to become 

an arson investigator, participants recounted a diverse set of backstories, which are categorized 

and discussed below. 

         Intrinsic. The majority of arson investigators in this study cited intrinsic motivations, 

exemplified by the following quotes. 

This is my dream job . . . I mean, I love the city. I have a vested interest in the city. So 

when I was a little kid down here, I knew I wanted to be a firefighter. (Participant #1) 

I've always enjoyed helping others and doing stuff for people that I don't know. There's 

always been that instilled from my parents, help somebody else before you help yourself 

type thing. (Participant #2) 

         A common theme for intrinsically-motivated investigators was feeling inspired by others. 

For instance, Participant #3 was involved in a car accident as a teenager. Firefighters responded 
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to the accident, whom P3 described as very nice and professional. “And from that day forward, I 

was like, that's what I want to do,” he recalled. Following his initial assignment at a fire station 

in Buckhead, he went to the National Fire Academy in Emmitsburg, Maryland and took, out of 

curiosity, a class called Fire Investigation Essentials. “So I took that class at the National Fire 

Academy and immediately decided that's what I wanted to do. It was a two-week course there, 

and after taking that course, I just fell in love with it and decided I wanted to transfer to the 

investigation section.” 

         Participant #5 was also inspired to become a firefighter, though his source of inspiration 

was closer to home: his father. In 1963, at the height of the Civil Rights Movement, Mayor Ivan 

Allen, Jr. authorized the training and hiring of Atlanta’s first African American firefighters, one 

of whom was P5’s father. According to P5, these 16 Black firefighters faced discrimination by 

their colleagues and supervisors, recounted as follows. 

I read a few articles. One of the articles, when they actually started working, it was on 

April Fool's Day, and [the headline] was "The City of Atlanta hired 16 Black African-

American firefighters; what a joke." That was the title of that article that day. (chuckles) 

They actually say it, "What a joke." . . . I do know they had a series of tests. Of course, 

they would have your math test and stuff like that. Anything that would try to weed them 

out. I can remember dad saying they would sit in the room and every day a cop would 

come in and they'd grab somebody to take them out and you're like, "What's going on?" 

Parking ticket. Anything--if you had a parking ticket, something simple as that, you're out 

of there. You have a certain type of debt, you're out of there. They just weed them down 

'til they started with the 16 . . . It was kind of rough because within eight years of them 

being on, eight of them had left. There was only eight that actually stayed and retired 
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from the city of Atlanta. It was kind of bad back then because stories they used to tell me, 

the apparatuses back then used to ride on the side of the fire trucks and on the back of the 

fire trucks. You used to hold on. So of course, you had two White officers, two White 

drivers, and then you had the firefighters. Until they got to know them and live together, 

you can imagine you ripping and rolling down the street and you got somebody hanging 

on. It was like hanging on for dear life a lot of times. The job tried to, and this is how it 

works against them--they tried to discourage them so they could leave . . . They would 

work them hard like that, and they would send them to every fire in the city. But it 

worked on reverse; it made them some of the best firefighters in the city. So Station 16 

has a reputation still today! That's where that reputation come from, as being a hell of a 

firefighter because of that, you know. (Participant #5) 

         P5 told with great pride the story of Atlanta’s first Black firefighters overcoming 

adversity to become some of the best firefighters in the city. He grew up around these historical 

events, playing in the back of Station No. 16 while his father worked. He was inspired by his 

father’s dedication to public safety and wanted to follow in his footsteps, which eventually led 

him to the fire department. 

         Extrinsic. Extrinsic motivations, such as money or retirement benefits, came up 

significantly less often in interviews. Although participants reported being satisfied with their 

salary and benefits, it was clear that few if any arson investigators were motivated by the 

financial aspects alone. For instance, Participant #1 described taking a significant pay cut for his 

current position due to his passion for serving Atlanta. 

The military has taught me that things could always be worse. Every department has 

problems. Atlanta is not an exception, but again, this is my city, it's my department. I 
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have a vested interest in it. So things could be better, yeah, but things could be worse. We 

have problems. We've been working on the pay, so our pay has come up because, like I 

said, I initially took a pay cut to come to the city. It took me about six or seven years to 

start making that money back. But I made it back. I made it back, and we're still working 

on that. (Participant #1) 

Enjoyment of Puzzle Solving. Many investigators perceived arson as a puzzle and 

indicated enjoying the process of trying to piece it together. It seemed that enjoying this 

cognitive activity positively impacted investigators’ job satisfaction and, for some investigators, 

was what attracted them to the job in the first place. 

Oh, God. And I know we'll get to this at some point in time in our discussion, but yes, 

that's part of my frustration because I like to solve problems. Again, that's one of the 

reasons why I want to be an investigator. I like to put together puzzles. I like to solve 

problems when I have an outstanding case and we have people on camera and the camera 

footage is either so crappy or we see the person but we don't know who they are. (P1) 

I think it's the challenge that I enjoy the most . . . It's not readily apparent most of the time 

what started the fire, so I enjoy the challenge of putting all the pieces together to try and 

figure out what started the fire. (P2) 

But yeah, figuring out the who, what, when, where and why and how has been very 

interesting to me. I enjoy it a lot. (P4) 

Honestly, without the police aspect of it, just discovering what came together to cause the 

event that happened, like what ignition sequence or, you know, trying to just get in there 

and figure out what caused the fire . . . I enjoy that part because it's a mystery. And it's 

just putting puzzle pieces together. (P6) 
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Departmental Needs. When asked what improvements they would like to see in their 

department to improve the quality and outcome of arson investigations, participants pointed out a 

wide range of needs. The most common responses can be categorized as equipment, training, 

staffing, and schedule needs. 

Equipment. Many investigators believed that their department was behind on technology 

that can assist in fire and arson investigations, especially compared to other fire departments in 

Atlanta or around the country. Participants tended to attribute these limitations to budgetary 

constraints, a problem inherent to working in the public sector. 

However, I don't feel like this department has caught up with the industry. So we don't 

have some of the newer technology things that I read about, or I watch videos about the 

newer technology out there--for example . . . we had a sales rep come here and show us 

this--I forget what it was called, but some type of 3D camera that basically--they sit in the 

middle of the room and then they can control it from an iPad, and it does a complete shot 

of the whole room. Because when we go in and we document the scene with the cameras, 

we're trying to capture everything in snapshots, but it's not the same. You don't get that 

same feeling. So this particular camera, which was a very expensive camera, that's why I 

knew we weren't getting it. I think it was upward of $50,000 for the program. But 

anyways, that would be a great tool to be able to, especially in an arson case, to take that 

into the courtroom and show the jury exactly what we saw. So instead of these snapshots 

that we do, they see everything that we saw. Drone is another great tool, having a drone 

to look above and everything. And we have access because the city does have a drone, 

but it's not assigned to us, but we can request it if it's not readily available. (P3) 
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Us being a public sector, not private, we don't have the funds to get some of the new 

technologies that's out there that's available for us. We just don't have those funds to do it. 

(P5) 

(When asked if he felt technologically well-equipped as an arson investigator) No. No, 

but--and I can't really blame just Atlanta. I think it's just like any city entity. It's just, 

money is tight, and they're trying to find ways to cut costs, yet still do more . . . I 

understand that it's hard that everybody's trying to take money from the same pot to pay 

everybody and to get better equipment and things like that. I get it. But it's easy to say 

that when you're sitting behind a desk and not the one out there doing the work and 

saying, "You know, it would be a lot easier if we could have this and have that," and not 

to throw anybody under the bus since we're talking about this, and I'll give you a prime 

example. Most of--every investigator here, most of the investigators bought their own 

cameras. Because we got tired of camera breaking, then, well, we gotta replace the 

cameras, and it takes forever. Okay, well, it may take forever for you to get the camera 

replaced, but guess what? You're still going to hold me responsible for not taking good 

pictures on the seat. So what did we do? We all went on to get--everybody bought their 

own cameras, to get it, just--buy the camera because I can't really deal with the--however 

long it's going to take. It's been a while since the department has put money into giving us 

cameras. And then they go, "Well, you know, the budget's tight." Yeah, we added three 

more positions here, but then we didn't increase our budget at all. You've got to have 

bulletproof vests and things like that. But again, you still didn't increase our budget. 

Yeah, so... (P7) 
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Some participants pointed out that having more geofencing resources would greatly help 

with their investigations, claiming that many arsonists do not pay attention to how carrying a cell 

phone can place them at the scene of the crime. 

I think if we had a better understanding of cell phones... We do use cell phone data . . . A 

fair amount. We could probably use it more. But it can be time-consuming, and 

sometimes the juice just isn't worth the squeeze. I'm not going to see somebody's cell 

phone or do a reverse location warrant on a trash can fire. Where maybe a vehicle fire, if 

I can't prove who did it or what their motivate--maybe if I believe it was the owner, 

maybe we try to work to put their phone with the car and things like that. (P4) 

         Training. Many arson investigators identified as hands-on learners, apt to learn by 

touching and handling things. Regrettably, the lack of funding and resources meant that arson 

investigation training in the city of Atlanta could not always cater to such a learning style. 

Again, the problem comes into funding and available time for recertification. Every year 

we have to have a certain number of hours to recertify our fire investigator certification. 

You can go to conferences, and the conferences will give you credit, class credit, that will 

go towards that certification. If you don't go to a conference, usually the CFI Trainer is 

your best choice to get those hours that you need. Most of the classes that I've taken on 

those, I've enjoyed and have learned something from them, but again, it's that lack of 

hands-on stuff. If it's a vehicle fire class, it's hard to get exactly what they're talking about 

unless I can put my hands on the car, I can dig through the debris, I can see exactly what 

wire you're talking about in the battery... The electric vehicles is the big thing right now. 

Lithium batteries is a big topic as far as investigation goes. And if you don't have that 

chance to put your hands on it and physically touch it... Some people are visual learners, 
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some people are tactile learners, they learn better by doing physically, touching and stuff. 

Some people are better by just looking at it and reading the material. (P2) 

I’m a hands-on person. (P5) 

         One investigator spoke highly of the National Fire Academy in Maryland due to its 

abundance of resources for hands-on and kinesthetic training. 

INTERVIEWER: What do you think of online training modules? Because I took a few 

courses on CFI Trainer, for example, myself, and I thought things were explained pretty 

well for the most part, I'm just not sure it can replace an actual instructor that you can ask 

questions to. Are you familiar with online training? Like, what do you think of that? 

P3: I am familiar and I think that it's a useful tool. I don't think it is how you train 

someone to be a fire investigator, though. I think it's a useful tool but I think hands-on 

training by far is having an— 

INTERVIEWER: [crosstalk] That's something I commonly hear also. 

P3: Yeah. Having an experienced instructor walk you through the step--so the course that 

I went to in Maryland, hands down, was ten times better than the fire investigation course 

I took at GPSTC (Georgia Public Safety Training Center). That two weeks there I felt 

like I learned a lot more than the four weeks I learned at GPSTC. 

INTERVIEWER: What are some of the things that they had you do in the Maryland 

training? What are some things you liked about it? 

P3: So, similar to the one at GPSTC--so, they do do a live burn--so, what they did, they 

don't let us see it--they do it while we're in the classroom. They have pods set up. So it's 

basically a pod maybe twice the size of this room (referring to the interview room), and 

it's a little (inaudible) on the property, and there's just tons of them everywhere. But they 
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outfit each pod, and they have the resources, the money to do this, they're--that's why at 

the state level, we don't have the same resources. This is a federal--ATF (Bureau of 

Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms) handles that class at Maryland. And so they would put 

carpet in, they'd put furniture in, they'd put appliances, all kinds of stuff. And then the 

whole thing from inside the structure is filmed on how it started, and then they would 

burn it. And then a couple of days later, we would come in to investigate it and try to 

determine--we would write our reports based on what we saw at the scene. And then after 

we present our report, then they show us the video of how it actually started and to see 

how close you were with it. And I thought that was a very... 

INTERVIEWER: It sounds very true to life. 

P3: Yeah. And it was good hands on training, and then it was satisfying to see how 

accurate we were in some cases. Some of them were way off (chuckles) but for the most 

part, most people were able to pinpoint at least the origin, the area where it was, the exact 

point. And then in a lot of cases, they were able to say exactly what started it. 

         Staffing. The majority of participants seemed to think that their unit was adequately 

staffed. 

For what we do, I think we’re adequate. (P2) 

I think for us, for our call volume, I think we're sufficiently staffed. If we lost two or 

three people, we would be tight again . . . That tends to be it because of the amount of 

training that's involved--once somebody gets here, it's a year or a year and a half before 

they can even start doing the job, really. It's an investment in people and it's tough to get 

people that truly want to be here and do this. (P4) 
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 Schedule. Many participants talked about a schedule change that occurred on the job and 

how this change affected their work. Whereas arson investigators used to be on a typical 

firefighter schedule of 24-48 (24 hours of work followed by 48 hours of rest), the department 

eventually switched to the 40-hour workweek, putting investigators on rotating shifts (7am - 

3pm, 3pm - 11pm, 11pm - 7am). According to P8, the most notable side effect of this schedule 

was what he described as “losing experience.” 

We've done some things since I've been here that's kind of stemmed the tide on losing 

experience . . . Previously, when I started in fire investigation, we worked a firefighter 

schedule of 24 hours on, 48 hours off . . . And a lot of people build their lives around that 

schedule. So when we pull them out of there and we put them on a 40-hour work week, 

there's a little bit of loss in pay and there's a loss of a lot of your freedom, you can't work 

another job, you know, on those two days off. You don't get to rest, you don't get to 

spend time with your family, whatever the case may be. So when we changed from that 

schedule, the firefighter schedule, to our current 40-hour schedule, we couldn't maintain 

people back there that would come here and they'd be like, I'm not going to stay. I'm 

going back to that schedule. I'm going back to the fire truck. I'm doing whatever. Once 

we massage the schedule and I've tried everything under the sun besides the old 24-48, 

and we're in a decent place now, not the best, but that helped the tide of losing our 

experience as well. (P8) 

Other participants, similar to P8, lamented that the current 40-hour schedule did not allow 

them to spend enough time with their families. Consider the following exchange between P6 and 

the interviewer and how the schedule changes, in some cases, can be significant enough to 

motivate arson investigators to return to firefighting. 
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P6: Overall, I've enjoyed my time here. I haven't necessarily been happy the whole entire 

time. Because, well, when I started here, I didn't have young kids. 

INTERVIEWER: Hmm. 

P6: And now I do. And believe it or not, the schedule that we work now is not conducive 

to someone with little kids. 

INTERVIEWER: I can see that. Yeah, I mean--so, we read a lot and interact with police 

officers a lot too, and that's something they complain of also, the missed time with 

family. So I can see that. You mentioned some of the things that were stressful. Would 

this be one of those? The missed time with family or something like that? 

P6: Yeah. One of the allures--because this is a 40-hour schedule--and the station is at 24-

48. So one of the allures with being on a 40 is normally you're at home. But the schedule 

that we were on here now, I mean, there's a whole week where I'm on 3:00 to 11:00 and I 

don't get to see my kids or really my family. I get to see them part of the day. And then 

I'm getting off at 11 o'clock and it's just... It's not great. And then we work the weekends 

as well. We're expected to cover the weekends. And typically, if it's a busy weekend, I'm 

gone all weekend. So on top of my 40 hours, I'm doing another 48. And so it's a little 

frustrating at times. 

INTERVIEWER: What does your family think of this? Are they supportive? 

P6: My wife at some point was, and now she's leaning more towards me going back to 

the fire station because it's a more regular schedule, believe it or not. 

INTERVIEWER: Okay. 
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P6: Because here we'll do one week of 7:00 to 3:00, one week of 3:00 to 11:00. And the 

next week, we're 11:00 to 7:00. And so it's just an ongoing sleep cycle shift rotation that 

you're having to deal with and overcome. 

INTERVIEWER: You said your wife was leaning towards that (him going back to the 

fire station). What about you? Are you leaning towards that? 

P6: (emphatically) Oh, yes. I am. I've probably bought on to it more so. And eventually, I 

will actually be back in the field on a fire truck. But it's just a different line of work. It's a 

different--there's different stressors. 

