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Suicide In United States Army Personnel, 1979-1960
Wilim E Date, Ph.D.'
COL Franklin D. Jones MC, USA**

Lovelorn suffering is intense. It is like the grief of bereavement.
Such melancholy may become Wed with nge that escwes in re-
teliation dreams or nightmares of homicidal nsuial 0talasy.
Sometimes the dreams become real-lIfe dramas.

John Money
Low and Loveaslkse

his is the third in a series of biennial reports on the epi- TAE I
demiology of suicide in active duty Army personnel. 2  SUICIDE INCIDENE AND RATE PER 100000 IN ACTIVE

DUTY ARMY PERSONNEL FOR CALENDAR YEARS
1979 AND 1980

Method Enlisted Officer Total '

As in the two previous studies, the line of duty (LOD) niste Oncinc Tot e
investigation file on each completed suicide was used as the IncIdence Rate ince Rate Incidence Rate
primary data source. The LOD file was routinely received Male 156 12.9 8 4.4 164 11.8
by the Psychiatry and Neurology Consultant in the Office Female 11 10.1 0 0.0 11 8.9
of the Surgeon General for an opinion on the suicided Total 167 12.7 8 4.1 175 11.
soldier's mental competency. While the file was under
review, selected information from it was extracted and
recorded for later coding and data processing. and by sex. The average age for male enlisted suicides was

26, and for female enlisted suicides was 24. Most enlisted
Results suicides for either sex occurred in grade E.

Age-specific rates for the 1979-1960 Army suicide pop-
From 1 January 1979 through 31 December 1980, a total ulation were calculated for either sex and are plotted by

of. 175 soldiers killed themselves intentionally. Using mid- five-year age groups in Fig. 1, along with the
year strength data provided by the Defense Manpower rates for the general US population for 1978, obtained from
Data Center, the Army annual crude suicide rate for the the Mortality Branch of the National Center for Health
two-year period was found to be 11.6 cases per , Statistics. (US stes by five-year agE groups for 1979 or for
soldiers-at-risk. In 1979, the suicide incidence was 88 and 1980 were not available at the time of this writing.) The 11
in 1980 it was 87. These counts produced annual crude women suicides were distributed into the respective ag-
rates of 11.7 and 11.4, respectively. groupings as follows: 1, 7, 2, 1. An examination of the

The 175 suicides are broken out by sex and by enlisted yearly age-specific rates revealed that the highest Army
versus officer status in Table I, and the corresponding rates rates (for both sexes combined, and not counting a y

are also given. The male to female rate ratio is 1:3. The en in which only one suicide occurred) were for ages 33 (rate
listed to officer rate ratio is 3:1. of 20.9), 24 (19.9), 31 (19.6), 35 (19.2), and 27 (18.1).

Sex by race breakout of the suicide frequencies is re- Grad-specific rates by sex and for the total ar presented
seited in Table 11. Rate ratios are as follows: white male to in Table IV. These rates were calculated by using as de-
black male 2:0; white female to black female, 5:3; white nointon the 1979 and 196 mid-yea grade strengths
male to non-white male, 2:3; white female to non-white noinatoby the 19es anpoe9 Dt Cnter he gte
female,comped by Defene Manpower Dat3 C.. The g e

Age and grade distributions are summarized in Table Ill with the highest suicide rate for men ws 16, for womn ES.
The daa are renutbyelisted e rsu sfie status . Table V presents marital status and number of chiklrenThe data are broken out by enlisted versus officer status distributions. Approximately half of the suicides were cur-

rently married and about three4ffths had no chlilr at theemmt o,,uo oeNerom Uty. al Pd 'U Imureoe time of death. Timse prportionsare iim to thmoo-

Reearch, and the Directorae of Halth Cia OperstIons Office of th taind previoudy.'Surpon Gieni, Din. of the Amyn. Tim ad place chcuoutmcs mer as drown fi. 2 Md
• t erh P~vy , Mon of Nerpdr Waler Ite 3, mid in TAk VI. Suicide wn __ -d. quft "" 1111ION10-

A r m u i o e of R e erc .W aih ns o . .C .r M .D eca se . o u t th e d a y s of * ah e & n , I m A a d e P th l A M.'Pscdstru, Diviw of Wb R r l m y I - aroeithe mortf of thleyew.71knlsh 11 b ibqmm -o
Nkaw f eo,m . 'Dm oe CMU Gm,. f . odw t sltency in the cydcia propsats of sAcide wm d m
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TABUE N
SUICIDE INCIDENCE AND RATE PER 10000 BY SEX AND RACE IN ACTIVE DUTY *RMY PERSONEL FOR~

