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Abstract
Suicide is of great concern nationally and has become a significant social problem within
the last 10years. One group of growing concern is those who served in the United States
Coast Guard (USCG) and the impact of a suicide attempt on their career retention.
Previous studies had focused on potential risk factors that may lead an individual to
attempt suicide, but there was limited research on the impact of a suicide attempt on an
individual’s career retention. It was unknown if the desire of USCG veterans to retain
their career can primarily influence their decision not to attempt suicide. The experiential
impact of suicide on the career retention of the participants was examined in this study.
The study method was planned to be a qualitative phenomenological study but changed
to a qualitative descriptive design. The theoretical framework comprised an application of
Joiner’s interpersonal psychological theory of suicidal behavior and Tinto’s integration
model for retention relevance and practical implications. Semistructured interviews were
used to collect data from 12 USCG veterans to address the primary research question as
to the lived experience of USCG members who have attempted suicide while on active
duty that are currently veterans. NVivo analysis indicated that participants experienced
difficulties with career, work, and personal relationships before their suicide attempt.
Themes were similar for participants who stayed or left service after a suicide attempt.
The results also indicated that all participants needed to receive support from people in
their life after the attempts. Data suggested peer support was critical for retention and
contributed to the promotion of a confident, healthy workforce and social growth in

communities and society after an attempted suicide.
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act of courage” (Lucius Annaeus Seneca).
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the Study
Introduction
In Chapter 1, | provide an overview of this qualitative phenomenological study
that explored the impact of a suicide attempt on members’ career retention in the United
States Coast Guard (USCG). | focused on participants’ lived experiences and persistent
themes that may support or thwart career retention after a suicide attempt. The
importance of the study centered on providing empirical evidence to mitigate the lack of
research in the psychology literature that explores the impact of a suicide attempt on the
career retention of USCG members (Newell, Whittam, &Uriel, 2009; RAND
Corporation, 2011; Tester &McNichol, 2004). The study was necessary to understand the
participants’ lived experiences, persistent themes that directly affect the human condition
after a suicide attempt, and their interaction to create a pathway to retention or loss of
USCG members. The study revealed factors that contribute to emerging themes, for
example, fatalistic institution regulations and responses to the individual’s suicide
attempt unknowingly reinforced by leadership and systematic reaction, which may affect
career retention (Durkheim, 1951; Tinto, 1993). The potential social implications of the
study can contribute to the understanding of the human condition, resilience, and
hardiness of the individual to continue employment after a suicide attempt. The benefits
of the research findings and results could be transferable to other members of the armed
forces and employees in similar professions as the USCG. For example, law enforcement
in Texas and maritime employees who have continued careers after a suicide attempt.

The findings of this study provide research data to support the application of Joiner’s



(2005) interpersonal psychological theory of suicidal behavior (IPTSB) and Tinto’s
(1993) integration model for retention (IMR) relevance and practical implications for
future research (Selby, E. A., Anestis, M. D., Bender, T. W., Ribeiro, J. D., Nock, M. K.,
Rudd, M. D., & Shento, A. K. 2004).

In this chapter, I introduce the topic, provide background information about the
problem, and discuss the purpose of the study while defining the study and research
question. Chapter 1 also includes an overview of the theoretical framework,
methodology, nature of the study, definition of terms, assumptions, and limitations of the
study. The chapter concludes with the significance of the study, the main points of
Chapter 1, and a transition to Chapter 2.

Suicide is a large problem in the United States and the military. According to the
National Strategy for Suicide Prevention (2012), between the years of 2001 and 2009, an
average of 33,000 suicide deaths occurred in the United States. The suicide rate among
the armed forces increased and exceeded the civilian suicide rate in 2008 and climbed to
22 deaths per day in 2010, with veterans having twice the risk of death by suicide as
civilians (Lazar, 2014). Members of the armed forces provided a similar distribution of
genders, age, and ethnicity as that of the civilian population but appeared at higher risk
for suicide with the current wars (McCarl, 2013). It was my hope that the results of this
study would influence current knowledge of the effects of a suicide attempt on a person’s
ability to preserve their career and discourage another suicide attempt because of
contributing factors, such as unemployment, lack of clinical care, and social support

(Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2015).



