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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 society.

Nature of the Study

The focus of this qualitative phenomenological study was to examine the lived

experiences 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
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obligation and who are stated to be mentally fit for duty. | used semistructured
interviewing as a data collection strategy. | developed an interview protocol that included
the research question and 11 open-ended questions and prompts (see Appendix B). The
semistructured questions were used to obtain demographic information to reorganize into
a chronological framework identifying key elements and epiphanies of the participants’
personal lived experiences that led to their suicide attempts. The study was an exploration
of the personal experiences of participants’ as they navigate a military environment.

My rationale for using the phenomenological approach was to analyze the
participants’ lived experiences for persistent themes after a suicide attempt. | achieved
this goal by providing additional knowledge on their lived human experiences that led up
to a suicide attempt and its impact on their career retention. Qualitative
phenomenological research provides an integrative perspective and understanding of the
individuals’ lived experience compared with other methods (Agee, 2009; Bruner, 1986;
Englander, 2012; Hauser, Golden, & Allen, 2006).

| used a semistructured interviewing guestionnaire to collect demographic
information, including mean age, ethnicity, gender, diagnosis, if any; education level,
military rank, and suicide attempts before the study. Additional interviews obtained
responses from the participants about their suicide attempt and its impact on their careers.
Data gathered were used to determine the shared lived experiences and differences
between the impact of a suicide attempt on active duty USCG members’ career retention.
| collected information from participants’ interviews and reorganized them into a

chronological framework identifying key elements and epiphanies of the personal lived
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experiences that led to their suicide attempts. During phenomenological interviewing, the
researcher asks probing questions to gain more meaning of the phenomenon as lived by
the participants besides the primary research question (Englander, 2012). For example,
“Do you recall any suicide behavior in school or during prior employment before your
entry into the USCG?” Friedman (2014) found that the suicide attempts of some 60% of
members in the armed forces traceable to prior attempts before service in the military. |
also reviewed background information obtained from the Suicide-Related Behavior
Incident Reports, Form CG-1734, supplied by the USCG for all study participants, after
receiving written consent from the USCG and respondents as well as approval from both
the USCG and Walden University Institutional Review Board (IRB). Suicide-Related
Behavior Incident Reports provided information regarding prior diagnosis, medication
history, and self-disclosed possible causes of a suicide attempt as disclosed by
participants at the time of intake by USCG medical personnel (USCG, 2012). This
information was used to assist with developing open-ended interview questions.

There are two approaches to the qualitative phenomenological analytic process.
The approaches are similar to most phenomenological data analysis that builds from
primary and secondary research questions(Creswell, 2012). The first approach was to
analyze interview transcripts and highlight statements from the participants that answer
the research question(Creswell, 2012). The second approach, the researcher develops a
cluster of themes from the respondents’ statements(Creswell, 2012). The analysis of
statements and themes are used to write structural descriptions that provide an

understanding of how the individuals experienced the phenomenon(Creswell, 2012).
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These descriptions are then used to support data interpretation (Creswell, 2012;
Moustakas,1994; Polkinghorne, 1989). | used these approaches in this study.

| selected participants from the 43,000 service members who were serving on
active duty in the USCG from October 2010 to October 2012, who attempted suicide
during this timeframe. Thirty-eight members attempted suicide in the USCG during the
timeframe listed above (USCG, 2012). Purposive sampling selected twelve respondents
to interview. Creswell (2011) asserted that several individuals or participants are needed
to conduct a phenomenological study. Polkinghorne (1989) recommended using five to
25 individuals who experienced the phenomenon for a study. | sought 12 respondents to
participate in the study from the eligible 38 participants, which was an appropriate
sample size for the qualitative phenomenological study. I used a nonprobability sampling
strategy (i.e., purposive sampling) until reaching data saturation and variability (Bowen,
2008; Crouch & McKenzie, 2006). Data saturation is achieved when the information
occurs repeatedly, and the researcher anticipates that the collection of more data has no
interpretive worth, or no new themes surface from the participants (Morse, 2000).

| recorded, transcribed, and analyzed data collected from participants and the
Suicide-Related Behavior Incident Report, Form CG 1734, using a computer program,
QSR NVivo, for emerging themes. In a qualitative research study conducted by Kral et
al. (2011), 50 Inuit participants ranging in age of 14 to 94 years old were interviewed,
yielding 48 themes across the 50 participants. In a qualitative research study conducted
by Chung (2010), 31 participants were used to determine prevalent themes regarding

their experiences preceding suicide attempts. These studies add to the relevance of the
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use of qualitative research methods of recording and transcribing interviews for emerging
themes during research studies of suicide attempts.

The phenomenological research tradition was most appropriate for answering the
research question in this study specifically because this research approach focuses on the
lived experiences of individuals. The phenomenological research method may entail
questioning of five or more individuals to provide a complete view of the lived
experiences of the participants who experience the phenomenon (Creswell, 2012). The
information gathered from the participants’ acts as a collaboration between data and the
participants’ lived experiences, leading to a deeper understanding of the phenomenon
through interviews and statements retold/restored to provide an account of significant
statements research question that guides the study (Creswell, 2012). Tester et al. (2004)
asserted that Inuit suicide was one of the most significant mental health issues in the
Nunavut Territory of Canada’s eastern Arctic. Suicide rates are six times those of
Canada’s southern provinces in this group (Tester et al., 2004). Tester et al. stated that the
social constructions used to analyze Inuit suicide offered incomplete explanations of the
current problem. Tester et al. used a phenomenological approach that combined narrative
study and intergenerational communication with community action to address the
problem. The phenomenological approach is appropriate to study problems such as
suicide. The Tester et al. study presented a platform for the basis of using this
methodology to address the problem of suicide more adequately than socio-psychological

models, which may pathologize individuals.
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Through phenomenological research, a researcher can explore the lived
experiences of how people cope with exposure to painful and traumatic experiences. In
this study, determining the impact of an individual’s suicide attempts was supported by
the IPTSB, which was necessary to understand a person’s ability to overcome powerful
self-preservation pressures. The ability to overcome self-preservation may be a reason
that some members of the USCG can continue their careers after a suicide attempt
(Joiner, 2005). Qualitative phenomenological research to address potential research
questions focuses on the theoretical methods of attitude formation, and help-seeking
behaviors may reveal statements and themes of the lived experiences by members of the
USCG who attempted suicide (Drum et al., 2009). When using the qualitative
phenomenological approach, research findings emerge when participants answer
questions that explore their lived experiences of coping with events that lead to a suicide
attempt and career retention (Agee, 2009). Additionally, Agee found that studies should
articulate what the researcher wants to know about the phenomenon, the researcher’s
intentions, and the perspectives of individuals, which is supported by the qualitative
research method.