CALENDAR YEARS 1979 AND 1960

White Black Other TOta
Inckdence Rate incidence Rate Incidence Rate Incidence Rats

Male 131 14.9 29 7.4 4 3.6 164 118
Female 10 13.2 1 2.5 0 - 11 8.9
Total 141 14.7 30 6.9 4 3.3 175 11.6

The home (including parental home, family quarters, 2 (iate of 5.7), Europe 31 (rate of 7.1), and Korea 4 (rate of
apartment, arnd barracks) was the site of suicide for 57 per 6.6).
cent of the cases, a finding rematrkably similar to the 55 per In terms of time clusters, at two posts (Campbell and
cent in 1977-78 and to the 52 'per cent in 1975-76. In Carson) there were instances (one at each) wherein three
terms of distribution of the suicide cases via geographic cases occurred within a 30-day period. In Europe there was
location, 11 continental United States- (CONUS) stations a string of five suicides from 12 Mardi 1979 through 11
reported five or more instances of completed suicide in the April 1979. The methods that were used to execute the sui-
two-year period: Fort Hood 14. Bragg 11, Campbell 9, cides are tallied in Table VII. Use of a firearm was aan
Carson 8, Benning 7, Gordon 7, Houston 5, Lewis 5, Polk the most common method employed by eithe sex.
5, Sill 5, and Wood 5. CONUS reported a total of 134 itwas observed that 24 per cent of the 75victismleft a
suicide deaths (rate of 15.1), Alaska 4 (rate of 23.1), Hawaii suicde note, 25 per cent of them spoke of or hinted about

". &."* ~ suicide prior to the act, and 23 per cent had histories of emi-
."-- cide attempts. Thirty-three per cent of the cases had a his-

6 1 6 Lftp@N"Oft tory of some kind of psychiatric contact-mental
clinic visit, hospitalization, or pr-sciti oneig

22 ~We counted 21 per cent of the 15asswho had been
lot

alcohol at the time of the final act, and four per cent
20O had been using an illicit drug just before death.

percentages on communication, psychiatric history.
alcohol/drug usage are believed to be conservative
sentations, since observational data on the peecI absence of these items were not always included =inth

reviewed

'I Table Vill is a list of stressful problems, with a tally
the number of case in whom the specificprbe
noted to have existed prior to suicide. Thepecnas
based upon the 151 persons in whom one or more of

0.~~is nrob motvatioena dexpcedantionsord. problem th
1A vo,; proble 9" 40446 W"ms hmoadtena deecedandtirecordpbed.mn2 oeffthe

could be found in the files searched.

PWg 1-. 0 I'uMe I-d rates by 010eyw ap W&4 OW M- sme" Ie foremost problem is the one laeled 'dfiwultis
*AV pwam IWO ani IM6 sai ter gam U~la Stlee p aldum love-object." When the nature of the relationship
INr& in the victim love-Object dyad is explored (Table MX,

vomv or other dissolution of the releflonaltip is the
>- 30.frequent manifestation. In 34 per cent of the cases In

a love-object problem was noted, refeence to a quawel
altercatio just prior to the uickle could be fommd i

~25 case material.
IWThe taxonomy of suicidal motivation dlopd

IL viotiily" was used spain to caegoie 1 ae Inms~
20 ficient information was saldable. Oro~buiAu

case were assigned one of Avte 4d-ullcatlmms - h
____ ___ ___ ____ ___ _ lwing percentage mault (1) Ebpa"e COO

010 .~ ~*u~n~* p A comered-24 per cent; (2) Guity, IFusu
MO ~t iDT I$F4 T SUN seven per cent; (3) Rejeted. Istd wicad4 r
DAY OF WEEK (4) Inadequacy, inability, lmossf fas . 44m

ftg L PrgM" of 4"o s I* &V ofa "804 tm-m. -19 per cent; and (5) Intractable palhe~s
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TABLE II TAKLE V

SUMMARIES OF AGE AND GRADE DISTRIBUTIONS MARITAL STATUS AND NUMBER OF CHILDREN
BY ENLISTEOOFFICER STATUS AND BY SEX (ARMY SWIADSM P-10