Collaboration. I asked participants how they felt about collaborating with entities 

outside of their unit: law enforcement, insurance investigators, and prosecutors. The results 

showed that arson investigators tended to report positive impressions of most entities but often 

had frustrations regarding prosecutors. 

Law enforcement. Investigators spoke highly of other law enforcement agencies, 

alluding to their availability and supportiveness. It was evident that arson investigators often 

enlisted the help of the Atlanta Police Department as the latter had resources that the former 

lacked. 

Yeah, they're helpful. I have met some good people that want to help and will do 

anything that they can to help us. Because there are some things that we just can't... If we 

pull cell phone records for somebody for location data or stuff, we don't have the 

resources here to do that. We don't have anybody that's been trained to do that. We reach 

out to APD's homicide unit. Just like everybody else, they're overworked, underpaid, 

understaffed. But as a courtesy, they help us out with that. We may not get an answer 

immediately, but all of them that we deal with have been good. Same thing with their 
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video surveillance unit. They have people that will go out and pull video from gas 

stations and businesses because sometimes that can be--they don't have a password or the 

person that deals with it doesn't know how to do it, their specific job is to do that for 

APD. They will help us out with that. Those guys are awesome. They are helpful, but 

they don't want to be involved, if that makes sense. (P4) 

Like when we do our phone warrants--our search warrant for phone records--to decipher 

those phone records when they come back. We send that to them, but they got a machine 

that gets another two that we don't have. But they have a machine they can put those 

numbers in there, those tower numbers and decipher them and tell you, "Okay, they was 

in this area." We don't have that. But they do that for us. So we got one investigator that 

do that. I'll reach out to just help me with cases. If I don't know where I have to go, I hit a 

wall, where can I turn from here? He would just telling me do such and such and we go 

from there. (P5) 

         When asked if there were jurisdictional disputes between AFRD and APD, P3 reported 

positive impressions. 

INTERVIEWER: You mentioned cooperating with other agencies before. What's your 

working relationship with other similar agencies? Like with other law enforcement 

agencies? Are there like jurisdictional disputes? Like I see a lot on crime shows and 

things like that. 

P3: I don't feel like there is. I think that there are certain individuals that may cause it to 

be a problem, but for the most part, I've worked with--like the Atlanta Police Department, 

for example, they joke with us when--we go out to the same firing range and we have to 

re-qualify with our weapons every year with the police officers--and they joke with us 
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like, "Oh, the firemen are here. Sorry guys, we don't have the leather recliners for you 

guys like you guys have in the firehouse." But anytime we needed them... 

INTERVIEWER: Oh, they think you have really luxury conditions? 

P3: [crosstalk] Yes, they think because they're in police cars riding around all day, and 

they think we just sit and cook and watch movies and... (laughs) And so there's a joke... 

         Underneath the camaraderie, however, it was clear that some arson investigators thought 

that law enforcement liked to keep them at arm’s length. Consider the following exchange 

between myself and P2 regarding arson’s clearance rates and their implications on inter-

organizational relations. 

P2: A sexual assault, you got evidence and a crime; a shooting, you usually got bullet 

casings and stuff like--you have physical evidence. Most of the time our physical 

evidence is burned up. The only evidence we have is the actual charred remains of the 

building or the car or whatever it is that we have to figure out what caused the fire. So it 

makes things harder. It would be--it's unconfirmed, but it's one of the reasons that I've 

been told why the police department doesn't want to deal with the arson stuff. It's because 

the clearance rate is so low that it messes up their numbers, as far as the system— 

INTERVIEWER: So it’s a public image kind of thing. 

P2: Yeah, I guess you would say instead of being 50% or whatever on all their crimes, 

their major crimes or whatever, you throw in that 15% to 20%, maybe 25% clearance on 

arson cases. Then you go from 50% down to 30% where you average everything out. 

         Also informative was the following exchange I had with P4 regarding APD and AFRD 

wanting to stay on their own lanes. 
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P4: Those guys (referring to APD) are awesome. They are helpful, but they don't want to 

be involved, if that makes sense. 

INTERVIEWER: Can you say more about not wanting to be involved? 

P4: We have reached out on other cases where, say, maybe fraud was involved or there's 

something a little bigger going on that we're not equipped to investigate or understand. 

INTERVIEWER: Are we thinking like insurance fraud? 

P4: I wouldn't say insurance specifically, because we can deal with the insurance 

companies on that. 

INTERVIEWER: Okay. 

P4: More like maybe conspiracy or if there's gang stuff involved or like an auto theft ring 

or something like that. There have been instances that I'm aware of from other people and 

myself where we've gone to somebody from the APD and said, "Hey, this is what I've got 

going on, but there's more to it than this, I think. But I don't know enough about it to 

make it," and [they say] "Oh yeah, we'll look at it," and they just push it aside because it's 

more work for them. I think it's difficult for them to get handed that stuff from us because 

they really don't [want to get involved]. It's keeping two separate sandboxes, does that 

make sense? 

INTERVIEWER: It does. Probably why I like to explore this area is that it just seems to 

be a stereotype that different law enforcement agencies don't play well each other. They 

all want to keep to their own lanes. There's a lot of competition going on as far as 

handling their own cases and jurisdiction and... But that hasn't been your experience, 

would you say, or has it? 
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P4: Well, Atlanta Fire and Atlanta Police all work for the same boss. I think it is it is 

more of a... They just don't want to hear it because it's another... If they really dip their 

toes into it and get involved, it's another case for them to pick up. And they're already... 

And they're hearing it from somebody that doesn't have any experience... I cannot give 

them true metrics of what it is that I think is going on because I don't understand it. All I 

know is that I got to this point because of this fire and I'm talking to this person and 

looking into their history and there's other things that don't seem right to me, but I can't 

explain it to you. So you go to somebody who you think should be able to look at it and 

it's like anything else--people just come into you with problems and I, you know, "I don't 

have an answer for you, man," and keep moving. 

Insurance investigators. Arson investigators reported overwhelmingly positive 

experiences with insurance investigators, describing cordial and mutually beneficial 

relationships. 

Oh, no, I welcome folks. As long as you allow me to do my job and don't bother me 

while I'm doing it, I'm fine. But our relationships with the insurance companies are 

actually pretty good. (P1) 

Yeah, it's, I would say, a symbiotic relationship. (P4) 

Oftentimes, they're beneficial. The insurance companies have a lot more dollars and a lot 

more resources than we do. It's just like anything else. I think you've got some good 

private investigators out there and you got some not so good. I've learned a lot from some 

of them. I've seen some of them that I don't think were really great at their jobs. 

(chuckles) But I've had some circumstances where we have been able to get involved in 

some of the stuff that they're doing and pull some of their information. (P8) 
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As a matter of fact, working with insurance investigators would sometimes help arson 

investigators notice holes and inconsistencies in a person’s story. 

Oh, yeah, because they help us out with things, like sometimes especially if they're 

insured, there's a person that we're looking at, now sometimes they can't share things with 

us for reasons, and I understand because they don't want to get involved in the 

prosecution or whatnot, but... Their folks have to tell them the truth or whatnot. So 

sometimes that helps us out. And we can do a Title 25, which is we can request all the 

insurance company's information that they had in relation to that particular fire also. And 

if the person told us on the scene that they were doing XYZ, but then when they went and 

talked to their insurance company, the story changed. All right, now that might be 

suspicious. So now I might need to take another look at you. (P1) 

So, for example is--if I suspected you for burning your car and I am doing a criminal 

investigation and I start asking you questions about it, you can just simply say, "I'm not 

going to talk to you" and I can't do anything about it. The insurance company says "If you 

don't talk to us," because it's not criminal for them, "If you don't talk to us and tell us 

things, then we're not going to pay your claim." And so that person has to tell them 

something. And so in a lot of cases, I will get the information from the insurance 

company investigator and compare it to what I have already learned in my criminal 

investigation. And a lot of times I'll catch that person in a lie because of that. So then I 

can go back to them and say, "Look, I know you said this, so you care to share anything 

else?" (P3) 

In a manner similar to their law enforcement relationships, however, arson investigators 

seemed to exercise caution when interacting with insurance investigators, often for legal reasons. 
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It's fine, but we have to be careful that we don't collude with them. So we don't want to 

give the appearance that we worked with the insurance company to put that person in jail. 

So we won't share if it's an open investigation, a criminal investigation, we can't share 

particulars with the insurance company. However, they can share what they have learned 

with us, for example. (P3) 

However, it's one of those things that you have to toe the line . . . Okay, and the reason 

why you have to toe the line is because you can't have that insurance person being an 

agent of your department. And that's by having them do things that you can't legally do 

without, say, a search warrant or things like that. So I do work with them, but again, like I 

said, you have to--when I say toe the line, you have to toe the line, you have to be careful 

what they give you and what you're asking for, because there's some things you just can't 

ask for. (P7) 

We can't collude with the insurance companies. We can't say, "Hey, I need to…" Because 

when the insurance company interviews their insured, if they don't answer their 

questions, they don't get paid and the insured doesn't get paid. So I can't reach out to them 

and ask him X, Y, Z question. But what I can do is after they conduct their interview, I 

can request a copy of that interview and say, "Georgia allows us to pull their information 

from their investigation." We just can't work together. We can just obtain their stuff and 

they can obtain ours at some point. (P8) 

Prosecutors. Participants tended to express frustration with prosecutors, indicating that 

they either lacked a good understanding of arson cases or simply did not care about them. 

They don't understand arson, they don't understand fire. (P1) 
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I just think that they're not interested in it. I mean, it's not homicide, it's not--you know, 

it's nothing--it's a property crime, you know. (P6) 

They don't do enough. They don't interact enough with us to understand. And arson cases 

are a unique case and just like you were talking about--because of evidence and things 

like that, and most of it's going to be circumstantial. So, part of the problem is that they 

don't spend enough time with us. They don't--you know, they should be able to go to 

classes with us to get an understanding of how to build an actual arson case. Because 

again, it's not just like any other case. It's not shoplifting, it's not murder, it's not… You 

know what I'm saying? . . . I think--I don't think they really want to work it because 

you're starting off with (chuckles) one hand tied behind your back. Most of your evidence 

is burned up. (P7) 

Some participants’ irritation was directed at the criminal justice system as a whole, rather 

than prosecutors in particular. 

It's frustrating, but I guess that wouldn't be the prosecutor, it would be the judge. But I 

guess when they have their meetings, then that's what they decide on. Sometimes they do 

a plea deal, too. Sometimes the defendant and their lawyer would take those plea deals, 

and that's where they come to me. But I just think some cases, actually, I wish they didn't 

drop it. I think a lot of investigators feel that way because of the work that they actually 

put into this case. (chuckles) You're like, "How?" (P5) 

I can't say they (prosecutors) don't care. That I can't say. I think that the system as a 

whole is overwhelmed, and that (arson) is one of those things that can actually be put 

back into the back burner. (P7) 
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You know, let's look at everything, let's don't just look at, "Okay, they burned down a 

hamburger stand." And then you give them a $500 fine and 150-hour community service. 

It doesn't change how I feel about what we do because just like I tell a lot of my people, 

we have more than 150 hours of investigative effort in this thing. It really frustrates you 

to see that--we're not going to tolerate this in our city--come from the prosecutor, and 

then give that weak of a punishment. There's no... That was not a deterrent. I mean, let's 

just be real. It was bull. But like I tell my people, all we can do is do our job, do it to the 

best, and send them down there. And then that's where we are. Is it frustrating? Yes, it is. 

That's just one of hundreds through the years. But we're going to do what we can do. We 

do it to the best. (P8) 

         Some investigators provided a more solution-oriented perspective, suggesting that if 

prosecutors had more exposure to arson cases, they would have a better grasp of arson and more 

appreciation of what arson investigators do. 

INTERVIEWER: Do you think prosecutors understand what you do? Do they 

understand fire? Do they understand arson? 

         P5: They’re getting better. 

         INTERVIEWER: They’re getting better? 

P5: I guess they're getting better, too, because we do a lot of arrests in this unit back here. 

So they're getting cases on their desk. I've had three this year myself. They're getting 

cases more than they used to in the past. 

INTERVIEWER: Ah. 

P5: You know, other than--I'm going to tell you what it probably was in the past a lot of 

times. A lot of times, it probably was not a lot of legwork to get to an arrest. It probably 
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was--he says, "Girlfriend clothes on fire and the police are holding them on scene." So 

when you get there, that's your arrest. That happens a lot of times. They know who it is. 

You get you the scene, "Yeah, we saw him with such-such. He set the fire." Then you go 

do a warrant and they'll pick them up, and pick that person up. But now, a lot of these 

investigators are doing leg work and building up cases and coming to it. And boom, this 

is it. We're doing a lot more risk--so they get a lot more across their desk now. They're 

putting interest on it. 

INTERVIEWER: [crosstalk] So it's all about exposure; the more exposed they get to 

arson cases, the more they understand what you do. 

P5: Yeah. I think that's what's going on with it now. Because before, before, I guess you 

could even argue [inaudible] if you got a defense attorney come up and say, "Well, what 

about this?" And the prosecutor, they've never dealt with that. They don't know any more 

about it. Okay, well, Arson I (arson in the first degree) then. They can't really argue to 

you if you don't know anything about the statute or something. 

So, part of the problem is that they don't spend enough time with us. They don't--you 

know, they should be able to go to classes with us to get an understanding of how to build 

an actual arson case. Because again, it's not just like any other case. It's not shoplifting, 

it's not murder, it's not… You know what I'm saying? . . . Where you've got--or you can--

you see this all the time, so I can treat it the same way--well, arson is a lot different. And 

I think that's the problem with the court system and the DA's Office. Again, and I say 

this--it's not to put them down, but I think that they could do a better job if they would 

spend more time and try to understand what exactly is arson. (P7)  

Stressors. 
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         Inherent. Stressors inherent to arson investigation itself occasionally emerged in 

interviews and tended to center around challenges related to working off of circumstantial 

evidence, making an informed arrest, and building a successful case. Many investigators 

lamented the difficulties of working with either a lack of evidence or evidence that was degraded 

due to fire damage. 

A sexual assault, you got evidence and a crime; a shooting, you usually got bullet casings 

and stuff like--you have physical evidence. Most of the time our physical evidence is 

burned up. The only evidence we have is the actual charred remains of the building or the 

car or whatever it is that we have to figure out what caused the fire. So it makes things 

harder. (P2) 

When asked about the most challenging part of investigating fires, a senior investigator 

had the following to say: 

It’s all circumstantial evidence . . . Everything is circumstantial. It's not like we have real 

physical evidence. We don't have the smoking gun sitting right here. We're piecing 

together small pictures of the puzzle based on the evidence that we have collected, and 

then based upon our knowledge of origin and cause and having to explain what it is that 

you see and why you believe it to be. It's just your opinion. (P9) 

One investigator indicated that the reliance arson cases have on circumstantial evidence 

made it difficult to make an informed arrest. 

You know, we've talked about this several times because I got a problem with trying to 

take somebody's rights away from them if I'm not totally sure and you cannot be totally 

sure, especially in this field. (P5) 
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In addition to making an informed arrest, a lack of evidence also had implications for 

court proceedings. Knowing that an individual committed an arson but being unable to prove it 

was a common frustration among investigators. 

They endangered the public at large. They endangered our firefighters to go and put the 

fire out. And we know they did it, we just can't prove it. (P1) 

I've seen a whole entire apartment condo there on Peters Street, burned. But I couldn't 

[prove it]. I knew he had done it. That's an example of one. But I just--I didn't have 

enough. (P6) 

Organizational. Compared to inherent stressors, organizational stressors came up 

significantly more often in interviews. One of the most common complaints among investigators 

was the lack of funding for essential resources, such as lockers and vehicles. Beyond making 

their jobs harder, these deficiencies also presented health concerns. 