Suicide is among the top five causes of death for adults in America and the
10thleading cause of death for all ages in 2013 (Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention, 2015). In 2012, the U.S. Surgeon General, Jerome Adams labeled suicide as a
matter of national concern among those who serve in the armed forces; this problem
knows no boundaries and affects all genders, ages, ethnic groups, and socioeconomic
statuses throughout society (National Strategy for Suicide Prevention, 2012) Suicide is of
great concern nationally and globally and has become a significant social problem among
many men, women, the elderly, and young in society (Huisman, A., Pirkis, J., &
Robinson, J. 2010).

Members in the armed forces, particularly members in the USCG, represent one
group whose increased suicide rates represent an area of growing concern. Although the
impact of a suicide attempt on a USCG service member’s career has not been widely
addressed in literature, there was evidence of the effects of a suicide attempt on the
careers of those who may want to serve in the military (Army Regulation 40-501, Rapid
Action Revision Issue Date: 2011; Bergmans, Y., Carruthers, A., Ewanchuk, E., James,
J., Wren, K., &Yager, C. 2009; USCG, 2011b). There was a lack of research that
addressed the impact of a suicide attempt on the career retention of USCG members
present in the literature (Anestis M.D., &Joiner T.E. 2011; Tester, F. J., & McNicoll, P.
2004). Several researchers conceptualized the problem of the effects of a suicide attempt
on career retention in civilian occupations and among students in university settings, but
few researchers studied members in the Armed Forces (Newell, C., K. Whittam, & Z.

Uriell 2009); RAND Corporation 2011; Tinto, 1993).
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| found little to no research literature on the effects of a suicide attempt on career
retention in the USCG. The USCG has not researched the topic. The USCG is part of the
Department of Defense (DoD) and has not been included in DoD research on suicide
attempts. This oversight may explain the gap in literature and research on the
phenomenon. The USCG falls under Homeland Security while still being referred to as
one of the Armed Forces (RAND Corporation, 2011). Despite this classification, military
literature on the phenomenon does not include the USCG. | address the little to no extant
research literature in the literature search strategy in Chapter 2.

The results of this study added to the limited research literature on the impact of
suicide attempts on the career retention of those who serve in the USCG. Additionally,
the study increased the body of knowledge by using qualitative research methodology to
study the topic. Using the qualitative phenomenological design helped collect data about
the lived experience of these individuals and why suicide attempts could thwart career
retention. This study design allowed participants to contribute data that may advance
institutional, agency responses, and the development of prevention, intervention, and
postvention program targeting retention. The phenomenological results can be used to
learn more about the lived experiences of how USCG members cope and experience
exposure to painful and traumatic experiences that lead to a suicide attempt, and how the
attempt affects USCG members ‘career retention.

Background
| analyzed background literature relating to the problem of the effect of suicide

attempts on career retention and which theoretical model constructs based on the



psychology of suicide applied to this issue. Although Tinto’s model was dated, it was
nevertheless congruent with Joiner’s (2005, 2009) theory. Since the development of the
IPTSB, a growing body of literature has emerged, testing different aspects of the theory.
For example, Ma, Batterham, Calear, and Han (2016) completed a systematic review
from January 2005 through July 2015 that directly assessed the IPTSB model constructs
as predictors of suicidal ideation or suicide attempt. Alschuler and Yarab (2016) used
Tinto’s model in a phenomenological study on veteran college students’ success and
assessed themes that included medical or psychiatric issues that interfere with retention.
These studies using Tinto’s (1975, 1993) IMR supported the idea of how the unsuccessful
integration of USCG members back into their units after a suicide attempt affected their
continued career retention, which suggests a link between career retention and the ability
to assimilate back into the institution after an absence. Tinto’s model complements
Joiner’s (2005, 2009) IPTSB to demonstrate how the unsuccessful integration of USCG
men and women back into their units after a suicide attempt affects their continued career
success. The IMR had been used in studies on academic institutions but not in military
studies (Tinto, 1993). However, the IMR constructs may apply to military personnel
institutional integration. Tinto also found this application was possible because the model
builds on individuals’ abilities to assimilate back into academic institutions after an
absence, such as a suicide attempt, and focus on social integration and membership in an
institutional environment to avoid attrition. Chapter 2 contains an in-depth discussion of