Definitions

| used the following operational definitions in this study. Key concepts and
constructs may have multiple meanings, which warrant operational definitions supported
by the literature. The following definitions are provided to lend understanding to the

context of the study and the research informing this dissertation:
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participants lived through significant stresses in their personal lives. These stresses
included abusive relationships with their significant others, difficult endings of romantic
relationships or divorce, witnessing sexual abuse of their children, and continuing
difficulties in romantic relationships. For instance, JA shared that her “boyfriend and
[she] had been fighting for about six months.” KW recalled that her “ex-husband was
attempting to make [her] crazy and saying that [her] mother left me when [she] was 7-
years old. [Her] mother did not leave [her], she died.” PG agreed that his “suicide attempt
was because of relationship issues.

SG described his difficult personal experience:

My daughter was [sexually abused] by her stepfather, | wanted to kill him, but

knew | would not see my other children again, | felt alone and thought taking the

drugs would make everything go away. | felt [lost] and alone.

KW reported that her husband got her drunk and raped her. This theme emerged
from responses of participants who stayed on active duty after a suicide attempt and from
responses of participants who left USCG. Overall, the three themes that emerged from
Group A illustrate that life circumstances that may have led to suicide attempts appear to
be similar for all participants, including those who left USCG and those who stayed on
active duty. Thus, it was unlikely that perceived difficulties that led to a suicide attempt
impacted or affected USCG career retention.

Themes for Group 2: Response to a Suicide Attempt
B1: (Lack of) support from coworkers. Theme B1, (Lack of) support from

coworkers, reflects the participants ‘perception of how their coworkers reacted to the
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news of their suicide attempt. Data analysis revealed that participants, who stayed in the
USCG, generally felt that their peers responded to this event with support. The feeling
was even though generally, they felt that they had complicated relationships with peers
prior to the attempt. DS thought that his “counselor, and chief, the command and Work-
Life” provided needed support during the most challenging times after the attempt.

Similarly, TW recalled:

There was a huge circle of help afterward. My original signs of suicidal behaviors

were overlooked, or maybe the staff was overworked. After the event, every one

showed that they cared about my well-being and my continued healing. The
support came was HUGE for me. | felt alone, and I needed that occasional ‘how
are you,” and reminder to look towards the positive.

JA admitted that he “starting to feel secure around [his] peers.” Some of them
directly connected, receiving this support to their decision to continue to serve. For
instance, PG stated: “My command provided support [...], I continued to serve and did
okay after a year after the attempt.”

In contrast, participants who left USCG reported that they did not receive the
support they needed from their peers. ES recalled that “After | was sent to counseling and
anger management, | felt marked and that the command and my chief were not going to
let me make rank and left the Coast Guard somewhat bitter.”

The responses of SG particularly illustrated the connection between peer support
and a decision to stay in service. SG initially stayed in service, but ultimately decided to

leave. He explained in detail how his work relationships shaped his decisions:
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The chief was hard but fair, | felt obligated to remain my second term in the Coast

Guard but went to get my older daughter brought her to my unit, and she started

acting out in high school, and I thought it was best to get out of the Coast Guard

before | was brought on charges. My peers gave me a hard time because they had
to pick up the slack, and I could not go on missions because of my suicide attempt
and the CPS case against the stepfather. [...] I left the Coast Guard.
Therefore, the results of data analysis revealed that the level of peer support and support
from commanding officers are among critical retention factors for service at USCG.

B2: Family support. Theme B2, Family support, reflects the participants
‘perception of the level of support they were able to receive from their family members,
friends, and other significant personal relationships. All participants spoke about the
support they were able to find outside work. The support received did not differ between
those who left service and those who stayed in the USCG. Many participants referred to
their children as a significant motivation to stay “alive.” KM said that her “children kept
me alive. [She] wanted to be in their lives and wanted to live. [She] had to work to keep
them safe.”

Similarly, KW said that she “focus more on [her] family and being with them and
find joy in being a mother.” DP shared that his “wife was supportive and believed [in
him].” SG relied on a “closer relationship with [his] daughter. DS “met a girl that
encouraged [him] to stop drinking.”

TW felt that she had to learn to select the right people for a personal relationship:

“less interaction with those that are toxic and unhealthy.” SC also shared that she “met a
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guy who became her boyfriend.” JA felt that it was important to change self and actively
look for people who can be supportive: “I am very involved in my church and will
continue to worship my god.” DP also relied on church and worked on developing a
sense of self: “I go to church, I don’t drink, and I am an honest man.” Overall, the data
suggested that even though receiving support from significant personal relationships was
important for those who recover from a suicide attempt, it was not a significant factor for
USCG retention.

B3: Professional support. Theme B3, Professional support, reflects the
participants ‘perception of the support they received from mental health professionals.
Only a very few participants commented on the effect of help from mental health
professionals. JA, who stayed in service, shared that he was “still in treatment.” ES, who
left USCQG, shared that he “was sent to counseling and anger management.” Therefore,
available data did not allow me to make conclusions on the effect of professional
counseling.

Overall, data analysis revealed that receiving support from people in their life
after a suicide attempt was crucial for study participants. However, only the level of
support from their coworkers appeared to affect their decision to stay USCG.

Themes for Group 3: Situation post suicide attempt

C1: Continuing career in USCG. Theme C1, Continuing career in USCG, refers
to participants’ perception of the possibility to continue to be on active duty at USCG. As
stated earlier, six study participants remained in service after the suicide attempt. KM

“stayed in the CG and gained rank.” PG also continued to serve. KW and her husband
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“continued [their] Coast Guard careers until [she] decided to get out to raise [her]
daughter. JA shared that he “loved the Coast Guard, and all it had to offer.” DS “got help
and earned [...] SK3 and transferred after [his] wife went to Peru. [He] was more focused
on [his] career and made additional rank.” These responses indicated that despite the
suicide attempt, participants were able to continue service in the USCG. The responses
also indicate that they found this service fulfilling. The desire to continue their careers
after a suicide attempt suggested that USCG retention after a suicide attempt was a
feasible and achievable goal.

