Hurricane Guide for Suicide Prevention
The purpose of this short guide is to give USAR commanders some tools and advice to aid with suicide prevention.  You do not have to read this guide sequentially.  Feel free to skip around.  Some of the items will apply to you and your unit and some will not.

The Basics

What are the underlying causes of the increase in suicides in the military?
There are several factors.  Some of those factors you as a military commander can influence and some you cannot.  This paper will describe the most significant factors and then focus on the ones that you can control.
The military is a reflection of society in general, and there has been an increase in suicides in society in general.  Dissolving social structures such as the family, communities, religious organizations have had an impact on society by removing traditional social supports for people.  Bad economic times can lead to increased feelings of hopelessness and of not being productive.

Another contributing factor is the significant generational gap that has formed squarely along the digital divide.  This has a greater than average effect on the military, because there military tends to have very young junior personnel when compared to the rest of society.  Most of the senior leaders, both officers and NCOs, in the Army are digital immigrants.  They grew up before the WWW, the Internet, and cell devices were ubiquitous.  Our young soldiers are digital natives.  They have a hard time imagining a world without texting, Internet Messaging (IM), and massively multiplayer online games (MMOGs).  Digital immigrants tend to view the information age revolution as fundamentally isolating.  They see a decline in kids coming home for the holidays.  They look at a digital native sitting by himself playing a MMOG and see the game as an exercise in isolation.  On the contrary, the digital natives tend to be more connected with a broader, more intimate peer group than previous generations were.  A quick look through Facebook and My Space quickly reveal that digital natives share the most intimate details of their lives, and they expect that others will too.  When our digital natives are torn from their digital nests and tossed into the Army, controlled by digital immigrants with a strictly hierarchal, need-to-know, and “that is none of your business!” view of communications, it can have a deeply, deeply isolating affect on the digital native. 
The force has been stretched very thin with many of the service members having endured multiple deployments in very short periods.  This has put a tremendous strain on the individual service members in two separate ways.  First, it has increased the service members’ exposure to extreme stress levels and decreased the recovery time for the affected service members.  Second, the back-to-back deployments have attacked and often destroyed the service members’ social supports including marriages, social networks, and community contacts.

Which factors can a military commander directly influence?

While a military commander cannot have a large influence on the economy or the divorce rate in society in general, the military commander can directly influence communication in organizations in his span of control.  The military commander can increase the general sense of accomplishment and value in his organization, and the he can directly attack isolation.  

We will address each of these areas in more detail below.

Taking Command of the Situation

Encouraging Multi-level Communication

People have an innate need to be heard and to share.  The traditional open door policies of military decision makers is often insufficient to promote the level and depth of communications that service members need given frequent and long periods of isolation from traditional emotional supports such as family, friends, and social networks. 
Active communication is critical.  The first and foremost step in enabling active communications is availability.  A commander simply must be available.  There is no such thing as “quality time” with your soldiers.  Quantity of available time is its own quality and cannot be replaced by anything else.  A commander needs to model active communication.  He begins the process by listening and hearing what the soldier has to say.  

The following paragraph describes one method of active listening.  This technique is appropriate under many, but not all circumstances.  If you are administering non-judicial punishment, this communication technique would not be appropriate.

The commander can encourage communication by using an open posture, facing the soldier, and looking into the soldier’s eyes when speaking.  The commander repeats back the facts to the soldier and ensures that he has gotten the factual portion right.  If not, the soldier supplements or clarifies as required.  The digital native needs and expects an emotional response.  The commander can address this need by saying something like, “if it was me, what you told me would make me feel ___.  Did I get that right?”  Finally, once the soldier feels heard and appreciated, the commander can continue on to the problem-solving portion of conversation.
Verbal interaction is only one method of communications.  Unit blogs (kept at the appropriate level of security), suggestion boxes, newsletters, group emails, etc. are all good means of communicating.  Always remember that good communications take time.  Good leaders take time to walk through unit areas and allow for spontaneous communication to take place.

Increasing Sense of Value and Accomplishment
Hopelessness occurs when soldiers are concerned about situations and circumstances that they feel they cannot influence.  Hopelessness is the beginning of despair and depression.  The demographic least likely to commit suicide is that consisting of mothers with young children.  Mothers of young children feel needed and wanted and part of something greater than just themselves.  Commanders can help soldiers feel a sense of value by encouraging the soldiers to show initiative and to look outside their assigned duties to see if there are other areas that the soldiers can be helpful in.  Commanders can help soldiers feel appreciated by giving them sincere compliments and publically praising them.  Commanders can emphasize the soldiers’ and the unit’s contribution to larger missions so that the soldiers recognize that their efforts are part of something greater, that each soldier is a vital part of that critical effort.
In addition to praising accomplishment and helping soldiers’ contextualize their roles in that accomplishment; commanders can help soldiers distinguish between issues that the soldiers can influence and those that must simply be accepted.   Commanders can help their subordinates see the difference between the two cases.  To a soldier in despair, letting go of responsibility for items that he has no control over can mean the difference between coping and hopelessness.
Conversely, making a soldier near despair take responsibility for small personal items can be empowering and helpful in feeling more in control of his environment.  One technique is to ask the soldier to identify one to three things that he can accomplish in the next twenty-four hours that would help his situation and then telling the commander when those items are accomplished. 
Attacking Isolation

Despair and isolations are twin forces on the road to suicide.  Despair can be invisible to all but the soldier’s closest contacts, but isolation is generally more recognizable.  Commanders must attack isolation.  Communications can help limit isolation, but often soldiers must be encouraged to remain engaged with groups.
When a soldier is in pain, his natural reaction is to pull in and nurse his wounds whether physical or emotional.  Group activities help soldiers remain engaged with the command.  Group activities promote communications, and group activities help soldiers to feel part of a larger enterprise.

Informal sports teams and group PT are great methods for getting soldiers involved.  Physical activity is not just good for staying in shape.  Physical activity is good for the soldier’s mental health too.

Social, but non-physical activities such as card and board games are useful for promoting conversation.  Soldiers can relax, and the open banter often encourages sharing.

Conclusion, the Courage to Act

Nothing happens until someone has the courage to act.  What the Army is currently doing has not been effective in slowing the suicide rate.  As leaders, we need to seize, retain, and exploit the initiative in the battle against suicides.  As leaders we need to encourage communications, increase our subordinates feelings of value, and attack isolation.  One suicide is one too many.  Start your campaign today!