this topic.



The USCG population had a low number of suicides and attempts in comparison
to some of the other branches of the armed forces; however, current DoD annual reports
did not provide suicide data on the USCG (RAND Corporation, 2011). Suicide attempts
that occurred in the USCG appear to receive little attention nationally compared to the
other armed forces, i.e., Army, Air Force, and Navy(RAND Corporation, 2011). The
literature searches for quantitative or qualitative studies on the phenomena provided few
results. Researchers of suicides in the armed forces have speculated that many of the
suicide attempts among those in the USCG and armed forces are underreported (RAND
Corporation, 2011).

The potential uses of qualitative phenomenological research were helpful when
formulating research questions on topics to explore the lived experiences of how people
cope and experience events that lead to a suicide attempt and career retention (Agee,
2009). The formulated research questions explored the lived experience of how people
coped with events that led to a suicide attempted. The questions explored how career
retention potential developed through exposure to painful and traumatic experiences. This
condition was required for the IPTSB to be necessary; overcoming powerful self-
preservation pressures may be a reason that some members of the USCG can continue
their career after a suicide attempt (Joiner, 2005). This study was needed due to the
underreporting of suicide attempts and the lack of qualitative phenomenological research
in the literature that explores the impact of a suicide attempt on the career retention of
USCG members (Newell et al., 2009; RAND Corporation, 2011; Tester et al., 2004;

USCG 2011a).



Suicide is of great concern nationally and globally. Suicide has become a
significant social problem among men, women, the elderly, and the young in society
(Huisman et al., 2010). Suicide is the second most common cause of death among people
who serve in the armed forces (Pruitt et al., 2015; Selby et al., 2011); thus, concern about
this group has grown. The relatively low rate of suicide attempts in the USCG may be
underreported and need a further inquiry to understand the lived experience of its
members who are affected by this phenomenon. Although the impact of a suicide attempt
on the careers of military members has not been widely addressed in literature, there is
evidence that demonstrated the effects of a suicide attempt on a person’s career retention
(Bergmans et al., 2009; Brenner et al., 2008; Rajeev et al., 2011; Ventrice, Valach,
Reisch, & Michel, 2010). In the past two decades, some researchers sought to determine
how a suicide attempt impacted retention or attrition using both qualitative and
quantitative methodology theoretical frameworks (Gutierrez et al., 2013; Ireland et al.,
2012).

Bergmans et al. (2009) and Ventrice et al. (2010) used phenomenological inquiry
and semistructured interviews as a strategy to approach content, thematic statement
analysis, coding of a suicide attempt, and coding of the impact of the suicide attempt on a
participant returning to work. Bergmans et al. found that experiences and barriers
associated with the return to employment following a suicide attempt had not been
addressed in the literature. Brenner et al. (2008) provided information on the potential
suicide risk factors that military personnel may experience, while Drum et al. (2009)

provided insight into the full spectrum of suicide thought, intent, and the implications for
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conceptualizing the problem for guiding multiple points along the continuum of suicidal
thoughts and behaviors.