C2: Getting more education. Theme C2, Getting more education, refers to
participants’ decisions to get more education. Eight of 11 participants chose to receive or
plan to receive additional education at some point after their suicide attempt. Plans to
receive additional education was valid for all participants who left the USCG, and for
some of those who stayed. For instance, DP plans “to go to college and major in
economics in the future.” RH was “working waiting tables and finishing college.” ES
“went to college and finished a [...] degree in engineering and plan to go to graduate
school.” SG “went to college and finished BA in Social Science.” These responses
illustrated that, after a suicide attempt, participants were able to find the motivation to
improve their professional skills even if they are not related to their career in the USCG.
This observation reinforces the importance of retaining USCG members in service
because it illustrates the motivation and skills that are required to pursue higher

education.
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C3: New career path. Theme C3, New career path, refers to participants ‘plans
and decisions to follow new career plans. Recall that all participants enrolled in the study
had already left the USCG. Therefore, all of them were pursuing new careers at the time
of the data collection. However, the reasons for ending the service at the USCG
significantly affected their attitudes toward the USCG and their career plans. Participants
who could not stay after their suicide attempt felt resentful and discouraged. DP shared:
“Trying to kill my self was dumb, I was kicked out of the Coast Guard and started
working at Home Depot and Avis.” RH recalled that he was “discharged due to
misconduct and [did] not use any Coast Guard to get a job.” ES also spoke about a
challenging experience of leaving the USCG: “After | was sent to counseling and anger
management, | felt marked and that the command and my chief were not going to let me
make rank and left the Coast Guard somewhat bitter.”

Participants that stayed at the USCG made a more natural transition from the
USCQG service to new careers. KM “retired from the CG and worked for [himself] and
[...] make a good living taking a photo for a living at a wedding and other events.” DS
also “focused on [his] career goals, and [felt] good about becoming a manager.”
Participant JA hoped “that [his] career will be very fulfilling.”

Overall, these responses may suggest that those who ended up leaving the USCG
after a suicide attempt felt resentful and were not inclined to use their service experience
in their new professional lives. In contrast, participants who stayed in service after the
suicide attempt spoke about their new career in more optimistic tones. This observation

needs further exploration but may potentially suggest that not being able to stay in the
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USCG after the suicide attempt had long-lasting negative implications for their future
professional lives.
Summary

The changes that occurred to the study were explained at the beginning of Chapter
4 under the heading “Note of Changes.” The goal of this study was to investigate
perceptions of the USCG veterans of the impact of their suicide attempts on their careers
at USCG. More specifically, this study used semistructured interviews to collect data
from 12 USCG veterans to address the primary research question:

RQ. What is the lived experience of USCG members who have attempted suicide

while on active duty that are currently veterans?

The results of data analyses indicated that study participants experienced
difficulties with career, work, and personal relationships prior to their suicide attempts.
These circumstances were similar for participants that stayed in service after the attempt
and those who left. The results also indicated that all participants needed to receive
support from people in their life after the attempts. All participants were able to find such
support from people outside of work, but not all participants received such support from
their coworkers. Data analyses revealed that those participants who were supported by
their peers and commanding officers chose to stay. The results may potentially suggest
that peer support was among critical USCG retention factors.

Finally, data analyses indicated that leaving USCG after the suicide attempt may
have long-lasting negative implications for participants ‘work experiences. All

participants appeared to have the capacity and motivation to pursue their professional
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goals, which was illustrated by their decision to get additional education. However, those
participants who left felt resentful and unwilling to utilize their USCG experience in their
future career fully. The results reinforce the importance of developing successful USCG
retention programs.

In Chapter 5, | provide a report of these themes, conclusions, as well as the
implications of this study for methodology, theory, and practice. In the chapter, | examine
the experiential impact of suicide on career retention. The results of data analyses
indicated that study participants experienced difficulties with career and other factors
before their suicide attempts. The results suggested that peer support was among critical

USCG retention factors.
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Chapter 5: Discussion, Conclusions, and Recommendations
Introduction

The purpose of this study was to investigate the perceptions of the USCG veterans
of the impact of their suicide attempts had on their careers at USCG. More specifically, I
used semistructured interviews to collect data from 12 USCG veterans to address the
primary research question of, What is the lived experience of USCG members who have
attempted suicide while on active duty that are currently veterans? The respondents
provided a narrative about their active duty lived experiences. In this qualitative
descriptive study, |1 examined the experiential impact of suicide on the career retention of
both active duty and discharged USCG members who remained in service after the end of
their service obligation and who were stated to be mentally fit for duty (Bohan & Doyle,
2008).

The results of data analyses indicated that study participants experienced
difficulties with career, work, and personal relationships before their suicide attempts.
Therefore, the themes of the study pertained to the impact of relationships on the
decisions of the USCG members to attempt to commit suicide. These circumstances were
similar for participants that stayed in service after the attempt and those who left. The
results also indicated that all participants needed to receive support from people in their
life after the attempts. All participants were able to find such support from people outside
of work, but not all participants received such support from their coworkers. The
presence of support from different support groups played an essential role in the USCG

veterans moving forward with their lives and preventing further thoughts of committing
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suicide. Data analyses also revealed that participants who were supported by their peers
and commanding officers chose to stay in the USCG. The data may potentially suggest
that peer support was among the critical USCG retention factors. The presence of peers
and commanding officers who showed genuine support for the members also helped in
building policies that helped the veterans cope with their personal lives.
Interpretation of the Findings

Three groups of codes emerged from the data analysis: Group 1: Situation prior to
a suicide attempt, Group 2: Response to a suicide attempt, and Group 3: Situation post
suicidal attempt. Codes from Group A referred to how participants perceived the
circumstances that led them to a suicide attempt, both at work and in their personal lives.
Three themes emerged within Group A, Al: (Difficulties in) career path, A2: (Distant)
relationships at work, and A3: Relationship stresses. Codes from Group B referred to
how participants perceived reactions from their coworkers, friends, and family members
in the event of attempted suicide. Three themes emerged within Group B, B1: (Lack of)
support from coworkers, B2: Family support, and B3: Professional support. Finally,
codes from Group C referred to how participants perceived their life circumstances after
the suicide attempt. Three themes emerged within Group C, C1: Continuing career in
USCG, C2: Getting more education, and C3: New career path. The percentage of officers
among the participants was significantly lower. Enlisted personnel constitute a higher
percentage of the USCG; therefore, the majority of participants were enlisted members