Yes, there are things as a fire investigator, I would love to have. Trucks... Because for the 

IAAI, the International Association of Arson Investigators, they say that fire investigators 

are supposed to have trucks because our gear, even though we're not fighting fire, we're 

in the building at one of the most dangerous times. Because when the fire is pre-burning, 

all those toxins and things is burning. But when we put the fire out, smoldering fires, 

smoldering combustion or whatnot, it's . . . emanating all those toxins . . . That's one of 

the most dangerous times because you're in there, especially if you're in there without a 

breathing apparatus. You're breathing in all of that stuff. And I don't know when I breathe 

in too much because I have a headache. But you're breathing in all of that stuff . . . So 

while we're in there investigating that fire, our clothes, our gear that we wear, it's 

absorbing all those carcinogens . . . But there are a lot of gadgets of things that we could 
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get, honestly, and this is not me being negative, but just me being the city of Atlanta 

employee... We're probably not going to get it because Atlanta, we've been doing a lot 

with a little for so long. We can do anything with nothing. (P1) 

We lack in vehicles . . . We've got a pickup truck that has a cover on the back, and then 

we've just bought, like, tupperware containers that we put our supplies in. So we'll put 

like--it's just a paint can is what we collect fire debris in, and we'll seal it in that. So we'll 

keep the paint cans in the tupperware container, we keep our gloves in there, any hand 

tools and stuff. So I'm just saying it would be nice to have enough vehicles that were--and 

we just acquired stuff over the years and just put them in the truck. So not every vehicle 

has all the equipment. And then a place for our gear. When our gear is covered in soot 

and nasty--we have to ride in the same vehicle with it. So you're breathing all that in the 

whole time. So it'd be nice to have a different compartment for that, have a place to wash 

it. Right now we just have to go to a fire station somewhere and wash stuff off. Be nice if 

we come back here and have a decon (decontamination) room to clean everything and 

then have each vehicle outfitted with the equipment that we need. (P3) 

It's just like, we shouldn't have cars. We should have trucks because the gear and stuff 

that we go in these fires has carcinogens in it. It has to be separate from our... But we 

have cars, but that's--the city don't know that. We're really bringing a rule in. So now, 

they said they got 14 trucks ordered for us. I'm like, "Yeah, somebody finally getting on 

board and really looking at it" and this and that. And so, it's changing. I hate this change 

when I'm getting ready to leave here shortly but--because I would love to have a city 

vehicle to drive home. (P5) 
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Like, after you come back from a fire, you're supposed to wash your stuff, wash your 

body and stuff like that. With us storing our fire-investigative gear in the back of our cars 

. . . Yeah, you're putting in your own personal car. There's no lockers here for us to even 

put anything . . . So in my opinion, it almost seems like we're just out of sight, out of 

mind, and they don't care. (P6) 

         A feeling of alienation was also apparent among arson investigators, who often 

complained about a lack of recognition from the fire department as well as the public. When 

asked why they believed there was a lack of commitment and funding for arson investigations, 

participants tended to report that arson lacked newsworthiness except for high-profile cases. 

It's not a visible section unless something bad happens . . . The fire underneath the bridge, 

the 75 bridge, nobody really cared about fire investigations until all of a sudden, a huge 

section of an overhead interstate collapses. "We want results. Who did this? Find me 

somebody!" Now we're in the limelight. Now we're getting noticed and stuff like that . . . 

Only time we make the news is usually when something bad has happened or making an 

arrest because this guy killed two people by burning down an apartment building or 

something like that. (P2) 

I think because people regard arson as a property crime until they don't, right? . . . When 

a family of five dies in a house fire, it's a horrible thing. But that's the little bit that makes 

it above the noise floor. Everything else is... I don't know. (P4) 

I guess it's more--most of the arson units are small groups--first of all, you don't get a lot 

of air time. The fires--you see the fires on TV. You'll see pictures of investigators coming 

out, but nobody follow up with that story. It's not a story you want to follow up, but just . 

. . Unless there is a homicide fire or something like that. Yeah, they're not following--it's 
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not a story they want to put out there. So people don't really know what we do. In the city 

they don't know what we do. (P5) 

Unless it--well, so here, unless it involves like a city building, somebody is hurt, maimed 

or injured--or I guess that's the same thing--or even ultimately they die, then it's looked at 

differently . . . Or unless it's some kind of--I don't want to call it a protest, but something 

major, some major event in the city like with the Forest Defenders. It's looked at 

differently. But for the most part, no, I don't think anyone cares because at the end of the 

day, it is a property crime. (P6) 

[I] feel like it's not taken seriously until someone dies or some major landmark is burned 

down or something to that effect. Looking at when we had the protest fires in 2020, they 

burned down the Wendy's down there, for instance. We spent hundreds of hours 

investigating that fire with 30, 40 people working that case. And we had hard evidence of 

three individuals that--they weren't the only three, but they were definitely culpable in 

burning down that location. It's not just a building. It was depended on by a lot of people 

in the neighborhood to eat and to have a place to go to get food and that type of thing. 

There's really nothing else around there. (P8) 

         Many participants also lamented not feeling accepted or understood by either police 

officers or firefighters. 

You're kind of riding the line, whereas firefighters are always viewed as the good guys 

and police are never viewed as the good guys. So you just always walk in this fine line. 

(P6) 

Policemen don't look at me because they say I'm not a real police officer. Firemen don't 

like me so much because they say I'm not really a fireman because I don't fight fires 
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anymore. I'm more of a police officer, so I'm more of "in between." And so I guess 

respectability would be a big thing. It goes not just with the personnel, but it also goes 

with the people higher up. They'd have to start looking at us as a different entity, but to 

show us more respect because most of them, just personally, in my opinion, see us as an 

afterthought . . . we're always, kind of, stepchildren. (P7) 

If someone asks me where I work, what I do, I tell them I'm a fireman, generally. Then if 

the conversation goes further, I'll say I'm actually dual-certified as a police and 

firefighter. We're kind of an odd duck, being in both fields. I would say I probably... It 

just depends on--and actually depends on the situation I'm in as well, where I consider 

myself--what I'm doing, you know. I feel like we're more of an investigator than we are a 

firefighter or a police officer. That's one of the big problems with this profession is, it's 

kind of hung in between the both. And neither side really understands--if you talk to a 

police officer, if you talk to a firefighter, neither really understands our job. (P8) 

Paradigm Shift. Many investigators felt the effects of a steep learning curve when 

transitioning from firefighting to arson investigation. This paradigm shift often involved having 

to unlearn certain things, looking at things from a different perspective, and picking up new 

skills. 

Like because as a fireman, we're going to put the wet stuff on the red stuff, we go in now, 

we tear stuff up, we put holes in the wall and all this kind of stuff. And you don't think 

about the aftermath like that. You don't think about determining origin and cause when 

you're a grunt firefighter with no fire investigation training, you're just going in there to 

put the fire out, expose ceilings, expose the walls, make sure there's no more fire there. 

Well, as a fire investigator, someone who's coming to look for patterns, maybe signs of 
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forced entry prior to the fire, things like that... Well, our firemen have totally destroyed 

the scene. They've thrown all the furniture outside. So now if I want to reconstruct that 

scene, guess what? These guys got to drag this crap--excuse me, this stuff--right back 

inside. (P1) 

But yeah, I've worked with different police officer investigators with the city, that it's--

because when we got back here and we went through mandate, we didn't go through the 

Atlanta Police Department. We just went through a state-certified basic law enforcement 

training. And so there was definitely a learning curve on the law enforcement side of it 

for me. And so I've reached out to several police officers for help and guidance for 

different things. For example, writing warrants for cell phones, like what I was talking 

about earlier. That's a common thing for us to do now. But when we first got started, I 

needed help from the police for stuff like that. And then I've used Georgia State Patrol to 

assist me with getting camera footage that we didn't have access to. (P3) 

To me, the learning curve was--is pretty substantial. It just goes back to the terminology 

more so--'cause, on the fire truck, you're just not looking at things the way that we look. 

And your primary goal is just to put out fires and do EMS (Emergency Medical Services) 

stuff. But here, you're looking at the long-term solvability of the case. "Is this workable? 

Is it--do I have enough leads? Do I have this?" So I would say the learning curve was 

pretty substantial, plus there's not a lot of... (scoffs) So you go from like a rookie cop to a 

detective with no help. And it takes you a while to really feel like you have covered all 

the aspects that you are supposed to know in your job qualifications here. (P6) 
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         Some investigators took a more positive attitude towards this learning curve, stating that 

starting out as a firefighter served as a great basis for learning how to be an arson investigator. 

Consider P7’s statement about the learning opportunities in firefighting. 

Because I was a firefighter, it (firefighting) is the biggest teacher, okay, because you 

actually get to--a lot of times you get to see the fire before it starts. Sometimes you get to 

see it while it's going--a lot of times you get to see it while it's going. Then you get to see 

the aftermath of what it looks like. And then you get there and you get to watch--and you 

see that fire starts to grow and you go, "Whoa, hey, there's fire in the wall!" Okay, so now 

I'm seeing it before it's taken off. So you get to see the pattern of what it's doing. 

Remember, when we talk about fire, fire has a particular behavior. You watch where it 

goes, and you can actually follow it and see what it did. If you pay attention to your craft 

enough, you can actually map it out and see how it went. So when I say at the beginning, 

sometimes you get to fire before it starts. And when I say before it starts, it's small, but 

before it takes off. Then you get to see it while it's taken off, and then you get to see the 

aftermath of what happens after the fire. These are learning curves for any fire 

investigator. Because if I tell you a V pattern, all you're thinking about is a V, okay? If 

you don't know what a pattern looks like, what a burn pattern actually looks like, you 

can't discern that V. (P7) 

Case Tracking. When I asked investigators if they kept track of their cases once they 

handed them over to the court, many participants indicated that they did not. It was apparent that 

they liked to move on to other investigations once they had fulfilled their end of the criminal 

justice system. 
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That's not something that I track. There are colleagues of mine that will track that. I don't 

know why that is not something that I do. But I guess normally after an arrest, I feel like 

I'm done until the prosecution or whoever needs me to testify . . . To add on to that, I 

mean, I think the other reason that I do that is because it's a way for me to disassociate 

with it because, I mean, you're taking away people's rights . . . And that's a serious issue. 

You know, and a lot of times I think--you have concrete evidence, but it's just a matter of 

what you can prove. (P6) 

         However, even among investigators who indicated not following case outcomes, certain 

cases weighed heavily on their minds. Competency-oriented investigators liked to keep track of 

cases that were (a) high-profile, (b) significant to them personally, and/or (c) took a lot of time 

and resources to investigate. 

I kind of move on from it, but it's still in the back of my mind--I know--because I know 

an arrest on the December the 25th that ain't gone in the court yet. I'm pretty sure they 

probably--well, I'm not going to say it ain't going to court, but they didn't call me for it. 

I'm pretty sure he had a defense attorney, probably took a plea deal because he had 

already said he's set this fire. So it's not nothing really to go to trial on. You know what I 

mean? You he probably took a plea deal and then moved on. I keep him in the back of 

my head, but I do not just follow with them unless it's like a death or something like that. 

[Colleague's name], he can tell you a good one about a homicide mom and dad, 

something like that, I lose sleep on. (P5) 

But there are some that I do follow, yes. And that's more of the satisfaction that, "Did we 

do our job right? Did I get justice for somebody?" So I've had (pauses to think) two 

double homicides, and I followed one of them all the way through. The other one is still 
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working its way through the system. I had an officer's home that was a firebombed, and I 

followed that case all the way through. So there is--and please don't misunderstand, it's 

not just high-profile [cases], like right now, I'm working on one that I'm following 

through that have… It's going to sound weird, but the grandmother passed away, the 

mother was supposed to be taking care of the house, and she passed away and then left 

the insurance lapse so the grandkids have the property. We have it listed as 

Undetermined, but she was determined, the lady said, "No, I know somebody knows 

something." And so I went back out there, I put posters out there and now, I'm getting 

leads. I'm following, trying to follow this one through--all the way through. I can follow 

it through. So I don't do every case, but there are some cases that you just want to follow 

through, you just want to keep looking and seeing where it leads to and see what the end-

to-end outcome. Like I said, you always want to know that you did a good job or at least 

you did your best. (P7) 

Only time I've ever really done it (tracked a case) is if I've put in a lot of time. And 

they've pled to really, really small charges. That sticks in my mind a little bit, but on the 

regular, no. No. On the big cases where individuals were hurt, I'll have that in my head 

like, "Wow, they gave that guy a lot of time for that." But for the most part, no. And this 

is 13 years, so it's just a few cases in my mind where I can go, "This person got a lot of 

time" or "We put in a lot of work on this and this individual got a slap on the wrist." (P9) 

         P8, a high-ranking and senior investigator, liked to keep track of cases, presumably due 

to his position in the department. 

P8: Yeah, I generally in my role now, am more interested in following those cases, I try 

to track them and log them. 
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INTERVIEWER: Yeah. 

P8: It's more of just like a mental win or a mental loss when you find out that total 

outcome of a case. I do a good bit more now of follow-up on finding out what happened 

to individuals or tracking them to determine what sentence or non-sentence that they 

have. 

INTERVIEWER: Is that because of your role as the [rank redacted] that you track the 

cases more? 

P8: Yeah. It goes back to--I want to to know, really just for a personal victory or personal 

loss. Because I'm confident that we're building a good product and sending it there and 

what they do with it is, a lot of time, out of our control. 

Meaning of Success. When asked how they would define a successful investigation, 

many participants seemed to value competency above all else. Investigators who adopted this 

competency approach considered a case to be successful when they had done everything in their 

power, regardless of how the courts system handled the case. 

Yes, as soon as someone's arrested, I feel like I have everything that I could do. (P6) 

But sometimes you just can't solve the crime, and there's nothing I can do about it. I don't 

let it… I don't actually let it get to me. I have other investigators that worry about it. As I 

tell them, I can only do what I can do; if I can show you everything that I've done for this 

case, and you can show me something that I should have done, then I'll go, "Thank you 

so very much. I really appreciate you letting me know that. Next time, I will try to do 

that." But other than that, if you do all you can, that's good enough for me. (P7) 

         P7 also made the important point that case success did not always depend on court 

outcome because not every investigation was criminal in nature (e.g. an accidental fire). 
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P7: Okay. Well, one of the things that you said was an arrest or conviction and things 

like that. To me, that's not true. And I say that to say even an accidental fire, if I can able 

to determine the cause of the fire, then that's successful to me. 

INTERVIEWER: Yes. 

P7: Okay, because now I can be able to hopefully prevent... 

INTERVIEWER: Because in that case, there’s nobody to charge. 

P7: There's nobody to charge. So in that case, yes, it's not just an arrest. Now, do I look at 

it that some cases you just can't solve? Yes, I know that. But that doesn't mean don't try 

or that doesn't mean don't give 100%. Because some people think that there's a difference 

in not trying and not giving 100%. I try to give 100% on every case. Sometimes you're 

just not able to [solve it]. And then sometimes you can exhaust every lead and there's 

nothing left to go. 

Fascination with Fire. When asked about their relationship to fire, such as whether they 

played with fire as a child, most investigators did not report being fascinated with it, saying it 

was just “part of the job.” They did, however, recount positive memories associated with fire. 

(referring to the Bureau of Fire Investigation’s motto) Veritas ex cineribus; truth from the 

ashes . . . Again, and being a child of Atlanta . . . The phoenix is very near and dear. (P1) 

I did a lot of camping growing up, so I always made campfires, but as far as burning 

things, no, just campfires, I always loved having a fire, and still to this day, I still love 

camping and hanging out by the fire. (P3) 

(when asked if he ever played with fire) Maybe with a magnifying glass and ants. But 

other than that, no. (P6) 
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I would say that my experience with fire is, I understand it. To make a fire go out, you 

gotta understand what makes a fire burn . . . As simple as when we do have a campfire or 

a fire in the fireplace at the house, I understand some people lay a log in there, throw a 

match underneath it, and wonder why the fire didn't start. You got to understand that the 

chemistry behind it to make it function. Outside of that, I'm not really… I mean, when I 

pull up on a house fire that's got a fire blown out of three windows, yeah, that gets me 

excited. But it's not the fire part of it. It's knowing that I've got to go put that out or I've 

got to get in in there and, you know, in the current role, I've got to get in there and figure 

out what caused to happen. I'm not really excited about the fire itself. I think it's just part 

of the job. (P8) 

I never had any curiosity. Not once. When I said I stumbled upon this career, I really just 

fell into it. (P9) 

Terminology Preference. When asked whether investigators preferred to go by “fire 

investigators” or “arson investigators,” the prevailing notion was that fire was preferable due to 

political and practical reasons. 