Rajeev et al. (2011) asserted that there was a need for studies aimed at looking at
life events and themes rather than just quantitative data on the impact of suicide attempts
on military personnel. Ventrice et al. (2010) conducted a study that utilized a narrative
approach and semistructured interviewing techniques and found that direct exposure to
suicide behaviors might leave memory traces that increase an individual’s vulnerability to
suicidal behavior but presented no evidence of the impact of an attempted suicide on a
person’s career. Englander (2012) provided relevance of the importance of interviewing
during a phenomenological study, reflecting on primary concerns of data collection
procedures, selection, and some participants and criteria. My study adds to the limited
qualitative phenomenological research available on the lived experiences and impact of a
suicide attempt on the career retention of USCG members (Newell et al., 2009; RAND
Corporation, 2011; Tester et al., 2004).

Problem Statement

Suicide was the 10th leading cause of death in the United States, is of great
concern globally, and has become a relevant and significant social problem (CDC, 2015;
Huisman et al., 2010). During the fiscal year 2010 through 2012, there were 38
hospitalizations for suicide attempts in the USCG (USCG, 2013). The U.S. Surgeon
General declared suicide a “serious public health problem” (p. 3) that knows no
boundaries and affects all genders, ages, ethnic groups, and socioeconomic statuses

throughout society (National Strategy for Suicide Prevention, 2012). Certain groups and
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individuals may be more susceptible to attempting suicide, including service members of
the USCG. According to the CDC (2008), the total suicide rates in 2008 were estimated
to be 20.2 per 100,000 soldiers, compared to 19.5 per 100,000 civilians in the United
States with similar demographics. In 2010, there were 43,167 members of the USCG
serving on active duty, and eight members completed suicide (USCG, 2011a). In 2010,
approximately 1.7% of USCG members answered positively when asked if they had
attempted suicide in the past, a number which represented about 719 active duty members
(USCG, 2011a). This number was higher than the recorded 38 suicide attempts that
resulted in hospitalization from 2010 through 2012. The World Health Organization
(2012) asserted that approximately 1 million individuals died by suicide and estimated
that 10 to 20 times more individuals attempted suicide.

Military personnel represent a cross-section of the larger population within the
United States and appear at higher risk for suicide with the current war(s) than the total
civilian population. Bergmans et al. (2009) asserted that barriers exist with the return to
the employment of individuals who attempt suicide, but this situation was not widely
addressed in the literature. Although the impact of a suicide attempt has not been widely
dealt with in the literature, there was evidence of the effects of a suicide attempt on the
careers of those who may want to serve in the military. According to Army Regulations
(AR 40-501, 2007 & Rapid Action Revision Issue Date 2011), individuals who have
previously attempted suicide are at significant risk for a repeat attempt in the future.
Therefore, a history of attempted suicide or suicidal behavior was and could be a

disqualifier from service. USCG members’ retention was affected if a suicide attempt
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associated with a mood disorder required hospitalization or treatment (including
medication, counseling, psychological, or psychiatric therapy) for more than 12 months
(Commandant Instruction (COMDTINST) M6000.1E, 2011b). When there was a
substantial issue with the physical or mental fitness of a USCG member for duty, the
issue will affect retention, which was defined per an examination by the direction of the
commanding officer when there was substantial doubt as to the member’s physical or
mental fitness for duty (COMDTINST M6000.1E, 2011b). A tentative operational
definition for the term career retention for this population was those USCG members
from October 2010 to October 2012 who remained in service after the end of their service
obligation past their suicide attempt and was stated to be mentally fit for duty.

The USCG (2013) collects quantitative data in regards to the number of suicide
attempts, completions, and hospitalizations but does not provide the effects of suicide
attempts on its members’ career retention, thereby failing to add to current research and
the increase the base of knowledge into the impact of a suicide attempt on its members.
Several studies have conceptualized the problem of a suicide attempt’s effect on career
retention in the armed forces. In the Behavioral Health Quick Poll of Navy personnel,
Newell et al. (2009) asserted that there was a belief among members that a suicide
attempt has a significant negative impact on their career retention. In a study conducted
by the RAND Corporation (2011), there was a vast amount of quantitative information
provided on the impact of a suicide attempt on members of the armed forces that include
mostly those that fall under the DoD, excluding the USCG. The RAND Corporation

(2012) provided quantitative data of evidence detailing suicide epidemiology in the
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military without focusing on the USCG or providing information regarding the impact of
suicide attempts on an individual’s’ career. Career retention was discussed primarily in
the context of services and programs that focus on suicide prevention.