(Stander et al., 2004).
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The results supported Durkheim’s (1951) theory mainly on the assertion that an
individual may attempt suicide due to insufficient integration into society, while Tinto
(1975, 1993) expanded the model to apply to different aspects of institutional life and
social settings. Codes from Group A address institutional life in the USCG and the social
settings that led participants to a suicide attempt, both at work and in their personal lives.
Tinto acknowledged that both the IMR and Durkheim’s model failed to take into account
an individual’s psychological characteristics that may predispose some individuals to
suicide (McCubbin, 2003). Joiner’s (2005) model addressed the impact of interpersonal
and psychological characteristics that affect an individual capacity to attempt suicide.
Codes from Group B referred to how participants perceived reactions from their
coworkers, friends, and family members in the event of attempted suicide. In some
survey responses, participants noted institutional actions of encouraging psychological
treatment and help-seeking. Codes from Group C referred to how participants perceived
their life circumstances after the suicide attempt. Overall, life circumstances that may
have led to suicide attempts appear to be similar for all participants, including those who
left USCG and those who stayed on active duty, making it unlikely that the perceived
difficulties that led to a suicide attempt impacted or affected USCG career retention. The
findings from mixed-method studies by DiRamio et al. (2008) and Livingston et al.
(2011) exploring the transitional experiences of veterans supported the results of this
study.

First Theme (Difficulties in) Career Path: IMR and IPTSB Constructs

Impact on Career. The first theme revealed the difficulties in the career path of the
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participants. Before the suicide attempt, the participants generally felt good about their
career, but they thought that their career was not doing well, which made them consider
attempting to commit suicide. The findings of the study revealed that the thoughts about
the success or failure of a career path played an essential role in the decisions of the
USCG members on whether to commit suicide. Clandinin and Connelly (2000) asserted
that personal experiences grow out of other experiences to bring forth limitations and
practical aspects of the analysis. The results of the study confirmed the importance of
personal experiences in each decision made by the USCG veterans. Available literature
has emphasized that their experiences primarily influence the way USCG veterans react
(DiRamio et al., 2008; Livingston et al., 2011). These personal experiences can also be
influenced by the people around them and the general structure in the military field.
Based on the experience of the participants, a sudden change of the career path towards
the negative side made them decide to attempt to commit suicide as the only way out.
This result supports Bergmans et al.’s (2009) assertion that barriers exist with the return
to the employment of individuals who attempt suicide. There was evidence of the effects
of a suicide attempt on the careers of those who may have wanted to continue to but had
to address domestic violence, alcohol treatment, or psychological issues that delayed
temporary advancement in their careers.
Second Theme: (Distant) Relationships at Work and the Impact of the IPTSB
Construct of Thwarted Belongingness

The second theme regarding relationships at work pertained to the influence of the

participants’ relationships at work. All the participants reported difficult or distant
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relationships with their coworkers before the suicide attempt. According to Joiner’s
IPTSB, the suicide attempt was motivated by PB (i.e., an individual’s perception of
themselves as a liability to others and hopelessness about their status in an institution of a
group (Joiner et al., 2009). Joiner (2009) asserted that the presence of either of the two
overarching propositions, which includes TB, converges to predict suicide risk. TB was
believed to be one of the proximal causes of the suicide attempt, which can affect an
individual’s career retention. The participants’ responses revealed that a sense of
detachment from others might directly affect the degree to which individuals experience
TB. The results can mean that the relationships that the members create with their peers
can have an impact on what they do. Brenner (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 conceptualizing the problem for guiding multiple points along the
continuum of suicidal thoughts and behaviors. The findings of this study confirmed that
the intent and actions of the USCG veterans are affected by several factors, including the
challenging duties associated with being a member of the armed forces. The results of
this study revealed that participant relationships with coworkers created an impact in how
they dealt with their professional duties.

The results supported Tinto’s (1975, 1993) IMR, which suggested that career
retention links to the ability to assimilate back into the institution after an absence by
focusing on social integration and membership with community or society. All the

participants reported difficult or distant relationships with their coworkers before suicide,



145

that the presence of mental health professionals provided the participants with enough
support to be able to deal with anger management and other issues. Suicide is of great
concern nationally and globally and has become a significant social problem among
many men, women, the elderly, and the young in society (Huisman et al., 2010). One of
the growing concerns is those who serve in the armed forces die from suicide, the second
most common cause of death (Selby et al., 2011; U.S. DoD, 2007). Based on the findings
in this study, I conclude that the professional and institutional support that the USCG
veterans received, created a considerable impact on their ability to adequately perform
their tasks.
IMR Career Retention, Integration and Preparedness

Based on the responses of the participants, their continuing career in the USCG
also created an impact on their perceptions of their work in the USCG. Joiner’s (2005,
2009) IPTSB supports how the unsuccessful integration of USCG men and women back
into their units after a suicide attempt affects the members ‘continued career success.
Tinto’s (1993, 1975) IMR contends that positive engagement and integration influenced
retention linking correlation to the importance of participant’s sense of belongingness and
retention, focusing on the importance of social integration. In several mixed method
studies conducted by DiRamio et al. (2008), Tinto’s model was used to study experiences
of 25 combat veterans who transitioned to college as full-time students. The responses of
the participants in my study noted that they were concerned about their continuing career

with the USCG. The results could have been influenced by the fact that the participants
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provide educational support makes the soldiers aware of their situation (Luby, C. D.
2012).

