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time in service (see Figure 6.13). Females and those with less than a high school education also 
showed higher rates of suicide attempts.

Another question asked was whether being sent to the front such as in Iraq 
was associated with increased risk of suicide (Reger et al., 2015). Researchers 
found that deployment itself was not associated with the rate of suicide. This was 
surprising, since many people assumed that going to war zones would increase 
the suicide rate, but this was not the case. However, higher rates of suicide were 
associated with leaving the military with less than 4 years of service, whether the 
soldiers went to the front or not. There were also higher rates of suicide for those 
who left without an honorable discharge.

Based on the interpersonal-psychological theory of suicide (IPTS) discussed 
previously, a group of researchers sought to determine the role of capability for 
suicide (Bryan, Sinclair, & Heron, 2015). These researchers conducted a prospec-
tive study of 168 military personnel deployed to Iraq. Specifically, they wanted to 
know if capability for suicide was acquired over time as suggested by the theory. 
That is, would the continued exposure to combat and painful experiences lead 
to greater capability for suicide? However, in this study, the capability for sui-
cide remained constant from pre-deployment to the end of deployment. These 
researchers suggest it is not the military experience per se, but rather a stable indi-
vidual difference that leads one to suicide. Thus, certain individuals may be more 
vulnerable than others.

In terms of the treatment of military personnel who express suicide ideation 
or who attempt suicide, current reviews suggest that CBT, dialectical behavior 
therapy (DBT), and cognitive therapy offer the most promise. One of these stud-
ies compared treatment as usual with an addition of CBT (Rudd et al., 2015). This 

FIGURE 6.13 Do Soldiers Who Attempt Suicide Do So Earlier or Later in Their Career?
Enlisted soldiers show greater suicide risk in the early months after joining the army. Officers show an overall lower risk, which is not 
related to number of months in the army.

Source: Ursano, R. J., et al. (2016). Risk factors, methods, and timing of suicide attempts among US army soldiers. JAMA Psychiatry, 73(7), 
741–749.
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It has been estimated that every 18 hours, a 
member of the U.S. armed forces takes his or 
her life.
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