In Chapter 2, | provide an introduction of how the results of this study made an
important contribution to the literature on suicide impact and career retention in the
military and employment. There was an important gap in the current psychology
literature of qualitative and quantitative studies conducted on the problem of the impact
of suicide attempts on career retention. The literature search identified four clinical
cohort studies. Platt and Kretman (1990) and Morton (1993) examined the employment
status of those individuals hospitalized after engaging in suicidal behaviors. There was
also earlier literature, which found higher rates of suicide among the long-term
unemployed versus short-term unemployed suicide attempters (Platt et al., 1985, 1993).
There were two population-based cohort studies of attempted suicide in young people
under 25 years of age conducted in New Zealand (Fergusson et al., 2007). My searches
yielded no other studies conducted by academics on the phenomena, showing a void in
research due to the underreporting of suicide attempts among those in the USCG and
armed forces.

The findings of this study contributed to the literature by providing additional
knowledge to researchers and practitioners in the field of psychology about the lived
experiences of the individuals and underlying themes that affect individuals’ capacity to
maintain a career after a suicide attempt. The study provides future data and information

that may support the use and application of the concepts of Tinto’s (1975, 1993) IMR in
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conjunction with Joiner’s (2009) IPTSB. The results of this study could also be used to

assist with current institutional programs and policies focused on the exploration of
precipitating themes that prevent career retention. Tinto (1993) and Joiner both asserted
that individuals might possess a series of characteristics (e.g., demographics and social
support networks) that influence institutional retention but not the sustainability of a
career after a suicide attempt. This assertion represented a significant gap in the current
literature.
Purpose of the Study

The suicide rate among active-duty military members during 2012 increased to an
average of one per day (Thompson & Gibbs, 2012), with 2012 having the highest military
suicide rates on record (Briggs, 2013). In the U.S. Military, the high suicide rate was a
critical social dilemma that demonstrates the need for broader study and research that
explores the impact of a suicide attempt beyond quantitative research of the problem to
understand the impact a suicide attempt has on the career retention of service members
that survive an attempt. Little phenomenological research had been conducted on
members of the armed forces exploring their lived experiences, perceptions, and
perceived impact on their career retention following a suicide attempt, which were the
intentions of this study (Bergmans et al., 2009; Brenner et al., 2008; Rajeev et al.,
2011;Ventrice et al., 2010).

This study was unique because it addressed an under-researched area of focus: the
impact of suicide attempts on the career retention USCG service members. The shared

lived experiences of USCG members who attempted suicide and their ability to maintain
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their military career after receiving mental/emotional health services through their
commands and work-life programs may provide information that assists with program
assessment and dispelling the attitudes and beliefs that may interfere with the USCG
members’ career retention and reintegration into their units after a suicide attempt. The
findings of this study could enable work-life professionals and USCG leadership to
provide a positive social change in the lives of the service members by mitigating factors
and negative themes that may prevent a service member from accessing post-care and
help USCG members focus towards maintaining their career status after a suicide
attempt.