Tucker (1999) asserted that a comparison of themes of institutional integration
and social integration, as postulated by the Tinto model, was more suited to developing
programs that assisted retention. Tucker argued an individual’s sense of community
might be more useful as a theoretical consideration for developing retention programs
more so, than Tinto who asserted that retention programs alone are limited in their impact
(Tinto, 1996). This study’s results supported the focus on programs that target
organizational cohesion and support; that marital status influences military retention,
reinforcing the needs of focusing on military families and the individual’s sense of
community. The current study confirmed the literature that the relationship of the
veterans to their families influence the overall disposition of the USCG veterans.
Suicide Attempt Impact on Career Retention

The thoughts of new career plans also influenced how the participants thought of
addressing their issues. Several quantitative studies conducted by Newell et al. (2009),
RAND Corporation (2011), and Olsen et al. (2014) describe specific aspects of the
problem of a suicide attempt’s effect on career retention in the armed forces and the
belief among members that a suicide attempt has a significant negative impact on the
member’s career retention. Based on the findings of the study and available literature of
several mixed-method studies conducted DiRamio et al. (2008)and Livingston et al.
(2011) exploring the transitional experiences of veterans; I conclude that the desire of the

USCG veterans to retain their jobs, attend vocational training, or attend college can
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primarily influence their decision not to continue to attempt suicide. To give an example,
the different transitional experiences of the veterans can relate to their future prospective
lives outside their military services. Having vocational training can give the USCG
veterans enough hope so that they can be convinced that there was still a bright future
ahead of them.

In contrast, participants who stayed in service after the suicide attempt spoke
about their new career in more optimistic tones. This observation needs further
exploration but may potentially suggest that not being able to stay in the USCG after the
suicide attempt had long-lasting negative implications for their future professional lives.
The results of the study confirmed literature that there was a long-lasting negative impact
on the professional lives of military soldiers to tried to commit suicide (Lazar, S. G.
(2014).

The Hope of a Career as a Deterrent of Suicide Attempt

The future career of USCG veterans played an essential role in the participants’
decision to attempt to commit suicide. Vasterling et al. (2015) found that multiple
individuals and environmental factors determined occupational retention, including
emotional support from peers, leaders, socialization back into a unit after an extended
absence. These essential factors support the assimilation of an individual and retention
after psychosocial trauma, similarly noted by Tinto IMR (1975, 1993). The results of the
study confirmed the theory that having peers outside of work would lower the veterans’
suicidal attempts. Based on the responses from the participants, the assurance of a career

or livelihood after working in the USCG represents an essential factor for the veterans to
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decide not to attempt suicide. The findings of this study confirmed the importance of
having activated various factors in their lives, in addition to their military skills
(Vasterling et al., 2015). The findings of this study confirmed that having livelihood after
the military service was a positive influence on the decisions of the participants. The
results of the study support the assertion of Cabrera et al. (1993) that the impact of career
decision making self-efficacy, perceived stressors, financial difficulties, and perception of
one’s future, attitudes, behavior, and career development in an institution affect retention.
Limitations of the Study

One of the study’s limitations includes the small sample size used during the
qualitative descriptive inquiry, which affects the identification of individuals who
experience the same phenomenon and shared emerging relationships between factors and
themes in the data that exist. A significant limitation was the change from face-to-face
interviewing to the use of a Facebook survey. Descriptive and evaluation research, as
well as analytical studies, use survey methods. For example, in a quantitative study
conducted by Sandler (2000), a survey questionnaire and institutional records were
developed and later used by Cabrera et al. (1993) to enhance Tinto’s (1993) IMR. Online
survey measurement tools vary but are enhanced when researchers conduct a detailed
assessment of their research goals and timeline before choosing a method of deploying a
survey. This position is demonstrated by the use of survey tools such as Survey Monkey,
Facebook Survey Tools, and other low-cost survey programs, including Qualtrics. The
researcher can reach large communities and individuals using online survey tools, which

would be challenging to access using more conventional means; for example, it would be
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difficult to find respondents through face-to-face surveys on issues of cyber-bullying and
to determine the pros and if online dating for the millennial generation. Researchers in
the healthcare field have been able to gain data through online survey methods from HIV
infected individuals more readily overcoming the obstacle of the public stigma that can
act as a barrier to gaining access face-to-face (Wright, 2005).

The data may have lacked details or depth on the impact of attempted suicide on
career retention (Kelley et al., 2003). The limitation of the study about the experience of
the participants was necessary because the study’s inquiry rested on the lived experiences
of the participants. Using quantitative correlation may describe relationships between the
individual’s suicide attempt and career retention on a larger population of participants
responding to the interview questions than just 12. More participants would present more
diverse experiences. The sample size of this study also affected transferability to a
broader population who are not members of the armed forces.

The transferability was strengthened because the results of the study revealed the
general emotional support provided to individuals in different fields. It bears noting that
the transferability of the method and the results of the study can be dependent on the
ability of future research to also collect the same data based on the experience of the
participants. In this study, an interview protocol was part of the Facebook survey tool.
The Facebook survey tool was used to determine possible persistent themes without
follow-up questioning of participants. The nature of the qualitative descriptive study
method explores the lived experience of the event by the interviewed individual. The

lived experience of the participants became a critical source of the data for this study.
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Researcher bias could not influence the ability to remain objective in response to the
participants’ experiences and beliefs concerning suicide because the participants
generated and documented their responses. Despite the limitations, a reliable and valid
research protocol for qualitative descriptive inquiry strengthened the study. All
individuals experienced the phenomenon in question (suicide attempt), and | used the
computer program, QSR NVivo to assist with bracketing my personal experiences and to
manage the data (Beck et al., 1994; Cypress, 2017; Morse et al., 2002; Welsh, 2002).
Increasing reliability and validity can be achieved through the use of a mixed
method among active-duty members (Gibbs, 2002; Gurdial & Jones, 2007). For example,
a quantitative study would be more beneficial to a precise method of data collection. QSR
NVivo uses three methods of coding, open coding, axial, and selective coding which is
used in qualitative descriptive studies to connect concepts and themes, words, sentences,
and text of a document to a node (category) for analysis determining reliability and
validity of the coding process (Gibbs, 2002; Gurdial & Jones, 2007). Using a qualitative
descriptive design allowed participants to provide descriptions and impact of their
attempted suicide experiences (Bohan & Doyle, 2008). Face-to-face interviewing would
have provided a more in-depth collection of the data needed for this study; a qualitative
study was appropriate because the lived experiences of the participants were the focus.
Completing a mixed method study would be more difficult because of the privacy of the
data and information about those who are still active in military duty. Using existing data

collected on suicide attempts in the USCG may provide the groundwork for future
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research that contributes to promoting a confident, healthy workforce and an individual’s
career retention after a suicide attempt.
Recommendations

The qualitative descriptive research tradition was most appropriate for answering
the research questions of this study because this strategy focuses on the lived experience
of individuals. The data collection design changed from a face-to-face interview method
to an online survey method (Ferrucci & Tandoc, 2015). Using a qualitative descriptive
design allowed participants to provide descriptions about the impact of their attempted
suicide experience on their career retention (Bohan & Doyle, 2008). It must be noted that
the experiences of individuals are the chief criteria determined by the research question.
The literature search revealed that few researchers had conducted qualitative descriptive
research on members of the armed forces to explore their experiences, perceptions, and
perceived impact on their career retention following a suicide attempt. Researchers
generally explored the experiences of nursing and medical care professionals and focused
on case study research methods.

