
Responding to suicide warning signs: Information and support within the context of military culture
Suicide Behavior in the Context of Military Culture

Culture is defined as “the set of shared attitudes, values, goals and practices that characterize an institution or organization”  (http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/culture). The military has its own unique culture and even within the various branches, cultures can be very different. Responding to suicide should always be considered in the context of the culture. For example, one active duty unit may emphasize resilience and have an open attitude regarding mental health concerns, such common stress reactions in combat situations, whereas another unit may be less inclined to be so open or accepting. The bottom line is that the structure and culture of a military group or unit will define the limits of how any individual may respond when there is a suicide concern.  Regardless, there are things that you can understand and do for yourself to successfully cope with suicide behavior.

Common reactions to a suicide attempt

There are many common reactions to a suicide attempt. Often it is shocking to those who know the individual, especially those who know him/her the best.  Once the surprise wears off, many other feelings may be experienced, such as anger, disappointment, guilt, or concern. Some people become angry because they are inclined to view the act of suicide as “weak” or “selfish.” Others, depending on the circumstances, may experience disappointment because it is felt that this individual has let down his unit, friends, family, and/or colleagues. As such, the individual may even be viewed as a liability rather than an asset. Also, it is not uncommon for those closest to individual who has attempted suicide to experience feelings of guilt, asking themselves, “Why didn’t I see this coming” or “What if I had been there?”  Most people over time also become quite concerned – not only for the welfare of the individual who attempted suicide, but also for his/her colleagues, family, or others in his/her sphere of influence. This raises questions such as: can I trust him/her now; can s/he still perform his/her responsibilities at an acceptable level; and, will he/she do this again?

Understanding suicidal behavior

Why do some people consider and/or act on suicide. First, it is important to understand that 90 percent of people who die as a result of suicide have an underlying mental health and/or alcohol or substance abuse problem. Usually, it is such underlying behavioral health condition(s) in combination with life stressors and circumstances that contribute to the suicidal individual’s belief that suicide is the only option – that there are no other choices. It is also important to understand that a suicide is often an impulsive act that occurs during a time of crisis. When in a crisis, individuals are not at their best. For example, judgment, impulse control and mood may all be impaired. If a person is intoxicated or otherwise impaired by substances of abuse, such as prescription medications or illegal drugs, there is added risk during this time of crisis. In addition, access to methods of suicide – such as excessive medications or weapons - further adds to the risk of suicide death in that moment of crisis. The good news is that mental health as well as alcohol or substance abuse conditions are treatable, and people usually get better over time with professional help.

How do you approach a person who is known to be at risk?

There is no single answer to this question, however some guidance is offered here. First, understand your own reactions and feelings. Ask yourself, “How do I feel as a result of this individual’s suicide attempt or behavior?”  Are you feeling angry, disappointed, or guilty, or another strong emotion? If so, address self care as outlined in this resource guide.  Next, keep in mind that an individual who has attempted suicide is at higher risk of having another suicide crisis in the immediate future (30 days), so it’s important to be aware of warning signs that may indicate the individual is having another crisis. Also, know your role in getting him/her to immediate help. Otherwise, provide support and encouragement as the circumstances allow, without being intrusive or judgmental. Keep in mind that the individual will likely improve in time, especially with treatment and support.

When to get help

It is recommended that everyone in active duty, guard or reserve, or veteran military service organizations has heightened awareness of warning signs of suicide.  It is also important to know when to get professional help. When someone is engaging in any of the following behaviors you should seek immediate mental health care: threatening to hurt or kill self; looking for ways to kill self; seeking access to pills, weapons or other means; or, talking or writing about death, dying or suicide. Some of the other warning signs include hopelessness or helplessness; rage, anger, seeking revenge; acting reckless or engaging in risk activities; feeling trapped- like there is no way out; increasing alcohol or drug use; withdrawing from friends, family or society; anxiety, agitation; inability to sleep well or sleeping all of the time; dramatic changes in mood; or, feeling like a burden to others or that there is no reason for living or purpose in life. 