The results of this study impact social change in the nation by furthering
knowledge in the field of psychology and on the use of Tinto’s (1975, 1993) IMR in
conjunction with Joiner’s (2009) IPTSB to reduce economic strain and promote well-
being for individuals who have attempted suicide in other professions. Additionally, the
findings of this study may assist with improving prevention and postvention services, as
well as adding to the professional literature in a manner that may become a significant
template to address this social problem globally. The results of this study added to the
limited theoretical literature on the impact of suicide attempts on the career retention of
those who serve in the armed forces. A systematic review of the theoretical literature
published from 2005 to 2015 completed by Ma et al. (2016) assessed the use of the
IPTSB constructs as predictors of suicidal ideation or suicide attempt. They reviewed 58
articles reporting on 66 studies. Their review of the theoretical literature showed that the

most tested component of the model was the effect of perceived burdensomeness on
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suicide ideation and attempt. Alschuler and Yarab (2016) used Tinto’s model in a
phenomenological study on military veteran college students’ issues related to college
success. The researchers identified the emerging theme of medical or psychiatric issues
that may interfere with retention or persistence. Consequently, retention rates were
indicators of institutional success, and it was noted that suicide attempt rates seem to
elevate after a person was discharged from military service (Brenner et al., 2008).

In this study, | focused on the impact of a suicide attempt on career retention, and
the findings contribute to the understanding of the human condition, resilience, and
hardiness to continue employment. My goal was to provide data supporting relevant
practical implications and knowledge. Suicide is a large problem in society, and it is even
more of a concern in the military. Members of the armed forces provide a similar
distribution of genders, age, and ethnicity as that of the civilian population but appear at
higher risk for suicide with the current wars (RAND Corporation, 2011). Additionally, 1
hoped the results of this study would influence current knowledge of the effects of a
suicide attempt on a person’s ability to preserve their career and discourage another
suicide attempt because of contributing factors, such as unemployment and lack of
clinical care and social support (see CDC, 2010).

Research Question

In this phenomenological study, | examined the experiential impact of how a
suicide attempt affects the career retention of both active duty and discharged USCG
members who remain in service after the end of their service obligation and who are

stated to be mentally fit for duty. The research question that guided this study was: What
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is the lived experience of USCG members who have attempted suicide while on active
duty? The interview guestions developed to address the research question are in
Appendix B.

Theoretical Framework for the Study

While I discuss the framework in detail in Chapter 2, it was necessary to provide
an overview of the theoretical framework for this study of Tinto’s (1975, 1993) IMR and
Joiner’s (2009) IPTSB. Tinto’s integration model supports retention and how the
unsuccessful integration of USCG members back into their units after a suicide attempt
affects the members continued career retention. Tinto’s IMR suggested that career
retention links to the members ‘ability to assimilate back into the institution after an
absence focusing on social integration and membership with the community or society.
The IMR implied that a match was imperative between the institutional environment and
the person (Tinto, 1993).

Joiner’s (2005, 2009) IPTSB provided a theoretical framework that aligned with
the phenomenological methodologies and use of Tinto’s (1993,1975) IMR that supported
how the unsuccessful integration of USCG members back into their units after a suicide
attempt affects their continued career success. Joiner’s model made two overarching
propositions:

(a) That perceptions of burdening others and of social alienation combine to instill

the wish for death and (b) that individuals would not act on the desire for death

unless they have developed the capability to do so. This capability developed

through exposure to painful and traumatic experiences and hypothesized by the
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theory to be necessary for overcoming powerful self-preservation pressures

(Joiner et al., 2009, p. 634).

Additionally, Joiner propositioned that this capability may be a reason that some
members of the USCG can integrate or match with their units or commands to continue
their career after a suicide attempt. Chapter 2 contains a detailed discussion of this
proposition.

The Selby (2010) study served as a framework for understanding the uses of how
Joiner’s (2005, 2009) IPTSB relates to the current study by demonstrating the application
and use of major constructs of the theoretical model in the military. Conceptualization of
the Selby et al. study related to the research question: What is the lived experience of
USCG members who have attempted suicide while on active duty? Additionally, |
believed that the results of this study might provide information that could aid in their
reintegration and retention of USCG members by signifying how themes and factors that
participants may experience while continuing their career in the USCG after a suicide
attempt impact the individual. The implications of the Selby et al. study and this study’s
findings may assist leadership with maintaining a mentally and emotionally healthy
workforce and add to the currently limited base of knowledge related to the impact of
suicide attempts on the armed forces and