Future studies can explore this topic using a mixed qualitative and quantitative
method. Using mixed methods would allow the accuracy of a quantitative method and at
the same time, keep the in-depth analysis that was possible in a qualitative study. Several
mixed method studies conducted by DiRamio et al. (2008) and Livingston et al. (2011)
focused on Tinto’s (1975, 1993) IMR to explore the transitional experiences of military
service members feelings of ambivalence towards suicide attempts and a sense of PB to

others while dealing with social integration stressors that may lead to a suicide attempt.
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Future research should include a more in-depth approach to the emotions and feelings of
the veterans, as these two factors may significantly affect the decisions chosen by the
USCG veterans. Researchers preferring a more precise and exact data set may use a
quantitative method. Quantitative studies offer larger data sets. The change in the
methodology may also lead to new information that cannot arise from the use of a
qualitative or qualitative descriptive study.

Another recommendation for future studies is to focus on the specific themes and
topics that would be the only topic for future studies. For example, one study can focus
solely on the effects of relationships with the decision of the USCG veterans to commit
suicide. In this manner, the focus would be more in-depth, and the effects of different
forms of relationships would be better analyzed. Further, the more in-depth analysis of
the factors can also better guide the policymakers to make sure that their policies cater to
the needs of the USCG veterans and those who are still active in military service.

The findings of this study enable work-life professionals and the USCG
leadership to provide a positive social change in the lives of the service members by
identifying factors for mitigation and negative themes that may prevent the service
member from accessing post-care and focus the members towards maintaining their
career status after a suicide attempt. Therefore, it is a recommended practice for the
professionals occupying the leadership positions in USCG to prioritize the welfare of the
USCG members, including the veterans who may have deeper issues that may cause the

veterans to attempt to commit suicide.
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Implications

Positive Social Change

The information and knowledge attained from the interviews of USCG veterans
who attempted suicide during their career and the impact of the knowledge on career
retention inform practitioners and policymakers on individuals’ perspectives and lived
experiences during their services of this country. Vasterling, J. J., Proctor, S. P., Aslan,
M., Ko, J., Jakupcak, M., Harte, C. B., & Concato, J. (2015) determined several potential
predictors of military retention derived from in-person interviews and questionnaires. In
this study, the use of in-person interviews allowed me to create a more personal approach
with the participants. This method could have affected the decision of the participants to
share more of their lived experiences with me.

| concluded from the results of the study that service members early in their career
might be especially prone to military attrition, needing important initiatives that target
organizational cohesion and support, and that marital status influences military retention,
reinforcing the needs of focusing on military families. The current study confirmed the
literature that the relationship of the veterans to their families influences the overall
disposition of the USCG veterans. Vasterling et al. (2015) found that multiple individuals
and environmental factors determined occupational retention, including emotional
support from peers, leaders, socialization back into a unit after an extended absence.
These essential factors for assimilation of an individual and retention after psychosocial
trauma were similarly noted by Tinto’s (1975, 1993) IMR. The findings of the current

study confirmed that the presence of psychosocial trauma would have effects on the way
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the veterans make their decisions. The identification the different factors that lead
members of the armed forces to attempt suicide by this study can guide practitioners and
the policymakers to create policies that prevent the USCG veterans from committing
suicide by creating more effective and strategic interventions. Strategic interventions can
focus on the set of expectations to ensure that the members of the armed forces know the
challenges of the profession and the importance of peer, family, and professional support
to mitigate factors that contribute suicide attempts and career attrition. The results of the
study create progress for positive social change that is consistent with the qualitative
descriptive research method of this study. The results of the study also provide a voice for
the individual who experiences career personal conflict and loss of confidence in their
work abilities, conditions that can lead to a suicide attempt when they realized that their
current abilities might not be sufficient.

The study provided future data, and the findings of the current study may support
the use and application of concepts of Tinto’s (1975, 1993) IMR in conjunction with
Joiner’s (2009) IPTSB. The results of this study can be used to assist with current
institutional programs and policies that focus on the exploration of precipitating themes
that prevent career retention. Tinto (1993) and Joiner both asserted that individuals might
possess a series of characteristics—for example, demographics and social support
networks—that influence institution retention, which was supported by this study’s
themes.

The profession of an individual influenced the decision of the military veterans to

attempt suicide because of the specific stressors encountered. Further, access to an
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opportunity to use lethal means in the workplace may also influence distinct methods.
The findings in this study may be used as reduction strategies and have applicability and
transferability to this study and future studies on employees of similar professions as the
USCG for example, law enforcement in Texas and maritime employees who have
continued career retention after a suicide attempt (Mahon et al., 2014). The results would
apply to other jurisdictions, as well. The veterans who come from other jurisdictions may
experience similar lived experiences as the participants in this study. Therefore, the
findings of Mahon et al. (2014) applied to the current findings, as well as to the future
experiences of other USCG veterans. The findings of the study would be able to help
ensure that the consequences of depression are mitigated, and the individual issues of
military members are addressed more comprehensively. The current findings would add
to the literature by contributing additional knowledge to the discipline of psychology that
can answer the research question of whether the was a relationship between acquired
capability, thwarted belongingness, and perceived burdensomeness to USCG members
and their ability to retain their careers.

The professional support that the USCG veterans received also played a
significant role in their ability to perform their work. Based on the findings of the current
study regarding the importance of social support, the study conducted by Mahon et al.
(2014) was confirmed. The analyses determined that the presence of mental health
professionals provided participants with enough support to be able to deal with anger
management and other issues. Based on the findings in this study, it can be concluded

that psychologists should explore the risk and protective factors, individual and family
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history, alcohol involvement, environmental stressors, and interpersonal factors during
suicide assessment (Mahon et al., 2014).