How to get help

You must follow your unit’s protocols for accessing help, and if you don’t know these, speak to your commanding officer. However, if someone is showing warning signs of suicide, it’s important to discover if in fact the individual is having thoughts of suicide, and if so, whether or not s/he has made a plan for how it would be done. When risk seems imminent (such as when s/he has a plan with access to means of suicide), seek immediate help and stay with the individual until they are escorted to help or until help arrives – never leave him/her alone, whether over the phone or in person. 

Self-Care: Healthy ways to cope with stress

There are several healthy ways to care for oneself during periods of increased stress. Some methods of healthy coping include: set reasonable goals for yourself; avoid taking on too many responsibilities; stay connected with friends, family, other soldiers, and commanding officers; make every effort to get the right amount of sleep; stay physically active and maintain a healthy diet; and, use relaxation techniques such as deep breathing. Some people also find it helpful to write in a journal. Documenting experiences and associated feelings increases self-awareness, and can help a person identify underlying emotions such as fear or anger. When done routinely, keeping a journal can also help you keep track of patterns over time – such as stressful events, physical and emotional reactions, barriers to working through problems, and/or ways of successfully coping with challenges.

Resources
National Suicide Prevention Lifeline - Veterans http://www.suicidepreventionlifeline.org/Veterans/Default.aspx 

This website provides information on the National Suicide Lifeline for Veterans (1.800.273.TALK -8255, Veterans press 1). 

Military One Source   http://www.militaryonesource.com/home.aspx?MRole=&Branch=&Component= 

This website provides information for military members, spouses and family members. There is specific information for each branch of the military including the guard and reserves. Military One Source also provides 24/7 help line (1.800.342.9647). There is also a strong online community that includes discussion boards, newsletters, podcasts, webinars, and moderated chats.  

DoD/VA Suicide Outreach   
http://www.suicideoutreach.org/ 

The DoD and VA partnered up to develop this resource center for support and information on suicide prevention for Veterans, all branches of the military including national guard and reserves, and for families and providers. 

Real Warriors   
http://www.realwarriors.net/ 

The Real Warriors Campaign is an initiative launched by the DCoE to help fight the stigma associated with service members seeking mental health care. 

Military Pathways   
https://www.militarymentalhealth.org/Welcome.aspx 

This website provides anonymous mental health screenings for service men and women and their families. Once the screening is complete, information on resources for support and treatment are provided. 

Resilience Training (formerly Battlemind) 
https://www.resilience.army.mil/ Resilience Training reflects a strength-based, positive psychology approach to Warrior behavioral health. It is designed for Warriors, Leaders, Spouses, Families and behavioral health providers. Training and information is targeted to all phases of the Warrior deployment cycle, Warrior life cycle and Warrior support system.
Tricare Mental Health   
http://www.tricare.mil/mentalhealth/ This website includes a resource center for mental health, information on how to make an appointment for mental health care using Tricare and covered mental health treatments.
Tragedy Assistance Program for Survivors (TAPS) 
http://www.taps.org/ 

TAPS is a resource for anyone who has lost a military loved one, regardless of the relationship or the circumstance of their death. TAPS providers a 24/7 support hotline (1.800.959-8277 (TAPS)).  TAPS has peer support programs, seminars and good grief camps, an online community, crisis intervention, casework assistance, professional education, and online training.

National Veteran's Foundation   
http://nvf.org/   

The National Veteran's Foundation is a non-profit organization created to help Veterans and families in need. The NVF is staffed by a team of Veterans who are specially trained in the delivery of crisis information and referral services, as well as a team of licensed volunteer counselors to whom all crisis calls are routed. The NVF has an online chat and telephone call center (1.888.777.4443 open 9AM-9PM PST Daily). They handle calls on a variety issues such as Veterans in need of medical treatment, substance abuse treatment, PTSD counseling, VA benefits advocacy, food, shelter, employment training, legal aid, and suicide prevention. 

Give an Hour   
http://www.giveanhour.org/skins/gah/home.aspx 

Give an Hour is a nonprofit organization providing free mental health services to U.S. military personnel and families affected by the current conflicts in Iraq and Afghanistan. This website provides information on how mental health providers can donate time and how military personnel and their families can access this free care.
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