FOR THE 175 ARMY SUICIDES, 1979-80 ___________________

N
Enlisted Offcer Matil tau

maoo Female male Female Sngle 63 36.0
AeMarried a6 49.1

N 18 11 8 Dlvdor separ. 24 1&.7
Mean 25.9 23.7 35.2 - WkdOmed21.
Mdii. 23.6 23 32.5 -Total 175 99.9
Mode 21.24 22 29 -

Range 16-46 19-31 23-54 - Nainibe Children
Gradt Grade N N Non 70 57.9
N 156 11 WO 10 o nefi 27 22.3
Mean 4.1 3.7 2LT 1 - TwQI 16 13.2
Mdii. 3.7 4 1LT 1 - Threslfourtfive 8 6.6
mode 4 4 CPT 1 Total 121* 100.0
Range E1-E9 E1-E5 MAJ 3 - ______________________

COL 1 - *Less than 175 because of minsing data

TABLE VI
TABLE IV

PLACE WHERE SUICIDE ACT OCCURRED
GRADE-SPECIFIC SUICIDE RATES FOR ARMY (ARMY SUICIDES 1979-190)

J ~ACTIVE DUTY PERSONNEL 1979-1960____________________

Male Female TotalPlcN
lHomakquarters 77 44.0

Grade N Rate N Rate N Rate Baracks 23 13.1
El 17 13&4 1 7.1 18 12.8 FrIend's home* 10 5.7
E2 10 14.4 0 - 16 12.7 Motellhotel 6 3.4
E3 23 12.7 3 13.3 26 12.8 Jallihospital 6 3.4
E4 q 32 10.4 4 12.5 36 10.6 Place of duty 16 9.1
E5 27 12.8 3 14.3 30 12.9 Oni post, other 8 4.6
Es 28 10.5 0 - 28 19.0 0ffpost, other 29 16
E? 12 13.4 0 - 12 13.2 Total ITS 99.9
Es 0 - 0 - 0 __ _ _ _ _ __ _ _ _ _

E9 1 13.5 0 - 1 13.5 Including relative's homes (not parent)
Warrant 0". 1 3.8 0 - 1 3.8
Commiss.O0". 7 4.5 0 - 7 4.1

All Enlst. 1I6 12.9 11 10.1 167 12.7 that has been observed since our studies began. In 1975-76
All 0ff. 8 4.4 0 - 8 4.1 the annual crude suicide rate was 16.4; in 1977-78 It was

14.8; and in 197940 it was 11.6. We lack a completely sat-

condition-one per cent. A couple of cases suggestedi an isfactory explanation for this observed trend but, in this
connection, we would point out the demographic shif in

additional category: Hallucinatory. delusional, confused, active duty Army that has occurred during the period we

In 1975-46, the ratio of white soldiers to black soldiers
DISCIDmm in the active US Army was 3:7?, in 197940, It was 2:2. This

The annual suicide rate per 100,000 soldiersat-risk fel constitutes a drop of 40.5 per cont In the whitebMck sol-
more than thun points from 1977-78 to 1979480. This drop dier populationI ratio In six years of tim.e assd we know
represents an emphasis in the continued downward trend that the suicide rat for black s-lI " , is corslimidd lower

than it Is For white soldier. The relilv riek for whm s .l
suicie ~ve black male wicaldi. Is 2.0, midle dive
ri for white female odiers ovar blac femal olir
ranged from 4.5 to 6.3 in tdo dwe ~r.aul

The suicie rate per 100,000 w n Ila 4tIW -m ~e
from 15.2 in 1977-78 to 5.9, a flg.aprm4~
pont lesda themle rat, in T996.ile

N101" o TRIANdestrutive act contiviued to rAe n bd t e u~~if It
I* I. Rpw" of eisis of mo of Vast, 153-U"I Muan pressur, however to OP Amdi 01-1 111111 Ili
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rate for women and the suicide method used by women are the percentages obtained in the two previous biennia. The
approaching those for men in the Army; the frequency place where the act occurred was also similar. Tirne Indica-
counts are too small for womren to be regarded as highly tors-day of the week and month of the year-show little
reliable. The trend bears more watching. consistency from one two-year period to the next.