A psychologist can encourage positive forms of therapies that instill a sense of
belongingness and the importance of social integration that involves stakeholders of the
individual’s community. The results of the current study have revealed that the military
veterans valued the sense of belongingness to their social community. The study
supported the need for psychologists to understand TB: one unmet need to belong due to
barriers that lead to alimentation and lack of being an integral part of a social support
network (example, family, and membership within a group or community (Joiner et al.,
2009; Selby et al., 2010)). The findings of the current study revealed that when the
veterans felt like they had support from their social networks, they can decide properly
and feel worthy of their achievements.

All participants spoke about the support they were able to find outside work from
family members. Tinto’s model focused on the importance of race, ethnicity, family
background, and social and academic history but failed to acknowledge past prevalence
of mental illness, family history, finances, and other constructs of social and institution
integration that may impact attrition and retention of an individual who attempted suicide
(McCubbin, 2003). The findings of this research study support the need for psychologists
and mental health clinicians to assess the prevalence of mental illness and family history.
The support derived by the participants from their family and friends outside work also

helped the participants to be able to cope with the challenges of work.
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The findings of the study can be applied to individuals on active duty in other
agencies such as the military and police. However, the sample size of this study may
affect transferability to a broader population outside of members of the armed forces.
Because the results are transferrable, the next generation of USCG personnel and
veterans would be able to benefit from the findings of this current study. Additionally, the
finding of the study can be transferable to employees of similar professions to the USCG,
for example, the Navy. If the employees in similar professions are educated on the risks,
challenges, and how to address the possible emotional turmoil associated with their jobs,
they would be more equipped on how to deal with their battles. For example, law
enforcement in Texas and maritime employees who have continued career retention after
a suicide attempt narrate certain specific impacts of their previous experience. The
findings would add to the discipline of suicidology of the armed forces and determine the
impact of a suicide attempt on career and retention (Laird, 2011). Therefore, it is vital for
those working in the military field to know the impact of their decisions. The body of
knowledge in the suicidology of the armed forces can help the policymakers to create
more policies and educational awareness that support the welfare of the members of the
armed forces.

Conclusion

The purpose of this study was to investigate perceptions of USCG veterans about
the impact of their suicide attempt on their career in the USCG; specifically, the study
aimed to understand the lived experience of the USCG members who have attempted

suicide while on active duty, but who are currently discharged. The results of the study
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revealed that several factors influenced their decisions. One important note, due to the
influences that affect the decisions of the individuals, these decisions may be mitigated if
institutions address these influences early and that these issues lie within the scope of
career retention. The track of the career path of the veterans influenced their decisions.
Further, the relationships that the participants had at work also influenced their decision
to attempt suicide. The results of the study also showed that the career path or future
career opportunities after USCG service also impacted the participants’ decision to
commit suicide. The lived experiences and perceptions of the participants revealed that
the support from the institutions would have positively influenced the way the
participants perceived things when they were still in service (Bohan et al., 2008).

The findings of the study results may be transferable to individuals on active duty
in other agencies such as the armed forces and police. The findings of the study revealed
that the lived experiences of the participants had a commonality, and therefore, the results
were also expected to apply to the experiences of other USCG veterans. However, the
sample size of this study may affect transferability to a broader population outside of
members of the armed forces. The finding may be transferable to employees of similar
professions as the USCG (for example, law enforcement in Texas and maritime
employees who have continued career retention after a suicide attempt). The potential
audiences for this study are the unit commanders and leaders within the Coast Guard,
peers and Work-Life Program practitioners, and the approximately 42,000 USCG
members serving on active duty and reserve duty. Additional potential audiences are

medical and community resources providers, family members, and friends.
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Clandinin and Connelly (2000) asserted that information gathered from
participants’ acts as a collaborative of data and information that reveals factors and
patterns that answer perplexing questions that can assist with the planning of prevention
and intervention services. The findings of the current study confirmed that there are
certain factors and patterns in the experiences of the participants that made them decide
whether an attempt to commit suicide was worth it. The information garnered from this
study answered how social support, clinical intervention by a psychologist, and
encouraging veterans to continue career goals could mitigate factors that lead to a suicide
attempt. The findings of the current study proved that the presence of support from loved
ones could significantly create better decisions on the part of the participants. The DoD,
Homeland Security, and the U. S. Department of Veterans Affairs have made the problem
of suicide among its members and veterans the focus in establishing community and
mental health resources to design prevention and intervention programs developed to
assist with career retention after a suicide attempt. Schensul, S. L., Schensul, J. J., &
LeCompte, M. D. (1999) asserted that data helps interventionists analyze programs that
are relevant to the stakeholders and the target population of this study.

Writing findings in a general format in a language that can be understood by
different audiences will increase the types of audiences the results reach. The format may
have to be adjusted and written for academic, political, and other stakeholders (Creswell,
2007). Writing of findings to appeal to different audiences (political, family, academic
audiences) includes providing alternative procedures to disseminate findings through

journals, public services announcements, and commercial mediums to include the internet
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(Creswell, 2007; Frisby, 2006; National Strategy for Suicide Prevention, 1999). A plan

for dissemination of findings, including journal publications, book publications,
professional conference presentations, and local/work-related presentations that include
submission requirements and planned submission dates could promote findings of this
study to promote social change.

The results of the study contribute to positive social change because the
policymakers will be better guided on how to create and foster a culture of collaboration
that supports the USCG member when they still serve the institutions or reintegrate into
this nation’s communities. Veterans contribute significantly to business, community, and
educational institutions through their unique mix of work ethic, leadership, and resilience.
Society gains by playing a role in facilitating their contributions by improving their
transition after a suicide attempt because “sometimes even to live is an act of courage”

(Harris, 2014, p.742).
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Appendix B: Interview Protocol Suicide Attempt Impact on the United States Coast

Guard Career Retention

Open-Ended Interview Question: how did your suicide attempt impact/effect your career

retention?

Semistructured Interview Questions:

Acquired capability

1. Was there any training, injury, or pain that affected your decision to attempted

suicide?
2. How had your occupation affected your decision?

3. When you made that decision to attempt suicide, what did you think would happen
to your career? Possible prompts: what did you think people would understand?

Possible general prompts: Can you tell me more about that? How did you feel?

4. Can you recall a particular example of what made it possible for you to attempt

suicide?