Normally, if somebody asks me what do I do, I'm going to say fire investigator because it 

covers so much because everything is not [arson]… When you think of arson you think, 

"Oh, they intentionally set that fire," you're not thinking it could be juvenile, natural... 

They're not thinking that way. So I just say fire investigator. (P5) 

I prefer "fire investigator" because the minute you say "arson," people automatically 

assume that it's a crime somebody committed. "Fire investigator" defines what we do. We 

investigate a fire. Before any--when you start saying "arson investigation," it's kind of 

labeling it already a crime and I think that's, eh, putting the cart before the horse . . . Well, 
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if I'm interviewing you and I say to you that I'm an arson investigator and I need to 

interview you, you automatically get defensive because you think . . . “He’s accusing me 

of arson.” And I'm here just trying to figure out what started the fire. But automatically, 

now you're looking at me in a different light. And that affects how you my questions, 

how you take whatever I say in my mannerisms, what I do and things like that. (P7) 

         Participants who preferred arson said it sounded “cooler.” Even among these participants, 

however, was an acknowledgement that their personal preference did not matter and that “fire 

investigator” was likely the correct term. 

Well, I mean, arson sounds cooler, but I understand why [many people don't prefer "arson 

investigator"] because arson implicates that there's been a crime committed. And so if 

you're just a fire investigator, it doesn't sound as interesting, but I wish we could go by 

arson investigator instead of fire investigator. (P6) 

Of course arson sounds cooler but you're not necessarily... A fire investigator is probably 

the best term because not every fire is an arson. So you're just really investigating the fire 

. . . So if I had a preference, it would be arson. You know, that's not what you are. You're 

a fire investigator. You're investigating all various types of fires. (P9) 

Other participants, still, were indifferent to the terminology. 

Depends on who you talk to. If you listen to our dispatch and our people on the radio and 

stuff, when they call for us, they usually call for arson . . . But due to political 

correctness, we had to get away from the "arson investigator" because arson denotes a 

crime and denotes guilt. So they went to a "fire investigator." However, we go through 

the police academy as well, and once you get a set number of classes by the state of 

Georgia, I am classified as an arson investigator . . . But everything--business cards, the 
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name of the unit, all that stuff, or whatever we are called fire investigators . . . But six of 

one, half a dozen of the other, it's the same thing. (P2) 

No, they're all the same. (P4) 

Job Satisfaction. Investigators reported reasonably high job satisfaction. Consider the 

following responses when I asked participants to rate their job satisfaction on a scale of 1 to 10, 

10 being the most satisfied. 

I would say about a 7 or an 8. (P4) 

At this point in my career, I will say I'm satisfied. It's not that I'm not satisfied. Well, I'll 

say let's do a 9. Let's do a 9 on it. I'll be honest a little bit because the only thing I don't 

like about this job is just the schedule, and that's it. (P5) 

Probably a 7 . . . I don't really think I've had to do a lot of coping back here, to be honest . 

. . You can kind of come up here and just--or come to the office and get into your cases 

and just type and it's mind-numbing and nobody's asking you to do anything or 

requesting anything from you or--you know... (P6) 

It would be a 9 because I always look at the fact that there's always things that can 

improve in every position. So it doesn't make that--I don't think there's any perfect job or 

anything like that are being totally satisfied with anything. So there's always room for 

improvement. (P7) 

Hmm. That's kind of a complicated question to ask. I've done a lot of different things 

throughout the years, working part-time jobs and all. I would say, now that I'm leaving, 

up around a 9 or a 10, I'm very satisfied with the job itself. Could things have been 

better? Absolutely. Like I said, things could always be worse. I don't have a lot of 

complaints. I wish I could make things better for my employees as far as their work 
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schedules and all. I wish they could get paid more for what they're doing. I wish that the 

fire investigation career was looked at or the fire investigation occupation was looked at 

in a more highly-regarded [manner] than it is. I'm not just saying that here, I'm just saying 

that in general as a country or a world. (P8) 

Perceptions 

Role Identification. As interviews progressed, one theme that emerged was how arson 

investigators managed the hybrid nature of their roles. When asked whether they identified more 

strongly with the policing or fire service role, 4 out of 9 participants indicated perceiving 

themselves as a firefighter first. These investigators were drawn to the fire service aspects of the 

job, perceiving their law enforcement duties to be important but ancillary. One participant even 

described their police certification as a potential hindrance: 

I don’t like the police certification we have. It benefits us . . . But it kind of hamstrings 

us. It hinders us a little bit as well, in my opinion . . . We have some people in the past 

and currently that focus too much on taking the police classes to get better at that... Get 

better at your primary job--investigating fires. Take more fire investigation classes. Go to 

more conferences. Go talk to private investigators that have done this for years and years 

and years. Learn from--learn your primary job. The secondary, the police stuff will come 

along. (Participant #2) 

         Almost just as common, however, was the perspective of having no preference between 

their two roles. Consider Participant #7, who claimed that preferring one role over the other 

would negatively impact his job performance: 

No, I try to... Let's see if I can say it--I try to remain neutral. Okay? Because I don't like 

to start looking at myself one way or another. Because it makes the job easier for me to 
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be--to pay attention to what I'm doing, to understand what's going on. Because if I look at 

myself more as a police officer, I start forgetting that part of me that is supposed to be 

compassionate and what I love about being a fireman. But if I start paying too much 

attention to being just a fireman, then I start forgetting the things that make developing a 

case, the laws and things like that... (sigh) I've got to stay on both sides. So I try to just 

remain neutral and not even look at it as more police or more fire, I try to take each 

situation as it comes. (Participant #7) 

         Worthy of note is Participant #6, who was the only investigator in this sample to identify 

more with the policing role. 

It's funny you asked that. When I first got back here, I was still more... Firefighter 

mindset. But the longer I've stayed back here, the more I am... In the mindset of--"cop 

mode" as I like to call it, but . . . It's just a different--it's a different way to look at the 

world. And I'm not saying everybody's like this, but on the fire truck, it's almost like 

you've got blinders on. But when you're in this role, I see a lot of things that most people 

don't see. And I see a lot of the world from more of a criminal element, I guess, you 

know, being a little bit more distrustful of people. (Participant #6) 

         Based on the above comment, it seems as though arson investigators’ role identifications 

may change over time. Even so, some investigators strive not to identify more with one role over 

the other in order to avoid becoming too immersed in one working personality. 

Role Conflict. Participants who described role conflict often alluded to the notion that 

policing and fire service require different working personalities—whereas policing entails a 

tough, guarded, no-nonsense demeanor, firefighting is associated with geniality and compassion. 

The following quotes exemplify how these opposing working personalities can sometimes clash. 
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(When asked how he felt about carrying a service weapon and having arrest powers) 

Well, so at first it was a little unnerving. I've been doing this since, well, 2018. So at first 

it was a little unnerving because I've never really openly carried a pistol before. And I 

mean, it's just something that you kind of get used to. But taking away people's rights, it's 

never been something that is--something that I wanted to do. 17 years ago, I got on the 

fire department here. I joined the fire department. I wanted to help people. And I just feel 

like [arresting people] goes against what I've always wanted to do because you are 

helping some people, but at the end of the day, when you take somebody's rights away, 

you know, are you helping them? Are you helping society? Who are you helping? (P6) 

. . . if I look at myself more as a police officer, I start forgetting that part of me that is 

supposed to be compassionate and what I love about being a fireman. But if I start paying 

too much attention to being just a fireman, then I start forgetting the things that make 

developing a case, the laws and things like that... (sigh) I've got to stay on both sides. 

(P7) 

Arsonists. 

         Motive. When asked about the most common motives they observed in arson cases, 

investigators tended to cite financial and retaliatory motives. 

Money is a lot of it . . . Insurance scam is a--especially with car fires, we see that a lot 

with people burning or having their own vehicles burned, like if they're behind on 

payments or something of that nature, having their own car burned or doing it 

themselves. (P3) 
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Lot of it is vehicle fires, right? Getting out from underneath the vehicle that they can't pay 

or . . . I don't even know if you would call it profit. "I just need to get away from this car 

because I can't pay for it," whatever. (P4) 

Yeah, a lot of it is domestic, of course. Girlfriend and boyfriend, baby daddy mama, 

"I'mma burn his car or her car," that thing. And their clothes, you see that a lot of times, 

somebody's burning their boyfriend clothes. Then you see the lack of money. They got a 

car. They can't pay for that car, no. So either they're going to set it up like it's been 

stolen... Most of it is usually set up as if it's been stolen, but there's so many ways to 

(chuckles) get around it now, as far as--sometimes you can't solve them, but sometimes 

you can. (P5) 

Well, they would also tell you about profit, but most of the arsons that I've encountered 

for profit hasn't been, quote-unquote, a "real" profit. Whereas people can't--they want to 

get from under a car note and I go, "Well, it's for profit and get money from their 

insurance company, but it's not a lot of money." So I would go, "Forgive me, but it's not 

really profit to me. Because you're really not saving a lot of money and you're not gaining 

anything." . . . I don't--the biggest thing has always been revenge and spite, but like I said, 

profit is the other one, but my cases, it's never been--it's never actually been a big profit. 

(P7) 

Choice of fire. When I asked investigators why they believed arsonists chose fire as 

opposed to different methods of destruction, I received a variety of answers. P6 alluded to the 

indirect nature of fire, saying it was a way for people to hurt others in a manner that allowed 

them to dissociate from the act. 
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I've never really thought about it, but until you just mentioned that I think it's probably a 

way to hurt somebody and kind of disassociate yourself from it . . . So like, if you shoot 

someone, you know it's definite. But if you burn their car, you're not necessarily--you're 

hurting them, but you're not physically harming them. (P6) 

         Another participant believed that arsonists were drawn to fire because fire was 

intimidating and could potentially send a strong message. 

I don't know that, I mean, fire can be intimidating to some people, I would suppose. From 

being around it all of my adult life, it's just another thing to me. But I can see where fire 

can scare some people more so than, "Hey, I busted your windows out. I did this. I could 

do this to you," I guess. (P8) 

         However, the prevailing belief in my sample was that arsonists chose fire due for 

practical reasons: fire is widely available, easy to use, highly destructive, and can be used to 

cover up other crimes. Consider the following responses. 

I think--they think, like their fingerprints will be gone--if they think that it'll burn traces 

of them being there, all that will be gone. As my thought on why they're thinking to set it 

on fire instead of doing something else, going in and taking their things or just ransacking 

the place, whatever. I think the fire, they believe, will conceal them being there. (P3) 

Fire would potentially be a very rapid way to destroy a lot of property because of what it 

is. Maybe the intent there is to do more damage. (P4) 

I think it's opportunity. "You know what? I'm mad. I got a lighter. Let me do this." It's 

one of those things like that. (P7) 

I think that in our case, majority of the arson cases we have is just because it's readily 

available, and I think it's easy. There's a lot of fires that we have that didn't get going 
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because people didn't know what they were doing. They don't understand the chemistry 

of the fire. They just think, "If I put gas on, I put a match to it, there's not going to be 

anything left." And that's not always the case. It takes fuel, fire--I mean, it takes fuel, 

heat, and oxygen for it to work and to attain chemical reaction. (P8) 

         Fire expertise. The overwhelming majority of participants believed that most arsonists 

did not understand fire science and made a lot of mistakes as a result. 

No . . . Because most of them would be a whole lot more successful if they did 

[understand fire science]. We sometimes joke about maybe we should go out and give 

classes on how to do [arson] because the ones that are real easy to catch a lot of times is 

because had they done one or two things just a little bit differently, obviously they'd be 

more successful . . . I think, especially when it comes to people setting their cars on fire, 

they--everybody has this--well, not everybody--people have a perception that "I'm going 

to pour a little bit of gasoline in the back seat of the car, I'm going to flick a cigarette at it, 

and I'm going to walk away, and the car is going to blow up in the background, and it's 

going to be this huge, grandiose thing." A lot of times a cigarette or a match or something 

just hits the gasoline and goes (imitates the sound of fire being extinguished). (P4) 

But most people know--I mean, I've been on countless calls or countless cases where 

people have tried to use Molotov cocktails and they put it in the wrong bottle. The bottle 

doesn't break. So to me, they don't know what they're doing . . . Some of them [cover 

their tracks well]. But the most that I have seen, no. (P6) 

The percentage of successfulness with a Molotov is not as high as you think it would be. 

And a lot of them are even using plastic bottles, which just makes it an incendiary device 

and, you know . . . and a lot of times it bounces off or whatever they're throwing at. I've 
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[seen] hundreds--hundreds of Molotovs through the years. I don't think people really 

understand the whole concept behind them. They just know of it and try it. Sometimes 

they have success, sometimes they don't. Majority of the time are unsuccessful. (P8) 

         Planning. The vast majority of investigators characterized arson as an impulsive act, 

committed with little to no planning beforehand. This was especially the case with emotionally 

driven, retaliative arson. 

It's that general person at that one instance where (snaps fingers) it just snaps, and they're 

like, "I'm taking your last bit of crap. I'm going to burn your house down because you're 

my neighbor and you won't cut that freaking tree that hangs over my fence. This is 

tonight." (P2) 

The cases that I deal with where I've caught the person who did it, the circumstances are 

generally more impulsive . . . I think my experience has been that it's mostly--maybe 

more retaliatory. Maybe not like you and I are arguing right now, you leave and I'm 

going to set the fire right now, that does happen quite a bit. But sometimes it's more after-

the-fact or just burning up somebody's tent in the woods but maybe being more careful 

about they're gone, right, so I'll burn all their stuff up, maybe they're more considerate, I 

don't want to hurt the person, but I want to make the point. I don't know. (P4) 

I think they start off winging it. Yeah, I think they start off winging it. But I think they 

really do understand, I think they learn more about it, they get good at their craft. (P7) 

I think it depends on the education of the individual. The more education the individual 

have, the more likely they are to try to conceal their identity. The less education they 

have, the more emotion that they have, I guess. (P9) 
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         Investigators also tended to think that a lot of arsonists got caught due to their 

impulsivity. Notably, many arsonists got caught due to technological mistakes according to 

investigators, such as carrying a smartphone in their pocket. 

I would say most people you would think would remember by now (chuckles) but your 

cell phone, everyone takes their cell phone with them. And now with the technology for 

doing things such as with Google, they have the geofencing and you can plot out an area 

and if you can find devices that were in that area and then furthermore, going back to the 

repeat offender people, we've had people with ankle monitors that have gone and set fires 

and we just pulled that data. And there was one particular case where there was a fenced-

in area where that person shouldn't have been, but the ankle monitor put him in that 

fenced in area where the fire occurred. (P3) 

Some of them actually do cover their tracks pretty good, but they're not keeping up with 

the technology. (laughs) The technology is getting a lot of them, more than anything now 

. . . GPS is the main thing because of your cell phone--it's getting a lot of them. (P5) 

Discussions 

Most Memorable Investigation. When asked which investigation was most memorable 

to them, investigators provided a wide variety of responses. Many participants mentioned cases 

that made an emotional impact on them as they involved homicide or attempted homicide. 

Consider the following responses. 

Probably the one that sticks with me the most was when I first came back here. I don't 

know how long I had been back here. There was an apartment fire in the city where an 

individual had too much fun, started cooking something on the stove, and eventually fell 

asleep, which caused a fire. It was a common front entrance to the building, to an interior 
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stairwell. And... [picks up a piece of paper and begins explaining the floor plan on it] If 

you're looking at the back of the building, there were two doors on this level that had 

stairwells that went out to a little balcony and had an exterior stairwell that went this way. 