There were no female officer suicides and no black female What is perhaps most enlightenig in contributing toward
suicides in 1979-80. The mean age of enlisted suicides, the understanding of the psychosocial dynamics in Army
either male or female, was not dissimilar to what it had suicide is the consistency over the three biennia in existent
been in the two previous biennia. The mean age of male of- "problem areas" and in the inferred "motivational state" at
ficer suicides, 35.2, was similar to what was found in 1975- the time of suicide. Again, our data demonstrate that the
76, 35.6, but greater than that found in 1977-78, 31.8. The imnpending Army suicide is most likely to be in the throes
relative risk of enlisted suicides to officer suicides jumped of a relationship problem with his or her spouse or lover,
to 3.1 from ratios of 1.7 and 1.8 obtained previously, producing a compelling feeling of rejection or isolation

Age-specific rates for the Army male suicides were lower from the other party in the dyad.
at all age levels studied than the comparable rates for the Admittedly, such a psychosocial state of affairs is prob-
general US male population-a finding that has now estab- ably not a rare circumstance in the life of the soldier. Cer-
fished itself three times. However, Army suicide rates for tainly, many persons experience lovesickness, and rejection
women trend consistently higher than rates at comparable and do not complete suicide. We simly do not know the
ages in the general US female population. This finding pro- epidemidology nor the natural history of love dyads in tur-
vides further suggestion that Army female suicides may be moid. We can only suggest to the caregiver that the love-
unique from civilian female suicides, even when age is held lom soldier therewith subjected to feelings of isolation and
constant. rejection is at increased risk for suicide completion. Add

The data baving to do with note-leaving, communicating the communication of suicial intent, a history of suicide
intent, history of attempts and psychiatric contact, and us- attempts and/or psychiatric contacts, and the use of alco-
ing alcohol or drugp at the time of suicide were similar to hol at times of conflict or loneliness, and the risk rises ac-

cordingly.

TABLE VII Summary
METHOD USED TO COMPLETE SUICIDE Atidbenu feieilgcldt nsiiei

(ARMY SUICIDES 1979-1960) hr inimo pdmooia aao ukei
the United States Army was compiled with the same

mnWofnen method as was used previously.1.2 The annual crude suicide
Method N % N %rate per 100,000 soldiemsat-risk, for 19794SO was found to
Firearm 103 62.8 8 72.7 be 11.6. adrop of 3.2 points fromf weeit stood in1977-78.
Hanging or streig. 25 15.2 1 9.1 S~ex-sliecific, race-specific, age-specific, and grade-specific
Ovsrdoeioson 11 6.7 1 2.1 rates were studied and can be compared with the samne in-
Gas (C0, other) 7 4.3 1 9.1 dice in the previous two biennia. Demognaphi data and
Jwmp 5 &0 - - intformation on circumutances surrounding the suicidal act

ANDnn 5 3. were also made available for comparison with jwevlou

rNUHM SDPECENM FI oS WCDED PERSONS PROBLEM4UMMS PERSONS IN HOMTHELOV

"W Suam 199-12 SJulwEs Iwo-""S

Existent Problem N Mu% satf LoeOweo Pfau"e NOM
Difficlti~es w~th W 1 112 74.2 Resat or pending dimocspoeln
Olf111culilee wit Job~worArmy 40 26.5 or brak-up a W4
AV110.Usertlor at tm of suicide 21 13.9 Marital prfb~amwOt get aIW, 46 428
Tmoue ft lawh (olher tihan AWOL) 15 9.9 AltercatIon with Woablest Wue before
Flngngial probem 20 13.2 suicide 30 318

Suffr~n fro a eychels12 7.9 Infilty an is"u 6 4
Me~e~eIFt prolsonpeychiatrig) 111 7.3 H"sorir Of Violence in relationhsl 13 11A
Oslofalaw ame 6 5&3 Murderd ovsobject 1111111of $Wsdet S 4.5
AledseaW dietitin 2 1.3 Allernpled to muWdu loM ~bes bPA VONe 3 L?

Peet ee buase n an N of 161; I~A, the munber of peaces_ Peroentu boew an an N of t15.% L4 a Of daWsM
wioe or more dwteoe steeful rolms wit in- detste Iosojr Af
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Anasis of the suicided person's psychosocial situation ROWWicn
(as rflected in the kinds of personal problems recorded in 'Dgdl, W. E. and Johnson, A. W., Jr.: Suicide in United States Army
the reports and investigations of the incident and as re- per l, Wi5 .E mil . W. , J.- , ta.

flected in assessments made of the victimes presuicidal 'Datel, W. E., Jones, F. D., and Esposito, M. E.: Suicide in United
"motivational state") showed remarkable consistency in States Army personnel, 1977-78. Milit. Med., 146:307-392, l1M.
the three time-periods studied, and points unflinchingly to
a love-object dyadic relationship in near or total collapse
in the pre-suicide soldier.
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