5. Was the suicide attempt documented on your Form CG 1750, the first within a
twelve-month period, from October 2010 to October 2017? Possible prompt: was

there a suicide attempt before October 2010? What about after October 20127

Perception of Career before Suicide Attempt

Interview Protocol

Suicide Attempt Impact on United States Coast Guard Career Retention
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What do you remember about the episodes occurring in your life and career before your

suicide attempt? Possible prompts: What do you feel led you to your suicide attempt?

Semistructured Interview Questions:

6. Before a suicide attempt, how was your career going? Possible prompt: what

incidents do you feel had an impact on your career after a suicide attempt?

Perceived Burdensomeness

7. How did you feel about your contribution and involvement in the USCG prior and

after a suicide attempt? Possible prompts: what occurred to change your feelings?

Perception of Career after Suicide Attempt

8. Can you describe your view of how your suicide attempt affects your immediate

career goals and future?

Unit Integration and Thwart belongingness

9. Can you tell me something about whom or what helped you maintain your career
objectives and goals? Possible prompts: how do you feel within your peer group?

Can you tell me more about the relationship?
Interview Protocol
Suicide Attempt Impact on United States Coast Guard Career Retention

10. What kind of changes are in your life? Possible prompts: in regards to your current

relationships, social situation, and career status. How do you react to these changes?

11. What has changed for you since the suicide attempt and your career goals?
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Appendix C: Questions for Initial Analysis and Coding of Transcripts

Box 1 Questions developed for initial analysis and coding of the survey
transcripts

=  What self-disclosed causes of a suicide attempt do participants disclose?

= What events or actions do participants that reveal constructs of
burdensomeness, thwart belongingness, and acquired capability disclose?

= What events or causes (the past, present, future) are perceived to have impact
career retention?

» What are the effects of a suicide attempt on the individual’s career retention?

= What institutional decisions, the person(s), intervention, or postvention service
changed prior, during, or after a suicide attempt occurred?

= What does the future hold for the individual (perceived or actual)?
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Appendix D: Letter to the United States Coast Guard Form Manager for Permission to
Use CG Form 1734
United States Coast Guard Forms Manager,
| am searching for a Phenomenological Study Demographic form or tool to
collect general information on my target population, United States Coast Guard (USCG)
member who attempted suicide. The primary purpose of my phenomenological research
study is to address the following question: How does 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? Please
let me know if you need additional information. | have attached a form the USCG uses to
collect data on suicide attempts and need the authorization to use the form for my study.
It appears that the attached form can be utilized. Based on the information at the United
States Coast Guard's website, the forms are for use "Coast Guard-wide, including DoD,
SF, and DHS, available for reference, viewing, and use by the general public." To be
safe, | would like to gain permission to use the form by the USCG Forms Manager and be
granted approval to use the form for my dissertation.
Please feel free to contact the undersigned if you need additional information or

have questions. Thank you in advance for your response and cooperation.
James W. Bailey, LMSW
Ph.D., Candidate, Clinical Psychology
Walden University
XXAXAXXXXKXAXXXXXXX
Response Received on January 8, 2015, from

):0,9.9.9,9.9.90.$9.9,90.9.9.9,9,9,.6.0.0.0.9.9.9.9,
EAP Manager


https://www.uscg.mil/top/library/
https://www.uscg.mil/top/library/
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Office of Work-Life (CG-1111)
XAXXXXXXX

Hi, James. Feel free to use the blank form as an example of data collection tools. As far
as looking at actual records, that is a bit more complex. It would help me to know what
kind of information you are looking for. Maybe your prospectus would help. When you
discuss volunteer participant's PIl, what volunteers are you speaking of? Whom are you
studying? If you are interested in looking at P1l in the CG and interviewing people, then
there is a process that anyone would have to go through to get it approved. It is a typical

process for any research involving people. | can figure out who that is if I have more
information from you.

| hope this makes sense!
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Appendix E: National Institutes of Health (NIH) Protecting Human Research Participants

Certificate of Completion

Certificate of Completion

The National Institutes of Health (NIH) Office of Extramural Research
certifies that James Bailey successfully completed the NIH Web-based
training course “Protecting Human Research Participants”™

Date of completion: 09/16/2011

Cerification Number: 686031
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Appendix F: United States Coast Guard Suicide Attempt-October 2010-2012:

Demaographic Collection Tool

Instructions: Please place a Vin the /Zindicating your demographic information.

Gender

Race

Male O Female O LGBTO

American Indian or Alaskan Native O Asian or Pacific Islander O
African American O Caucasian O Hispanic/Latino
OtherQ

17-24 0 25-290 _ 30-39 0 40+0

Enlisted

E1-E4 (Junior Enlisted) O
Rate if Enlisted

Warrant Officer
W1-W30

Officer

01-030

Marital Status

Married O

Education

Some high school did not graduate

E5-E9 (Senior Enlisted)d

W4-W5 [0

04-0601

Separated 0 Divorced 0  Widowedd  Data Not available[

0 GEDOHigh School Graduated

Some college/Technical School/Certificate O Data note available O

Degree/technical school/ certificate<4hrs. O Master’s degree or greater [

Geographical Location of suicide attempt
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City & State, Country if other than United States indicate here:

Event Setting
Residence (own) or barracksO Residence of a friend or familyO
Work/job sited Automobile (away from the residence)

Inpatient medical facilitydDd  OtherQO

Suicide Attempt Method Used

DrugsO Firearm, military issues or duty weaponQ
AlcoholO Firearm, other than militaryOd Gas, vehicle exhaustO
HangingO Gas, utility (or other)d DrowningO

Crashing Motor Vehicled  Fire, steam, etc. O

Sharp or blunt object, cuttingd Jumping from a high placel

Lying in front of moving object  OtherO
Prior History of Self-InjuryC] Prior mental/emotional or health diagnosisC
Any of the following:

Personal Relationship Issuesl] Civil or Criminal Legal/administrative
issues(]

Loss of Rank/Rating Separation from service issues]
Military Legal/Administrative IssuesC] Sexual/Harassment Assault issues [
UCMJ proceedings/actionsr] Employment Factors

List other circumstance or relevant information or history that may have led to a

suicide attemEt as described bx the Earticieant:

Demographic Tool adapted from “Bush, N. E., Reger, M. A., Luxton, D. D., Skopp, N. A., Kinn, J., Smolenski, D.,
&Gahm, G. A. (2013) Suicides and Suicide Attempts in the U.S. Military, 2008- 2010. Suicide & Life-Threatening
Behavior, 43(3), 264.
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