The fire started in this apartment. The fire starts coming out the windows here, 

compromising the stairwell so they can't go down the stairwell, otherwise they're going to 

get burned. They can't go out the front entrance because it's full of smoke. They open up 

the door, it's full of smoke. They shut the door. I'm going to go out the back. They try to 

go out the back, they're going to get burned trying to get through the fire . . . The person 

on that second floor died. How do I get justice for that family, for that individual that 

died, for somebody that fell asleep while cooking French fries or whatever. It wasn't 

malicious. There was no crime that was committed. So I don't know--we sat here for days 

trying to figure out if there was something that we could charge the individual with, and 

we couldn't come up with any crime. Being stupid isn't a crime. It's contagious in this 

country. (P2) 

Probably going to be my fellow that tried to burn his parents--stepdad, real mom. I had 

texts that--he texted his sister, so I had the threats. I heard him . . . Texted his sister that 

parents--mom, mom, dad, dad did to me, that kind of stuff. A lot of times you can't 

believe that because they got to ask them whether you can make a fake text . . . He tried 

to burn [his parents]. So he took a kerosene, poured it around the front porch, all around 

the side of the house. I knew it was deliberately set. Police had him in custody. They had 

him in custody. They had him in custody because the sister said he had set that fire. 

Nobody saw him do it. But the neighbor across the street, and it wasn't at night, it was--I 

think the next day that actually they went through the video and had a video of him. 
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That's how I was able to get a conviction of him for that case. That kind of pissed me out 

because then mom and dad were asleep in the house. It just so happened they had a 

different egress they could get out the back of the house. He tried to go all the way 

around, but he just didn't--he didn't block both doors with [inaudible] three doors where 

they couldn't get out. Because if they couldn't get out, they probably would have perished 

. . . Like I said, somebody burning a car or something like that--that's material stuff. But 

you're trying to hurt somebody, yeah, that does stick out. It's just like in the field, fire 

stations. Like I said, you run a lot of calls, death and all. But it's those kids when they 

hurt, car accident, and stuff like that, those are the ones that stay on your mind. Those are 

the ones that bother you. (P5) 

         Some participants mentioned arsons that occurred during the racial justice protests of 

2020 and 2021. Many of these high-profile cases were investigated by AFRD and had clearly 

made an impression on investigators. 

The Wendy's fire . . . Yeah. 125 University [Ave] (the address of the Wendy's in 

question) during the Rayshard Brooks incident. Yeah . . . It was just memorable for me 

because I did a lot of the search warrants and things like that for people, because there are 

a lot of warrants involved. And I mean, we had a lot of moving parts to that too, because 

the state helped us out, ATF helped us out . . . So that was the one that was the most 

memorable for me, just going down and typing the warrants up, going to actually talk to 

the judge, get the judge to sign off and asking what's going on and all that stuff. So that's 

why it was memorable for me. (P1) 

The protest fires . . . I had never experienced anything like it before. I used to see it on 

TV, but you never think that you're going to be involved in anything like that. And then 
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at the same time, they're very memorable for me because--conflicts of how you feel about 

certain situations. But you still got a job to do. You just feel conflicted about the whole 

thing. You know that people are protesting because they're emotional and what they 

perceive to be as an injustice. And I can emphasize [sic] with that. So what is actually 

happening, you feel a sense of... There was some emotion that I understand. You have a 

sense of understanding of what is actually happening, whether it is that you would 

participate or not, or you felt like you should be doing it or not. You gotta do an 

understanding. And so to go and now lead the investigation would have some internal 

conflict. But you still got a job to do, and you just find to do the best and the right thing. 

And where things actually escalated, individuals were hurt at the Wendy's [fire] because 

of some of the protests that were happening. A little girl was hurt. What was happening 

could not continue to happen. You just can't take over a city block and just say it's 

[inaudible], anybody who comes down this way they're gonna hurt them, whether they 

live there or not. (P9) 

Other investigators mentioned cases that were unusual in nature, such as those involving 

female arsonists or a smoking gun. 

I had a case where it was a trailer park and a mobile home, and there was someone in the 

shower, and it (the assailant) was a female. She went there and set the bedroom on fire 

outside of the bathroom--knowing that that person was in the shower, set the trailer on 

fire. A person was burned, survived, but was severely burned, [I] made the arrest. I just 

charged her with arson. The DA's office tacked on aggravated assault for using fire to 

assault someone. So she got 20 years for arson in the first degree and ten years for 

aggravated assault, all time to be served on probation. So she never went to jail--well, she 
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went to jail, but then got bailed out and then got probation. And then about two years 

later, another fire happened in that same trailer park. And we never could get proof, but 

she was the prime suspect in that fire . . . And it was pretty significant because female 

arsonists are not very common. Most of the time it's a male. And so the fact that my first 

[arrest] was a female . . . That stood out. And then there was a victim, a burn victim in the 

case. So I think that one definitely stand out. (P3) 

We had an apartment. This is kind of a long story, but we had an apartment complex. 

And there was an altercation between a juvenile and an adult. And the juvenile 

confronted two adults in the apartment complex in the . . . They were both living inside 

the apartment complex. And the two adults were shooting guns. And so the child or the 

juvenile approached them and said, "Hey, stop doing this please." . . . And he (the 

juvenile) asked them to stop and they told him basically to get out of his business. And if 

they didn't, then he would, you know, he would learn grown man things . . . And so, a 

couple of days later, one of those guys, allegedly--I don't know if I can say that if I know-

-but anyway, he hasn't been--I don't know if he's been convicted, so... But he hired a 

homeless person to throw Molotov cocktails into the little boy's bedroom because he 

knew where he lived. Because they lived above, I forgot about that part. They lived 

above. And so what they did not realize is there was a camera pointing right at where he 

himself came and set the Molotov cocktails at many hours before the guy came and threw 

it. But I had to do a lot of research and a lot of digging to get these things. And when I 

got them, we also collected an unused Molotov cocktail. And so it was sent to the GBI 

and it came back positive for prints. It was a glass bottle. And so with that info and 

having who I thought it was, that gentleman had been arrested before. And so his prints 
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were on the FBI's sitlist or whatever that's called. And so they cross-referenced his prints 

to the bottle and he came back a match. So to me, that was the most memorable because 

there was just a lot of work and he ended up getting arrested . . . And that was what was 

so memorable for me is that you just don't ever get a fingerprint. (P6) 

CSI Effect. Many investigators felt that movies had a “CSI effect” on people’s 

perceptions of arson, distorting the reality of fire science and how arson investigations worked. 

Because most people don't understand fire dynamics and fire science and how those 

things work. So, yeah, a lot of them, if they would do one or two things just a little bit 

differently, they'd be more successful. I think the movies have ruined that for everybody . 

. . Yeah, because it looks pretty grandiose. You think of how many cars do you see 

explode in movies, right? How many times do you see a fire in a movie where maybe 

they're filming, like the idea is that the people are inside the burning house and there's a 

little bit of fire here and there's a little bit of fire over there, a little bit of fire up there. But 

that's not how fire works at all, where they would be laying on the floor choking and not 

being able to breathe or something. Just the perception and the reality sometimes are two 

different things. And like I said, I don't think a lot of people plan ahead as much... It's 

more of a passionate or heat of the moment type act. (P4) 

I think civilians believe that [arson investigation] is like CSI. And so we've got all these 

resources and stuff and we're going to take it to the lab and get fingerprints and this and 

that--so no, I don't think [civilians understand what we do]. (P6) 

COVID. I asked investigators how the COVID pandemic affected arson rates and 

investigations. Participants noted both positive (e.g. fewer fires) and negative aspects (e.g. 

changing unit dynamics). 
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[2019] and 2021, everybody stayed inside. Everybody stayed inside because you get a lot 

of . . . There were fewer fires, I'm not gonna say arson . . . Because you got somebody, 

they rush and they try to get to work in the morning, put something on the stove and they 

forget to cut the stove off. Even though might take that boiled egg out of the water, but 

they forget to turn the water off and they leave and next thing you know, it's a house fire. 

So we get a lot of kitchen fires and stuff like that. But back then, during COVID, nobody 

left. Everybody was home. They were working from home. (P5) 

Oh, yeah. COVID had played a huge role [in arson rates] . . . I just think more people 

were at home. (P6) 

Unfortunately, [COVID] wasn't easy on anybody. But part of the things that we ended up 

doing was, we were so used to being a group, always with a group--in a group setting, 

that that changed. And one of the things that we like to do is we like to share information 

about cases and things like that. Well, that absolutely positively went away. Because we 

could never get the entire group together . . . So now, even though we don't get to--we 

still don't get the group together as often as we do. We still try to have a weekly meeting 

on Fridays over Zoom . . . But COVID really, like I said, has changed a lot in the group 

aspect. Honestly, we're still reeling from it. So far as our investigation goes, no, didn't 

really change our tactics and way we investigate. We still investigate things the same 

way. But again, like I said, we just do it in a smaller group. (P7) 

Oof, it was challenging for us because everybody had to stay away from each other. So I 

was the only person in the office. Everybody worked from home . . . We had a lot of 

virtual meetings to try to keep up because there are patterns that you may see. Each 

investigator doesn't go on every fire. Sometimes if there is an arson fire or a [inaudible] 
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of arson fires, it's hard to pinpoint that out if we're not communicating with each other. 

That was difficult, and that was right around the time when we had a lot of protests going 

on in the city. Trying to maintain was difficult and stay away from each other all at the 

same time. Then we only had nine investigators at the top. We worked 24 hours, seven 

days a week. Manpower can become an issue if individuals are sick. We juggle with that, 

but we did a good job with it. It was a stressful time, but an eventful time at the same 

time. I learned a lot. That was my first time dealing with protest fires. There were 

multiple agencies all working together and being that it was in the city of Atlanta, we 

were expected to facilitate what was going on. (P9) 

Study 1 Aftermath 

 During the interview study (Study 1), I made several observations. The first was that 

arson investigators’ perceptions of arsonists, one of my main points of interest as I embarked on 

the study, did not turn out to be as insightful as I had expected. Most of the data I collected on 

investigators’ perceptions of arsonists’ motives, choice of fire, fire expertise, and planning were 

consistent with what we already knew from existing research on arsonists. By contrast, role 

conflict emerged as a theme during the study and turned out to be highly insightful. As a result, I 

decided to assign more priority to the role conflict domain as I began Study 2, the focus group 

study.  
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Chapter IV: The Focus Group Study 

Method 

Setting 

For this study, I organized a focus group with arson investigators employed by the 

Atlanta Fire Rescue Department (AFRD). AFRD is a metropolitan fire department with a wide 

coverage in the city of Atlanta, having responded to over 100,000 calls for service over a 

coverage area of 135.7 square miles in 2017 (Atlanta Fire Rescue, 2023). Despite its reach, the 

arson investigation unit is relatively small and tight-knit, comprising approximately 10 

investigators at the time of the study, making it ideal for a study focusing on occupational 

culture. Following an introductory meeting with the Section Chief in 2022, I managed to recruit 

via email 6 arson investigators for a focus group session that would take place in their office. The 

resulting participant pool included investigators at a variety of experience levels; two novice 

investigators and two supervisors, including the newly-promoted Section Chief. 

Procedure 

The focus group took place at the common area in the AFRD arson investigations office. I 

informed participants that they would be engaging in a 60-minute moderated discussion 

regarding their job attitudes and perceptions, including job satisfaction, stress, and role conflict 

experiences. The procedure involved a semi-structured focus group protocol, where participants 

were asked to discuss a pre-determined set of topics while allowing deviations where necessary. 

This was to ensure consistent data collection on themes relevant to the study while also allowing 

room for new themes and concepts to emerge. 

         All participants consented for the focus group session to be audio-recorded. I carried out 

the audio recording using both a laptop and a smartphone to allow for double protection of the 
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data. The session lasted approximately 90 minutes, which was significantly longer than I had 

anticipated. Some participants would later attribute this to losing track of time as they were 

stimulated and engaged in the discussion. 

         After the session was over and I transcribed the data, the final step was analyzing the data 

thematically on NVivo. Consistent with Spradley’s (2016) methods of participant observation, I 

analyzed the data in domains and subdomains. I grouped the coding into three categories: 

Attitudes, Perceptions, and Discussions. Attitudes, in social psychology, refer to “a mindset or a 

tendency to act in a particular way due to both an individual’s experience and temperament” 

(Pickens, 2005, p. 44). Therefore, attitudes are participants’ self-reported feelings on certain 

subjects, such as how they feel about their unit’s case clearance rates. 

         Closely related to attitudes are perceptions, which refer to individuals’ personal 

interpretations of stimuli, regardless of whether or not these interpretations reflect reality 

(Pickens, 2005, p. 52). For instance, arson investigators might perceive arsonists to be of an 

impulsive temperament, even if this generalization is not true. To compare, whereas believing 

that arsonists take a sloppy approach to their crimes is a perception, having disdain for dealing 

with the sloppy work of an arsonist is an attitude. 

         Lastly, the discussions category denotes domains and subdomains that are relevant to 

study concepts but do not necessarily reflect a participant’s attitudes or perceptions. Examples of 

discussions include what it was like to work arson cases during the COVID pandemic or how the 

CSI effect manifests in arson cases. 
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Results 

Attitudes 

Job motivation. Participants reported a variety of motives for becoming an arson 

investigator. INV-A, who was relatively new to the job, reported intrinsic motivations. 

I guess for me, it would be pride and just the--you know, loving the job . . . In the little 

amount of time I've been doing it, [I like] all of it, every aspect of it. Being able to go in 

and look and see and track down the fire to a specific point, you know, and figuring out 

why. Why it started, and then piecing that together with--with interviews and, you know, 

witness interviews and first end (?) companies. And it's just very interesting. (INV-A) 

By contrast, INV-B, who was also a novice investigator, reported having ended up in arson 

investigation due to circumstances outside his control. 

Well, first time I got--came back here in 2010, I was just promoted into the spot. So at 

that time, I... It was all just kind of a shock because you come in as a new investigator, 

you get certified as a police officer, whereas in the police department, investigators been 

on in the job for five to ten to 15 years and has experience and those all ins and outs of 

the trade. And then I was just... I could speak for these guys here, too, because they all 

went through the same thing, such a big learning curve that the first arrest I made, I had 

no idea what I was doing . . . Well actually I was not promoted into the spot. I was 

promoted into the field, and some things happen there, and they wanted to get me out of a 

certain station . . . And they moved me to here. (INV-B) 

         Two participants who were in supervisory positions, INV-C and INV-F, also reported 

contrasting backstories. 
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The motivation for me has changed throughout the years, me being here for so long, me 

first got back here, only really heard of arson. I am one of the few that actually 

interviewed for the actual position. Didn't know a whole lot about arson other than the 

fact that I thought it was cool because some of the arson investigators would talk to me 

when I got there, and I was just asking, what is this? What is that? Then they would point 

out to this and I would think, oh, man, that is cool. How do you do that? So the 

opportunity came, actually applied for the [inaudible]. Motivation at the time was just 

wanting to be a good investigator. Now being in a different role, motivation for me is 

everyone back here (referring to the unit). Right? The opportunities that I thought that we 

should have had or things that I should have had, or the things that I wanted to do that I 

did not or wasn't able to accomplish is what motivates me, because I know what the 

deficiencies are. (INV-C) 

I didn't fully understand what I was signing up for, but I knew I was ready for a change, 

to get away. And this allowed me to essentially change my career without changing 

employers. And I still get to work with people that I've known my whole career, but I'm 

doing something totally different and removed from normal day to day fire department 

stuff . . . I wasn't burned out on what I was doing, I was just ready for something 

different. (INV-F) 

Paradigm shift. One of the main themes of this focus group was the difficult transition 

from firefighting to arson investigation. Since arson investigators are trained as firefighters rather 

than law enforcement, being given police powers can be a jarring experience to investigators as 

well as outside observers. 
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And there's--the state of Georgia has two arson training conferences every year, and then 

every state has got their own chapter as well. Over the National, IAAI--International 

Association of Arson Investigators--and there's NAFI as well--the National Association 

of Fire Investigators, I think it is--and they have their training conferences as well. But 

there's been conferences that I've been to in the Georgia chapter, and we get to talking 

about things or whatever, and they're--they are also mandated, like us, fire investigators 

for the fire department, and they are just absolutely baffled and just can't imagine... 

"You've never had any police experience?" I'm like, "I went to the academy, and they 

gave me a gun and some handcuffs and a ticket book." "You've never actually done 

police work out in the field?" And I'm like, no. And they're, you know, they're baffled at 

that. (INV-E) 

         Many investigators reported being clueless and anxious during their first arrest. 

