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Suicide Prevention


Updated by Lieutenant Colonel Bruce C. Evans, March 2004

AUTHORITY:   ANGI 52-154, Suicide Prevention and Violence Awareness Training (28 Jul 03); AFI 44-154, Suicide and Violence Prevention Education and Training (3 Jan 03); AFI 44-153, Critical Incident Stress Management (1 Jul 99); AFPD 44-1, Medical Operations (1 Jul 99).

INTRODUCTION

In recent years the United States Air Force has learned that suicide is the second leading causes of death among its personnel.  In 2001, 35 Air Force members committed suicide.  Suicide accounted for 13 percent of all ANG deaths between 1990 and 1997.  In 2003, the ANG created its own Suicide Prevention Program in the Chaplain series applicable to Title 32 Air Reserve Technicians and all ANG units.  AFI 44-154 still applies to members in Title 10.  

The new program still focuses on education, identification and referral.  Installation and Wing commanders establish an “Integrated Delivery System” (IDS) Committee to “identify[y] and resolv[e] individual and family related issues, needs and resources”  (Paragraph 3.3.1.).  The Installation Chaplain (HC) provides the units with information and resources for their local training in both suicide prevention and violence awareness.  Public Affairs (PA) assists in disseminating suicide and violence prevention information.  Each Squadron/Unit Commander is responsible to provide a “safe, healthful, and caring environment” for ANG personnel and insure their personnel receive training.  Each ANG member is responsible to self-identify when they experience severe stress or depression and apply the “buddy care” concept.  

Study of suicide on a case-by-case basis revealed that member suicide occurred in a predictable pattern of events that could be observed and monitored by command authorities. If alerted to the pattern of events, command can often successfully intervene and prevent this terrible loss of life. Statistics suggest that a dramatic savings in lives lost is possible if command will pay attention to the warning signs.  

TRAINING

ANGI 52-154 requires that all personnel receive Suicide Prevention and Violence Awareness Training annually.  HC provides the materials and the IDS will designate and assist trainers.  Core requirements for the training are in Attachment 2 and Attachment 3.  The ANG has prepared comprehensive educational materials that are available at https://airguard.ang.af.mil/hc.  Suicide risk factors identified in AFI 44-154 include: relationship difficulties, substance abuse, legal, financial, medical, mental health and occupational problems, along with depression, social isolation, and previous suicide threats/gestures that may increase the probability of self-harm. Training must also de-stigmatize help-seeking behavior among personnel, without de-stigmatizing the act or attempt of suicide itself. Buddy-care must include a suicide alert component so airmen can look out for fellow airmen in trouble.  

METRICS

Unit commanders must ensure that all personnel complete annual mandatory suicide prevention awareness training. The simple tracking metric is included in Figure 1 of ANGI 52-154.  

CONCLUSION

The increased operations tempo and frequent deployments continue to fuel suicide among military personnel and their families. Supervisors and commanders must insure a healthy, protective environment with proper emphasis on identifying risk factors and intervention as appropriate.  This is just another force protection issue for which command is ultimately responsible.  Mental health professionals frequently observe, “Suicide is a permanent solution to a temporary problem.” Compassion and command responsibility demand that we take extra care to protect our people at risk for suicide.

KWIK-NOTE:  Commanders should be especially alert upon learning a member is having family problems. For Reserve Component personnel, lengthy deployments may be especially stressful.
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