Well, first time I got--came back here in 2010, I was just promoted into the spot. So at 

that time, I... It was all just kind of a shock because you come in as a new investigator, 

you get certified as a police officer, whereas in the police department, investigators been 

on in the job for five to ten to 15 years and has experience and those all ins and outs of 

the trade. And then I was just... I could speak for these guys here, too, because they all 

went through the same thing, such a big learning curve that the first arrest I made, I had 

no idea what I was doing. (INV-B) 

My first time arresting somebody is the most nerve-racking thing you can experience, 

because I got here six months after he (INV-E) did in 2010. Not even six months. I got 

here December 2010. He was here in August. The first time you arrest somebody, it's 
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like, "Fuck, what do I do? I'm stuck with this guy. Where do I go? How do I do? Hey..." 

(INV-C) 

Thankfully, officers at the Atlanta Police Department were available to assist with this 

transition. 

And it was like [redacted] was saying and he was saying, it's--when we first started doing 

it (investigating fires), with the exception of the current chief that we had at that time, a 

lot of it was getting on the phone and calling homicide or calling that buddy in the field 

or whoever worked with APD be like, "What do I do? How do I do this?" You know, I'll 

be the first one to tell you right now, to this day, if I have to arrest somebody, I'm getting 

the APD officer on scene there to help me write the ticket. (INV-E) 

A noteworthy aspect of transitioning from firefighting to law enforcement was learning to 

interact with civilians differently. Whereas firefighters help every citizen in need without 

questioning their motives or actions, police officers must use caution and skepticism in these 

interactions. The following discussion illustrates this concept quite effectively. 

INV-C: So I'll say, to add on to that, to answer that question, each one of these guys 

(referring to the unit) were firemen first. And every time you step into that big rig, you're 

going out there to help somebody. So your initial training is to help people... 

INV-F: Right--help everybody. 

INV-C: You help everybody. And so to come back here, it changes a little bit, but you 

don't change who you are. You've been helping people for the past ten years before you 

actually came back here. So when somebody is asking you for help, you don't turn your 

back on them. 

MODERATOR: Wow. 
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INV-C: You know, it's just not who we are, none of us are like that. We're just not. 

INV-F: One of the hardest things, I think, to learn in that regard was learning to not 

believe people. 

(laughter) 

INV-C: Oh yeah. 

INV-F: And that's--no shit. I mean, it was just--when you're riding the fire truck, if they 

tell you that they're having chest pain, and--right, you just help them fix the problem. Just 

believe, you know, whatever. It doesn't matter if you're lying to me or not. I'm just gonna 

help you. We can move on. 

INV-E: “None of your signs and symptoms point to chest pain. My medical equipment 

here doesn't say that.” 

(laughter) 

INV-F: I'm just gonna be nice to you, whatever. You get the help you need. But now you 

really have to. And I think that's a big part of the disconnect, too, is because people riding 

a fire truck don't regard the people in the situation the same way we do. 

MODERATOR: Sure. 

INV-F: They see the little old lady standing out in front of the front of the house that's on 

fire in her shawl, cold, at 03:00 in the morning, and she may very well be the one that 

started the fire. 

(laughter) 

INV-F: And they're out there petting her, telling her how, "We're so sorry this happened 

to you!" And then we go talk to her, and damn it, she's the one that started her house on 

fire! 
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Collaboration. It was evident from the discussion that arson investigators received help 

from APD officers when performing law enforcement duties, most notably making arrests. 

Participants reported that this working relationship showed significant improvement over time as 

the two organizations built mutual trust. 

INV-F: There have been things going on here recently where I think we're gaining a little 

more traction with APD-- 

INV-C: Absolutely. 

INV-F: where we've had a light shone on what we do more so, and where we lack in our 

understanding of police work and investigations, I think they realize that we have a very--

one, we're crutched when we start, and two, that what we do, we are very good at. And 

it's just finding people or working with people in APD that understand where we're at, but 

realizing that we are a resource for them. Just recently, there's one individual in APD 

that's reached out to us, probably four or five times in the last couple months, helping us 

out or asking us to help him out with casework that he's doing. And it's little, small, 

piddly stuff here and there, but-- 

INV-C: Mm-hm. 

INV-F: he knows that he's got something in us and it's been reciprocal, right? He's--he's 

helped us out with things that we wouldn't be able to get any other way, other than 

somebody saying, "Hey, let me give you a hand." 

MODERATOR: So you're demonstrating your value to them as one way to get them to 

kind of appreciate and respect what you guys do. 

INV-F: Sure, I mean, before it was always just like, "Go play in the corner." We got... 
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INV-C: It definitely was like that. But, you know, just--just being able to come to the 

table and add things. We've had some roundtable discussions with APD as far as the 

investigators, and because these are things that we see all the time and it's fire related, 

you know, "Maybe you need to look at this, maybe you need to look at that. This is where 

your investigation should take..." These are the things that we do on the back end. We 

may not be able to grab cell phone data and actually plot it. We don't have the software, 

but we know that this--an individual will do this, this, this and this, this, this. That's not 

your forte, right? 

MODERATOR: Yeah. 

INV-F: And we've helped them out in the past, and they're willing to... 

MODERATOR: That's great. Well, that's--that's--I mean, again, when you're advocating 

for resources and, you know, things that not only make your job easier, but make it easier 

for you to help them, you can get them on board and say, "Hey, I need a letter of support 

for this. You know, kind of help us out." You--and you wash my hands, I wash yours 

kind of thing. 

         The police were not the only outside help these arson investigators received, however. A 

novice investigator recalled a time when an assistant district attorney helped him out with an 

arrest. 

INV-B: The one thing, the one thing that I did get--and I'm--I don't know if it's guys, 

because it's been a long time since I've been back here, but I got a lot of cooperation from 

district attorney's office. I had. I knew an assistant DA, and I actually had a judge on that 

arrest there. When I called her to get a warrant, I opened up saying, look, "I'm a 
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lieutenant, but I'm not--I'm not an investigator, I'm a lieutenant. I have no clue what I'm 

doing." And she said, "Hang up and come see me." 

MODERATOR: Good for her! 

INV-B: So I went down there, and then she, when we went through the whole process, 

she wrote all out what I needed to do. 

MODERATOR: Wow. 

INV-B: And, you know, and I said, "Well, we're gonna have to let this guy go." She said, 

"Did you read him his rights?" I said, yes. And I said, "He admitted to the crime, and it's 

on video." She said, "No, we've got him. You just gotta get your everything in order." 

She said, "From now on, before you make an arrest, you call me." 

MODERATOR: Wow! 

INV-B: "And if you can't get in touch with me, here's the number to the Assistant DA." 

MODERATOR: That would be a great training (laughs) to have her come in. 

INV-B: And so I think I made three more arrests after that before I went back to the field. 

And every time... 

MODERATOR: It was good. 

INV-B: You know, and it--yeah, it went smooth because--but it was still two, three--I'd 

have to come in for three shifts, putting everything together to go make an arrest. And 

that, that's what was unbelievable to me. And I think I remember telling you, because me, 

"How the hell does anybody ever get arrested around here and get convicted?" 

Skepticism. Some investigators described using a healthy skepticism when approaching 

civilian encounters, taking witness testimony with a grain of salt while drawing their own 

conclusions from the evidence in front of them. 
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INV-D: One of the things is--we use what we call the scientific method. And part of that, 

using that, you have got to keep an open mind because if you go in there automatically 

thinking this person is going to lie to me, I'm just trying to find to prove that they're lying 

to me. So if I'm thinking, okay, fire started in the kitchen. I'm sure her ass was cooking... 

(laughter) 

INV-D: And she just don't want to admit it. And she says, "Well, no, I wasn't cooking" or 

"I was cooking, but the fire started here," now all I'm going to do is look for reasons 

where I'm showing that that fire started on that stove from her cooking. That's the 

mentality. That's why you have--that's why we go into it a different way. We don't go into 

it that everybody's... 

MODERATOR: So even when you have skepticism, it's still kind of an open minded, 

kind of helpful-oriented kind of... 

INV-D: Well, because it'll lead you down the wrong path. If I tell you the fire started 

right there where [redacted] is, I'm going to look for burn patterns to support my theory. 

Even though the fire started over here, I'm gonna look for things that's gonna support the 

fact that, "Hey, this is where the fire started." That's what you don't want to do. That's one 

of the reasons why you have to approach it from, let's say, nobody's lying. Okay? And I 

get your story and I'm, "Okay, I hear your story." Then I go in there, now I want to see, 

what do I see? What am I looking at? One of the things that I do is--I don't think 

everybody else does it, but when I ride with other people, I try not to talk with the--with 

whoever was there, I have my partner talk to them first because I want to go in there and 

see what it is. I don't want any idea of what they're going to tell me. Oh well, it started at 

the candle or started at electrical outlet. No, no, I want to look for myself without any 
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idea of where it is and get an idea and then I go back and say, "Okay, so tell me what 

happened." 

MODERATOR: So you want to make your own objective observation first and then--

yeah, that makes a lot of sense. 

INV-D: That way, it doesn't matter what you say, I'm still going by the evidence I see. 

But then I'm also going to listen to what you have to say and if those things match up 

we're golden. If they don't, I have more questions. 

Clearance rates. Investigators spoke about their unit’s arson clearance rates with a sense 

of pride and accomplishment. It was evident that clearance rates, rather than a source of stress, 

presented as a source of job satisfaction for investigators. Consider the following excerpt. 

INV-F: We just recently started looking into our numbers and how they compare to the 

state and the country, and there's just, for the clearance rate on arson cases, there's not a 

lot of good information--so far, the best thing that we found was the GBI (Georgia 

Bureau of Investigation) publishes a report, and I think the latest number that we found 

was 2022, right? 

INV-C: Yeah. 

INV-F: And as half-assed as this place feels sometimes, we are absolutely crushing those 

nationals and state numbers. And most of--if you look at 2022, most of the arrests and the 

clearance on arsons were in Fulton County, and I guarantee we had half of them. 

MODERATOR: Yeah, well, that's kind of thing where we can do a deep dive on the--

the stats and actually help you guys out. 

INV-C: Yessiree. 
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INV-F: And I just say that because of where they came from and what has happened over 

the last 10, 12, 15 years, where it was and where it is now. 

Inherent stressors. Regarding stressors encountered on the job, some investigators 

reported experiencing anxiety over the idea of wrongfully accusing an individual. These 

participants seemed fully aware of the impact that being arrested for a felony had on a person’s 

life. INV-B also noted that he seemed to worry more about making a wrongful arrest than the 

average police officer did. 

INV-B: And then considering it all, one thing that has always weighed on my mind when 

I got back here, especially after I made that first arrest, was--I was always very fearful of 

harassing somebody that was innocent, that I thought was guilty. Goes back to what he 

said... 

MODERATOR: I don't think a lot of people think about--at least cops, you know, 

they're--because they have this sort of, you know, skepticism all the time. I don't think 

that's the thing that's top of mind for them. But it's interesting [that] for you, it is. 

INV-B: Yeah. Well, I've known police officers, grew up with guys that were police 

officers, and they didn't have a problem with pointing at somebody that they thought did 

a crime. And then--because you're messing with somebody's life, I mean, like [INV-F] 

said, you're accusing somebody of a felony. 

INV-A: I mean, yeah, you just accusing someone. It stays--it goes on their record. It 

stays with them. 

INV-B: At the same time as--I want to, you know, if there's been a crime committed 

here, especially this causes bodily harm against somebody, you want to solve it. You 

want to take that person off the street. But at the same time you got the fear there. "Don't 
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get overly aggressive and mess somebody's life up." That always weighed heavy on my 

mind. 

MODERATOR: Really? 

INV-B: Yes. 

MODERATOR: You guys aren't different then... (chuckles) Because I've heard cops say 

things like, "You know, I don't know if he did it, but I know he did something so I don't 

have to be nice to him." 

INV-C: That's never the thought... 

INV-B: That sounds like my days (inaudible) when I got in trouble. (laughs) 

INV-C: I don't think there's one person-- 

INV-B: I didn't like being the victim there neither. (laughs) 

INV-C: that actually thinks like that back here. We are originally firemen-- 

MODERATOR: Yeah. 

INV-C: and we are all EMTs. We all have a duty to help individuals. Maybe the 

motivation that drives us as far as wanting to be good is completely different from others. 

But like he believes more--he's more on the loft side, I am just this big ball of wanting to 

know everything and be able to do everything, right? Kind of drives me. But as far as on 

when it comes to accusing individuals... Man, make sure it's the right person. 

When I asked participants if working with burnt evidence and having to rely on 

circumstantial evidence as a result was a potential source for this arrest uncertainty, the 

consensus was that this was not the case. As a matter of fact, a few investigators pointed out that 

burnt or charred evidence was valuable evidence in its own right. 
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MODERATOR-1: Yeah. And I'm wondering if this--if this uncertainty--because you 

guys are dealing with a lot of burnt and charred evidence, and I wonder if that contributes 

to the anxiety that you might feel around making an arrest because you're going off of 

literally destroyed evidence. And so how does that make you feel about arresting 

someone, taking their rights away from them, having this big responsibility and you're 

working off of burnt evidence. So does that come into play when it comes to making an 

informed arrest? Does that make it harder to... 

INV-C: Not for me. 

MODERATOR-1: Not for you. 

INV-C: Because that's not what I'm basing the arrest off of. 

MODERATOR-1: Mm-hmm. 

INV-C: It's not the charred evidence that I'm basing the arrest. If I--if I am making the 

decision that this is arson, the next step is the police angle. The motive and what evidence 

that I have that I'm saying that this individual actually does it. Everything else comes 

from that, which is digital data, whether it's for data that I--from video or all types of 

evidence that I'm actually putting this individual where--at the same--and I'm saying that 

he did it this way. 

MODERATOR-1: Mm-hm. 

INV-C: Right? So it might be bank records, it might be cell phone, it might be his phone 

records, he might have an ankle monitor, it might be video surveillance in another 

witness. You know, all these things I'm putting into evidence and then I'm saying, based 

off of my experience and information that I have gathered in my investigation and the 

scientific method, I am saying that this fire started this way. I'm saying, based off of the 
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evidence that I've gotten--this is why arson is extremely difficult, because it's all 

circumstantial. And all of this information that I have gathered, I believe that this 

individual did this. And when I have that much confidence… Ask me a question. I dare 

you. Yes. I don't--I don't have a problem going from that route. Ask me a question on it, 

and I'll run it to you. Run it into the ground. I believe this, this, this based off of this, I'll 

talk to you all about the fire, whether it was an accelerant being used and then I've taken 

that and it was analyzed, and I'll tell you where that individual got it from. Based off his 

bank records, based off of the data I've pulled from the gas station and the conversations 

that he had with the victim right before. Tell me... (laughs) 

INV-F: When you talk about that charred piece of evidence, really, all that is evidence of 

is that the fire happened. 

INV-C: Yep. 

INV-F: Everything else is... Everything else. 

INV-C: Yeah. 

INV-F: I mean, it just--I don't know quite how to-- 

INV-D: Well, the charred evidence is what? It's evidence! 

MODERATOR-1: It's still evidence. 

MODERATOR-2: It's not all the evidence. 

INV-D: It's not about--what you're looking at is charred evidence, and I'm looking at 

evidence. How is this evidence charred? How is it burned? Where is it burned? Is it in 

front, side...? It's evidence. So the charring has little to do with it. I mean, it does, but I 

don't look at it as charred evidence, I look at it as evidence. 
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MODERATOR-2: You don't look at it as degraded evidence because it's charred. In 

fact, that it's charred is what makes it evidence--I gotcha. 

Organizational stressors. When it came to discussing stressors they encountered in the 

organizational aspects of the job, investigators lamented that they lacked in available vehicles 

due to funding shortages. 

INV-B: It goes right back to that. And so go down there and try to convince them that, 

"Hey, we need funds back here," whereas they need fire trucks in the field. We got fire 

trucks. And y'all probably heard about that, the fire trucks, all the situation with that. 

INV-C: There are priorities. 

INV-B: That's the number one, number two, number three, number four and five priority. 

And so we're, you know, we're not even on the list... 

INV-F: Which is how we got started on that grant discussion, because we've identified--

now that chief and I have learned a lot of things here in the last few weeks and 

identifying that we are our own independent police agency and that there's considerably 

more money available in grants to law enforcement that there is fire department. I mean, 

that just opens up the floodgates. But now we... 

MODERATOR: (crosstalk) Put your law enforcement hat on, that's what you all need to 

do. 

INV-F: And then figure out how to do that and start bringing that money in. All these 

wonderful things that we want to do and can do that aren't in the fire department budget 

just because of fire trucks, personnel, overtime, equipment. Right? Hopefully we can 

open up that to ourselves and... 
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         Other organizational stressors covered in this discussion included the aforementioned 

paradigm shift, where firefighters transitioning to arson investigation go through a significant 

learning curve, and a perception of alienation due to the hybrid nature of the job, elaborated 

below. 

Perceptions 

Role identification. When asked whether they identified more with the fire service or 

law enforcement, participants gave a variety of responses. Consider INV-E, who identified as a 

firefighter first. 

I think for me, I'm 100% fire (fireman). If you can't identify where it (the fire) started, 

how it started, if you can't do the fire side of it, it doesn't matter how much police training 

you've got, you know, if you can't get up on stand with 1000% confidence, explain to the 

dumbest people in the world that are sitting in the jury how this started, it doesn't matter 

how many police classes or what... (INV-E) 

INV-A, by contrast, did not believe that fire service had anything to do with arson 

investigation. 

Looking at it objectively, none of it has to do with the fire service. It's--fire service is fire 

suppression, that's it. When we get there, it's all investigation. First--not first, but you try 

and figure out if there's any criminal aspect to it, because that changes everything. And 

when there's no criminal aspect, you know, you're doing an origin-and-cause 

investigation. So I don't see how, like, there's nothing that I learned even in regards to 

origin-and-cause that--in the fire service. You know, everything is an investigation. 

(INV-A) 



 

 90 

INV-C, a high-ranking investigator, emphasized that arson investigation was 

considerably more complex than a simple police-firefighting dichotomy. 

Me personally? Most of the job, once you leave the (inaudible) preliminary 

investigation... If it is an arson, everything else is police. There is nothing that you do at 

that point that is not a police investigation, once you've identified it as an arson. That's 

about one third of the time. We average about 300 calls a year, and about one third of 

those are arsons. Even an undetermined fire can turn into arson or some type of criminal 

investigation. It just depends on the investigator, who you are speaking to. But I still don't 

think that that is the primary of what our job is, I think that our job is broken down into 

several parts. You have the origin-and-cause expert. You have the CSI tech, which is a 

completely different field. That is a career in itself. Origin-and-cause expert is a career in 

itself. You have the criminal investigator, which is a career in itself. And then you have 

the social worker . . . And so there's several parts. (INV-C) 

Role confusion. Participants discussed the inherent difficulty of reconciling two different 

working personalities that coexisted within them: the firefighter and the cop. 

INV-F: And then the flip side on the advocacy thing, too, you talk about putting on your 

fireman hat or your cop hat. The fireman in you wants to help everybody, right? We're 

just your friendly firemen, we're here to help. But the cop hat, I can't tell you how many 

times I've advocated for the person that is being accused of starting the fire! 

INV-E: (shakes his head vigorously) 

INV-F: Right? Because this person is just insistent that "He started my house on fire, 

there's nobody else in the world that could have done it, he's mad at me, he's..." "Yeah, 

yeah, yeah, yeah, yeah, yeah." Everything about what I see says that it was an accident. 
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And when I go and talk to him, he was in Timbuktu for the weekend. Right? And I've 

still got this person wearing me out that he started the fire. And I'm advocating for the 

person who's supposedly a criminal and having to explain to somebody, "He didn't do 

anything wrong! He's--he's good to go. Like, I'm not putting him in jail just 'cause you're 

mad..." 

Alienation. A perception of alienation was apparent among arson investigators in this 

unit, which seemed to exist in two dimensions: alienation from the fire department and alienation 

from the public. Since the arson investigation unit existed in a separate location from the fire 

department (operating out of the Atlanta Public Safety Annex), investigators reported feeling 

siloed, which they described as a double-edged sword. 

INV-C: They let you do your job here. Being outside of or siloed, so to speak. But the 

disadvantages are that you're siloed. So some of the things that you may need or the 

emphasis you may put on things aren't received. So we have the ability to take a case as 

far as we necessarily agree to without the oversight or scrutiny of politics or whatever it 

is they got going on down here. 

MODERATOR: Yeah. You're not micromanaged. 

INV-C: We're not micromanaged. But at the same time, when you need something, it 

doesn't come as fast. 

MODERATOR: So you're neglected. (laughs) 

INV-C: Exactly. 

INV-D: Double-edged sword. 

MODERATOR: Double-edged sword. 
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INV-D: Double-edged sword. Sometimes we don't find out about things that everybody 

else does because we're here. 

MODERATOR: Okay. 

INV-D: And they just assume we automatically know and we actually don't. Some 

emails that are supposed to go citywide, we somehow get neglected to it. 

MODERATOR: Interesting. 

INV-D: So it's more of field operations, 40 hours workweek, but then fire investigation. 

It's almost like we're just separated from the whole section. 

MODERATOR: So do you think that communication from this office to the other one 

is--could be improved or something done differently? 

INV-C: Absolutely. Because we're still frontline. Right. But we're not considered 

frontline at times or in thought. 

MODERATOR: Yeah. 

INV-C: To give you an example, east fire station is adopted by the fire foundation. They 

get a certain amount of monetary funds per year. We are frontline. We are not part of 

that. 

MODERATOR: Oh, so you're not eligible for those funds? 

INV-C: It's not that we're not eligible. We just want to put into. 

MODERATOR: Can you... 

INV-E: Out of sight, out of mind. 

INV-C: Out of sight, out of mind. 

         Due to the hybrid nature of arson investigation, participants also reported feeling a lack 

of acceptance by firefighters as well as police officers. 
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MODERATOR: Yeah. How do y'all think police officers and traditional fire people look 

at you? Do you think they look at you in a certain way or... 

INV-C: Oh, absolutely. I think that police officers don't think we're police officers and 

firemen don't think we do anything. 

INV-B: Yeah. 

INV-D: Crossdressers. 

MODERATOR: (laughs) 

INV-C: Yeah. We're just kind of in this... 

INV-B: And to tell you the truth, I'm good with that. 

MODERATOR: Why is that? 

INV-B: Because there's no expectations of me. 

INV-C: (laughs) Oh gosh. 

INV-B: I appreciate--I am 53 years old. I got 18 months left. 

The other dimension of alienation expressed by participants was a lack of recognition 

from the public and the media. Investigators felt as though their work was not appreciated except 

in particularly high-profile cases, though INV-F pointed out that there could be advantages to 

this. 

INV-F: Without singling out anything in particular, if you just watched the news over the 

last three or four years, there have been things that have involved this office that are in a 

national spotlight, and we don't get any credit or recognition. 

INV-C: (emphatically) Oh, absolutely. Absolutely not. I'll give you one because we got a 

plaque on the wall for that Wendy's fire. That was this office right here that made those 

arrests. You know, these individuals did the-- 
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(undetermined speaker) Cover work? 

INV-C: They--they... 

MODERATOR: Oh, nobody knows that. They just assume it's the police. Right? 

INV-F: And because it's criminal investigations, it just--it all goes to the police. And, I 

mean, the last thing--I don't want to say the last thing we want, but... But it is--it is of 

value to us for people in the general public to not know that we make arrests, because I 

can play that friendly advocate from the beginning. 

Discussions 

First arrest. When asked about the first arrest they made on the job, investigators 

recalled feeling anxious and clueless. They also discussed it as just “part of the job” and not 

something to take pride or joy in. 

INV-C: You get--it just depends, like, again, it depends on the individual. For me, I 

never got any, any, like, "Ah, I arrested somebody." Never got that. My first time 

arresting somebody is the most nerve-racking thing you can experience, because I got 

here six months after he (INV-E) did in 2010. Not even six months. I got here December 

2010. He was here in August. The first time you arrest somebody, it's like, "Fuck, what 

do I do? I'm stuck with this guy. Where do I go? How do I do? Hey..." 

MODERATOR: And that's if they're cooperating. 

INV-C: That's if they're cooperating. And most people cooperate. They don't want to get 

any trouble. And so you don't want to be a jerk. You're just trying to figure out, what am I 

supposed to do? He said he did this to him, and I believe he did it, and I have evidence to 

believe that he actually did it. So what am I supposed to do with this individual? Do I just 

go, "Man, that sucks for you, man, that he just did that, but I don't know what I'm 
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supposed to do." Right? And so that's where kind of, like, you know, I go, right? He did 

this, this has to happen. And that's pretty much it. 

MODERATOR: A real-time judgment. 

INV-C: Yeah. That's all I'm doing, is following what happened and what I'm about to do 

next. It is not emotional for me at all. I don't get any real kudos or joy or anything out of 

it. 

INV-B: Yeah, me neither. 

INV-C: It's just... 

MODERATOR: That is the difference. 

INV-E: Part of the job. 

         Consider also INV-B’s story about his first arrest. It is yet another sobering illustration of 

the shock that arson investigators go through with newly acquired arrest powers. 

INV-B: First in 2010, 2012, I come back here. When I get to the point where I can 

investigate fires now, I'll be a lot better than I was then, because then I didn't know what 

to expect. They pretty much threw us to the wolves. 

INV-C: That was in the beginning of... 

MODERATOR: Yeah, but did it change for you? Did when you came back, now that 

you're back, because you went back to being a fireman, did it, did that sort of make your 

outlook a little bit...? 

INV-B: It did. I mean, it kind of helped me because when I went back to the field, make 

captain and I started riding the car as a chief, I could make a lot better decisions on 

looking what I had, when to call fire investigators. And I had a lot more experience on 

that than most because I was back here. And I know when it changed for me--when I first 
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came back here, when I made my first arrest. And the guy, the person, admitted to setting 

the fire, and I had to arrest him, and when I took him, took him to jail, I had--did 

everything completely wrong. And the sergeant over to jail, she looked at me, 

"Lieutenant, are you stupid or something?" "Yes, ma'am, I kind of am." Because I'm a 

fireman. I am not--I'm not an investigator. Yeah, I got the title investigator, but this is my 

first--she couldn't believe it. She said, "You--you--you've been out of the police academy, 

what, two months?" 

MODERATOR: Yeah, yeah. 

INV-B: You know, 'cause most investigators at the police department, like I said, they've 

been on, I don't know, they got a requirement, 7-8-10 years before they can make 

investigators. 

MODERATOR: And here you are, just... 

INV-B: Here I am from, straight outta academy, you know... 

INV-E: Making felony charges. 

MODERATOR: Yeah, yeah. 

INV-B: And the poor guys--the guys said look at him--well, I guess I'm free to go. He's 

an idiot. 

MODERATOR: I bet the DA loves that. (laughs) 

INV-B: Well, he admitted to it, and she straightened it all out, got it all, get the ball 

rolling. So yeah, so that--it took care of itself. But I was like, okay, I'm in a different 

world now. I'm not in--you know, not in Kansas no more. 

(laughter) 

INV-B: This ain't a fire engine and... 
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MODERATOR: Yeah, yeah. 

INV-B: This is a lot different world. 

Most memorable case. When asked about their most memorable case, the consensus in 

the room seemed to be the Interstate 85 bridge collapse in 2017. 

MODERATOR-1: What do you think was the most memorable in investigation to this 

unit as a whole? Was it the Wendy's Fire? Was it the Krispy Kreme or the officer one--

officer's home that you mentioned? 

INV-C: We probably all gonna say something different. 

MODERATOR-1: And that is--that is fine. 

INV-E: The memorable incident that we investigated or the most memorable 

investigation? 

MODERATOR-2: Oh, that's an interesting way to think about it. 

INV-E: Investigation--eh, I don't know. The most memorable incident? The bridge. 

MODERATOR-2: The bridge! 

MODERATOR-1: The bridge collapse. 

(sounds of agreement around the room) 

INV-C: Ah, yeah! That was... 

INV-F: That's another one. 

INV-C: That came from this office! 

INV-F: And made an arrest on this. 

INV-B: That's a huge difference back here from (inaudible) back here before, because I 

can remember one case you have was high profile and a certain chief called from 
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downtown and told you make an arrest. Do you remember what I'm talking about? He 

pretty much gave you a direct order to make an arrest and you're just like, "Yeah, no!" 

(laughter) 

Chapter V: Conclusion 

Discussion of Findings 

Study 1 

         The interview study with AFRD investigators revealed them to be intrinsically motivated 

and generally satisfied with their jobs owing to factors such as the puzzle-solving aspect of the 

job as well as the lack of micro-management from their superiors. Investigators also enjoyed 

their collaborative relationship with APD officers due to the latter’s willingness to lend their law 

enforcement expertise and resources to arson investigators. Participants also displayed an affinity 

for insurance investigators, describing their relationship as mutually beneficial. Participants did 

not speak as highly of prosecutors, however, indicating that the latter did not seem to invest 

enough time and resources into understanding and pursuing arson cases. 

         Investigators encountered various stressors on the job. Some of these stressors were 

inherent, such as arson investigation’s reliance on circumstantial evidence, which often made 

investigations difficult and even raised concerns about making an informed arrest. The majority 

of stressors, however, seemed to be organizational in nature, consistent with what we know 

about police stress (Buker & Wiecko, 2007; Violanti & Aron, 1993; Violanti & Aron, 1995; 

Dabney et al., 2013). The most common complaint, however, was the lack of resource 

availability, especially storage spaces, which not only inconvenienced investigators but also 

raised serious health concerns. Other stressors were rooted in the hybrid nature of arson 
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investigation, such as a feeling of alienation and role confusion due to performing a job that 

combines policing and fire service while not being recognized or accepted by either profession. 

         When asked whether they identified more with fire service or policing, many 

investigators indicated identifying as firefighters first. Just as common, however, was a desire to 

remain neutral and the belief that identifying more strongly with one of these roles would betray 

the hybrid nature of the arson investigation. Only one participant identified more closely with 

law enforcement, indicating that he used to identify more with firefighting but changed his 

viewpoint over time as he became more distrustful of people. This implies that role identification 

is subject to change over time and as an investigator gains experience. 

         Regarding how they defined a successful investigation, the consensus was a competency 

definition: when an investigator has done their due diligence and has tracked down all leads. Few 

investigators kept track of a case after handing it over to the court system unless it was a 

particularly high-profile case or one that had made a strong impression on them. It is important 

to keep in mind the point made by P7: due to the nature of fire investigation, not all 

investigations will involve a criminal element (e.g. accidental fires) and as such, defining success 

in a manner independent from the outcome of criminal proceedings would make sense. 

         Participants reported numerous perceptions of arsonists’ motivations and decision 

making, almost all of which were consistent with what we knew from the literature. Investigators 

had the impression that arsonists were mostly commonly motivated by profit and revenge, which 

research has shown to be the case (Redsicker & O’Connor, 1996; Barnoux & Gannon, 2014; 

Dalhuisen et al, 2017; Nordskog, 2016). Investigators also perceived arsonists as lacking an 

understanding of fire science and were guided mostly by impulse, which Nordskog (2016) has 

also written to be the case. What is still unclear is why arsonists are drawn to fire as a tool of 
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destruction. Investigators tended to cite factors such as fire’s availability and ease of use, but this 

remains to be a gap in the literature. 

         When I asked investigators what improvements they would like to see in their unit, they 

tended to point to training, technology, and funding needs. Many investigators felt the negative 

effects of a lack of hands-on training, especially one that prepared them adequately for the 

challenging transition to law enforcement. Participants also lamented a lack of technological 

resources available to police organizations, such as geofencing. The most common complaint, 

however, was the shortage of vehicles and storage spaces, which often forced investigators to 

store contaminated equipment in their own personal vehicles. This situation raises public health 

concerns in addition to simply inconveniencing investigators. 

Study 2 

         One of the major themes of this focus group study was the inherent difficulty curve 

experienced by investigators as they transitioned from fire service to having police powers. 

Multiple participants reported experiencing significant anxiety during this transition due to the 

gravity of their newly acquired arrest powers and a lack of guidance as to how to utilize them, 

enlisting help from APD as well as the DA’s office. While it is encouraging to see collaboration 

between these entities, these findings also suggest a need for additional training and resources to 

help arson investigators during their transition. 

         Even after successfully weathering this paradigm shift, investigators still felt the lasting 

effects of role conflict and confusion due to embodying the seemingly contrasting personalities 

of the firefighter (helpful and compassionate) and the police officer (cautious, skeptical, and 

having to prioritize justice over charity). The focus group revealed various adaptations to this 
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conflict: some identified as a firefighter, some identified as a police officer, others still made the 

conscious choice to remain neutral and to reject the police-firefighter dichotomy altogether. 

         The hybrid nature of arson investigation also seemed to impact how investigators were 

perceived by outside entities. Despite performing a job that seemingly integrates policing and 

fire service, investigators tended to report not feeling recognized or accepted by either 

profession; some even described mockery from the fire department due to “not doing anything.” 

A perception of thanklessness was also evident in the public sphere, where investigators 

lamented that the media did not acknowledge or pay attention to them until a high-profile case 

temporarily placed them in the limelight. It is possible that such feelings of alienation exacerbate 

investigators’ role confusion and negatively impacts their job satisfaction in a manner 

reminiscent of Cooley’s (1902) looking-glass self, where individuals form their identities based 

on how others perceive them in addition to how they perceive themselves. 

         This focus group explored both inherent and organizational stressors of policing as 

categorized by Paoline (2003). Inherently, participants expressed anxiety over their arrest powers 

and the uncertainty involved in making an arrest, while organizationally, participants rued a lack 

of funding for resources as well as role confusion to a lack of recognition from outside entities. 

The focus group also revealed valuable insights as to investigators’ coping mechanisms, 

however. For instance, INV-B managed to reframe, perhaps jokingly, outside entities’ lack of 

recognition of arson investigators as a lack of expectations of him. INV-F also found a silver 

lining in the public’s lack of knowledge as to arson investigators’ police powers: it meant they 

could maintain their advocacy in their interactions with civilians. Maintaining a sense of pride 

and shared accomplishment in their clearance rates was another coping mechanism I observed 

participants use. 
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Integration 

         When comparing the results of Studies 1 and 2, a number of differences become 

apparent. One of the most prominent differences has to do with overall themes. Whereas Study 1 

was an interview study that sought to explore all aspects of arson investigators’ professional lives 

(job motivation, job satisfaction, role conflict, etc.), Study 2 featured a more prominent focus on 

arson investigators’ role confusion and feelings of alienation and stress that result from 

hybridization. It is possible that a focus group environment in which participants were 

encouraged to engage in discussion revealed new insights on these issues that were not 

accessible through a private interview format. 

         Both studies sought to understand participants’ motivations for pursuing a career in arson 

investigation. However, having a group of investigators from varying experience levels in the 

same room (ranging from novice investigators to senior investigators in supervisory positions) 

highlighted the variation in job motivations across experience levels. For instance, INV-A and 

INV-B, two novice investigators, described contrasting backstories: whereas INV-A described 

intrinsic motivations for pursuing this career, INV-B seemed to have found himself in arson 

investigation largely due to circumstances beyond his control. Two senior investigators, INV-C 

and INV-F, also had opposing backstories: INV-C described being one of the few people to 

apply for the position of arson investigator, while INV-F recounted joining the unit because he 

wanted to explore different career paths. These results suggest that investigators tend to join an 

arson investigation unit for one of two reasons: they either desire a career in arson investigation 

or they find themselves in this profession spontaneously. The same pattern was also present in 

Study 1, where many participants were drawn specifically to arson investigation but “falling 

into” the profession was surprisingly common also. 
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         Both studies explored stressors arson investigators experienced on the job. While certain 

common stressors were highlighted in both studies (inherent stressors such as making a wrongful 

accusation; organizational stressors such as role confusion, alienation, and a lack of resource 

availability), Study 2 went a step further by uncovering coping mechanisms employed by 

investigators. Most prominently, focus group participants were prone to finding silver linings by 

reframing problems. For instance, when discussing the problem of a lack of recognition from 

police officers and firefighters, INV-B joked that this was a good thing as it meant that there 

were no expectations of him. Similarly, INV-F mentioned that it might be an advantage that the 

public has little understanding of arson investigators’ policing duties as it meant that they could 

maintain the advocacy inherent in their fire service background. My interpretation of this 

difference across the two studies is that the environment of positivity and camaraderie present in 

the focus group allowed investigators’ coping mechanisms to shine through, as opposed to 

privately discussing job stressors with a researcher. 

         Overall, Study 2 builds upon the findings of Study 1 in a variety of ways. First, Study 2 

provides a deeper exploration of arson investigators’ job stress, particularly regarding role 

confusion and resulting alienation. Second, getting together a group of arson investigators of a 

wide variety of skill and experience levels helps highlight the variation in job motivations and 

the circumstances under which a person might end up in this line of work. Third, the focus group 

study reveals new insights on how arson investigators cope with the challenges of their work.  

Limitations 

         This study used a multi-methods approach, combining two qualitative methods (interview 

and focus group) to offset the inherent limitations of each. However, certain limitations remain. 

Perhaps most notable is the issue of generalizability. My research undertaking involved a single 



 

 104 

arson investigation unit in Atlanta. As such, although it is an important first step towards 

studying other arson investigation units to reach broader conclusions, the extent to which my 

findings are applicable to arson investigators on a national scale is unclear. 

         Another limitation regarding the study methodology is that despite my multi-methods 

approach, it is important to note that both interview and focus group methods rely on self-report 

data. Regardless of whether data are collected from participants in a private or group setting, 

social desirability bias is a concern. The social desirability bias in this context can manifest in 

two different ways: participants may wish to project a favorable image to the researchers and, in 

the focus group, participants may wish to project a favorable image to the researchers as well as 

their colleagues, superiors, and subordinates. Certain disparities in findings across the two 

studies, such as focus group participants displaying a significantly less troubled attitude towards 

the issue of burnt evidence, hints at the presence of social desirability bias in my research. 

         Third, although Study 2 built on the findings of Study 1 by revealing certain coping 

mechanisms used by arson investigators, these conclusions are indirect as neither study involved 

direct questions regarding coping. Although job stress has important implications for job 

satisfaction, the manner in which employees orient to the challenging aspects of their jobs is just 

as salient. As such, despite revealing important insights on stressors encountered by arson 

investigators, insights on coping mechanisms are scant and based on indirect conclusions. 

  Finally, saturation is a factor that must be considered as a potential limitation in 

qualitative research. Research suggests that in interview studies, saturation is reached by the 13th 

interview on average, especially for studies involving homogenous populations (Hennink & 

Kaiser, 2022). However, my interview study, which consisted of a highly homogenous sample 

with investigators of similar demographics and professional backgrounds, only involved 9 
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interviews. Although it is possible that I reached saturation for perceptions on arsonists, as there 

was hardly any variety in the data provided by the respondents, it is doubtful that I reached 

saturation for the more prominent themes of the study (e.g. role conflict). For focus group 

research, saturation is reached within 4-8 sessions on average (Hennink & Kaiser, 2022). My 

focus group research only involved one session, and given the complexity of the role conflict 

complex and all the subdomains therein, it is unlikely that I reached saturation. It is worth noting 

that 4 participants were present in both studies, while the remaining 2 participants in the focus 

group were newcomers, meaning that some saturation may have been reached on some items. 

Nevertheless, it is difficult to make a conclusive statement without further research. 

Future Directions 

Avenues of Research 

Considering the limitations outlined above, future research should seek to extend my 

research both longitudinally and cross-sectionally. Longitudinal research would help us 

understand the extent to which arson investigators’ attitudes and perceptions change over time as 

they progress in their careers. Cross-sectionally, my research should be extended with arson 

investigation units from different cities, states, and regions. Since every investigation unit will 

have its own occupational culture, collecting data from more units would improve the robustness 

of research on this topic by revealing commonalities as well as nuances. 

         Future studies may also incorporate quantitative methods (e.g. surveys) to improve data 

robustness even further by elevating my research to a mixed-methods status. Both Studies 1 and 

2 involved rudimentary methods to quantify certain variables of interest, such as asking 

participants to rate their job satisfaction on a scale of 1 to 10. A job satisfaction survey, by 

contrast, would provide robust data on multiple facets of job satisfaction. Incorporating 
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quantitative methods would also improve undertakings in longitudinal and cross-sectional 

research.   

         Future research endeavors should also provide a deeper exploration of arson 

investigators’ coping mechanisms. In contrast to my indirect conclusions, incorporating direct 

questions into interview and focus group protocols that ask investigators about their orientations 

to job stress would provide a clearer picture of how arson investigators cope with work stressors 

as well as the implications their coping mechanisms have on their job satisfaction. There exists a 

body of research that documents the use of humor as a coping mechanism in police organizations 

(Pogrebin & Poole, 1988; Gayadeen & Phillips, 2016) as well as fire service organizations (Sliter 

et al., 2013; Dangermond et al., 2022). Therefore, an important next step would be to explore 

how the use of humor and similar coping mechanisms operate in a profession that integrates 

policing and fire service. 

Potential Policy Implications 

Areas of Improvement. This dissertation points to a number of policy implications for 

improving the quality and outcome of arson investigations as well as the professional lives of 

arson investigators. Evidently, certain refinements need to be made to arson investigation units to 

improve their functioning. First, arson investigation training warrants a reassessment, as 

participants in Study 1 described a lack of hands-on training that caters to their learning styles. 

An alternative would be the live burns conducted at the National Fire Academy at Maryland, of 

which investigators spoke highly. Perhaps more concerning is the finding across both studies that 

participants would often describe a steep learning curve due to being thrust into the world of law 

enforcement with little to no foundation in policing, a theme discussed more prominently in 

Study 2. In addition to warranting a more balanced and systematic training regimen, these 
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findings also raise questions about the extent of hybridization, which will be discussed in more 

detail momentarily. 

         Second, both studies point to a need for allocating more funding towards forensic 

technology and resources for arson investigators. Investigators would often describe a scarcity in 

resources and having to rely on cooperation from police organizations to help close this gap, 

such as geofencing, a resource not available to arson investigators. In a profession that integrates 

policing and fire service, the disjointed nature of police and fire service operations when 

conducting arson investigations seems problematic. We once again recall the broader issue of 

hybridization, which will be discussed shortly. 

         Third, more funding allocation needs to occur towards increasing vehicle availability and 

storage spaces for arson investigators. It would be a mistake to think of this issue as trivial in the 

grand scheme of arson investigation for two reasons. The first reason is that this was the most 

common complaint raised by participants across Studies 1 and 2, a factor that seems to 

negatively impact job satisfaction. Job satisfaction is crucial to maintaining a healthy and 

productive workforce (Yousef, 2017) and therefore, this problem should not go unaddressed. The 

second reason is that the scarcity in vehicles and storage spaces is not merely an inconvenience 

for investigators; it is a public health concern. According to Firefighter Cancer Support Network 

(2024), firefighters have a 9% higher risk of being diagnosed with cancer and a 14% higher risk 

of dying from cancer than the general population. Cancer caused an alarming 66% of career 

firefighter line-of-duty deaths between 2002 and 2016, making it a leading cause of death in the 

fire service (FCSN, 2024). Clearly, making arson investigators store contaminated equipment in 

their personal vehicles is not only problematic for their job enjoyment but also a major health 

concern. 
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Hybridization. The fourth policy implication concerns the very nature of arson 

investigator hybridization. On the surface, a hybrid profession may be perceived as one that 

evenly integrates multiple jobs. However, the findings of my studies suggest that arson 

investigator hybridization is unbalanced in a manner that places investigators under considerable 

strain. When beginning their careers, arson investigators have a foundation in fire service and 

scarcely little police training, an imbalance that leaves them woefully unprepared for a job that 

disproportionately favors law enforcement duties such as conducting criminal investigations and 

making arrests. While investigators orient to these challenges by seeking cooperation from the 

APD and the DA’s office, it is clear across both studies that the initial paradigm shift is quite 

taxing on investigators. 

         The hybrid nature of arson investigation also challenges the role identifications of 

investigators. Participants often recounted that the transition from the fire truck to arson 

investigation entailed unlearning certain things, such as “learning not to believe people” as 

expressed by INV-F. Whereas the firefighter in them wishes to help people in need, their newly-

acquired police persona must temper their benevolent instincts out of loyalty to truth and justice. 

This duality of fire service and policing also has implications for how arson investigators are 

perceived by the outside world. In the perception of many participants, neither police officers not 

firefighters accept them as one of their own (“crossdressers” as described by INV-D), the fire 

department considers them to be “stepchildren” (as described by P7) since the arson 

investigations unit is separate from the fire department, the public lacks an understanding of 

what arson investigators do, and prosecutors also lack an understanding of arson cases and are 

often reluctant to pursue them as a result. 
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         Such perceptions of being siloed and the resulting feelings of isolation can be addressed 

by (1) effectively integrating police officers and firefighters under arson investigation units and 

(2) implementing shadowing programs to strengthen relationships between arson investigators 

and prosecutors. In Study 1, when discussing which changes he would like to see in arson 

investigation units, P8 responded that he would like to see a blend of both police officers and 

firefighters going into this profession, which would greatly improve the variety of skillsets and 

resources in the same unit. 

That's the biggest setback to me when I come to this arena is, like I said, I've went from 

basic firefighter training all the way up to a company officer pretty much before I come 

here. I liken it to if I had gone and grab a police officer and I took him to the fire 

academy and I put him through the fire academy and taught him how to drag hose and set 

up ladders and spray water... I put him through that training and I grabbed him, I brought 

him out here and I threw him on the homicide squad and said, "Okay, now you're a 

homicide investigator." Because that's essentially what we do with investigators from the 

fire department. So you have zero foundation underneath your investigative training. You 

have a basic--you have no street training at all when it comes to law enforcement, other 

than what you pick up on. But either side is going to have their shortcomings because 

they don't have that foundational building of learning. If I'm a police officer, learning fire 

behavior, fire chemistry, building construction, all of those things that are involved on the 

fire side, the firefighter will have--the same situation with with firefighter, you know... 

I'm missing all this experience in here as a law enforcement or as a police officer before I 

get to investigator. I just think that merging those two together would offer you an 

opportunity to be very successful because not only are you going to get that experience 
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of--I mean, the police department has resources that we don't even know. We don't know 

what we don't know. So if you had those two together--we have our resources and 

experience, they have their resources and experience... We can train each other. Even 

before we train each other, we can take the two and make one solid investigator, fire 

investigator. (P8) 

Fostering collaboration between arson investigators and prosecutors is another avenue by 

which we can address the alienation experienced by the former group. The interviews I 

conducted in Study 1 revealed common feelings of frustration with prosecutors due to their lack 

of familiarity with arson cases and their unwillingness to pursue them. However, even among 

participants who expressed disdain for prosecutors was an acknowledgment that prosecutors 

could not be blamed for not having enough familiarity with arson and that they simply needed 

more exposure to these cases. Furthermore, the story recounted by INV-B in the focus group 

about the DA who taught him the proper arrest procedure when the former was new to the job is 

evidence as to what arson investigators and prosecutors can give each other through more 

collaboration. As such, a two-way shadowing program where prosecutors can shadow 

investigators to gain an appreciation as to the hard work that goes into arson investigations and 

where investigators can shadow prosecutors to better understand the legal process can prove 

highly beneficial. 

Shadowing can also be conducted with other entities. Two-way shadowing programs can 

be conducted between arson investigators and different investigation units (e.g. homicide) in 

order to expand investigators’ network. Arson investigator exchange programs can also be 

conducted between arson investigation units from different cities, once again allowing for 

networking opportunities in addition to contributing to investigators’ professional growth. Since 
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alienation and isolation were identified as common themes in my studies, addressing these 

perceptions would seem to be a high priority. 
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