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Abstract

Suicide has long been considered as nearing ‘epidemic levels’ in law enforcement populations. Nevertheless, despite the
argued scale of the problem, no review has yet systematically examined the evidence base to elucidate the risk factors or
predictors implicated in the suicidal behaviours of police officers. The current review aims to do this, by considering a final
sample of 20 papers that met inclusion criteria. Findings from this qualitative review revealed five superordinate risk factors
(i.e., problematic substance use close to, or at the time of death; presence of depression and previous suicide attempts; dif-
ferences in trauma response; exposure to excessive and prolonged job-related stress, including dissatisfaction; absence of a
stable intimate relationship), which when taken in isolation each incrementally contributed to suicide risk, but when found to
be comorbid, appeared to markedly increase the likelihood of completed suicide. Implications for suicide prevention, policy

design, and treatment formulation are discussed, along with limitations and directions for future research.

Keywords Police - Uniformed services - Suicide - Risk factors - Post-traumatic stress disorder - Suicidal ideation

Introduction

Mental health problems play a significant role in the non-
communicable disease burden estimated to affect approxi-
mately 300 million people worldwide (Institute for Health
Metrics and Evaluation 2017). Of this broader class of
‘mental health problems’, suicidal behaviours and/or idea-
tion pose a considerable concern for general populations (Di
Nota et al. 2020), with more than 700,000 deaths attributed
to completed suicide annually (WHO Report 2021). Despite
the scale of this issue, in small communities and closed
occupational groups (e.g. law enforcement, emergency care
workers, medical practitioners, etc.), the immediate and
long-term impacts of suicide are arguably exacerbated given
the depressive ‘ripple’ effect that may eventuate as a product
of witnessing first-hand trauma (Barron 2010).

Much has been theorised and written about the incidence
and prevalence of suicide in law enforcement over the past
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five decades (Violanti et al. 1998). Data from the most recent
Office for National Statistics (UK) bulletin on suicides by
occupation show that there has been a total of 169 serving
police officers who have committed suicide between 2011
and 2019, with this averaging to approximately 21 deaths
per year in the UK (ONS 2019). Given that elevated preva-
lence estimates as compared to normal populations have
been consistently observed across time periods and jurisdic-
tions (Violanti 1995a, b), some researchers have described
suicide in law enforcement populations as an ‘epidemic’
(Loo 2001).

Despite these strong assertions, other authors have cast
doubt over suicide classification as the leading cause of
death among law enforcement officers (Chopko et al. 2014).
Methodological problems in the assessment and collection
of suicide statistics, including inadequate sample sizes, lim-
ited measurements of specific police populations, regional
variations, and inconsistent reporting periods, make accu-
rate estimation of the true problem increasingly difficult
(Barron 2010; Chopko et al. 2014). Irrespective of whether
police officers experience higher rates of suicide compared
to the general population (Violanti 1995a, b), police agen-
cies are typically drawn from populations where mental and
physical illness are minimal (i.e., psychological and medi-
cally tested), officers are employed and engaged in meaning-
ful occupational work, and afforded adequate support via

@ Springer


http://orcid.org/0000-0001-5567-3569
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s11896-022-09539-1&domain=pdf

Journal of Police and Criminal Psychology

training, health benefits, and counselling (Barron 2010). It
therefore stands that rates equivalent to the general popula-
tion mortality figure, which considers both the young and
old, those with mental and physical illnesses, or who are
unemployed, uneducated, or from lower socio-economic
backgrounds (Barron 2010; Violanti 2001), warrants sig-
nificant concern.

Consequently, researchers have shifted away from quanti-
fying rates of suicide in favour of investigating the risk fac-
tors and predictors that underpin suicide in this occupational
group (Barron 2010; Berg et al. 2003). While general expert
consensus holds that suicide causation is multidimensional
(Barron 2010), the literature reports three particular classes
or levels of stressors thought to be implicated in the com-
pleted suicide of law enforcement personnel: (1) personal or
individual stressors, (2) occupational factors, and (3) organ-
isational issues (Hart et al. 1995). Personal or individual
stressors refer to factors internal to the police officer such as
mental or substance use disorders (i.e., depression; Kessler
et al. 1999), suicidal ideation (Nugent and Williams 2001),
relationship and financial problems (Barron 2010), and
susceptibility to post-traumatic stress/disorder(s) (Carlier
et al. 2000). Occupational factors encompass those demands
considered to be ‘part of the job’ such as completing shift
work, engaging with victims and perpetrators of crime,
and interacting with the justice system (Hart et al. 1995).
Organisational issues comprise concerns around reduced
support, bureaucratic red tape, and lack of career advance-
ment opportunities (Barron 2010). These classes of stress-
ors upon reaching a critical mass are thought to decrease
an officer’s suicidal threshold, thereby increasing the likeli-
hood of suicidal behaviour (Barron 2010).

More recently, Di Nota et al. (2020), in an effort to move
beyond the classification of stressors towards a psychologi-
cal model that delineates the causal pathways implicated
in police suicidal behaviours, argue that increased suicidal
risk may be partially explained by both the Interpersonal-
Psychological Theory of Suicide (Joiner 2005) and Klonsky
and May’s (2015) Three-Step Theory. Incorporating this, Di
Nota et al. (2020) asserts that progressive suicidal behaviours
develop via a tripartite process: (1) suicidal ideation emerges
from feelings of pain (e.g. psychological or physical) and
hopelessness often triggered by exposure to potentially psy-
chologically traumatic events, (2) the presence of pain and
hopelessness coupled with low or absent connectedness exac-
erbates suicidal ideation leading to suicide planning, and (3)
suicide attempt/s are carried out where the officer possesses
the necessary dispositional or genetic features, has become
habituated to pain, injury fear, and/or death, and has knowl-
edge and access to lethal means. In short, suicidal behaviours
are likely to occur where a police officer with suicidal idea-
tion has the impetus and capacity to enact a plan (Di Nota
et al. 2020), and therefore fitting with the aforenoted theories.
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Given the lack of published systematic reviews con-
cerning why police officers commit suicide, it was deemed
timely to undertake a systematic assessment of the existing
evidence base. Accordingly, this review aimed to provide a
structured examination of the available literature concern-
ing the following research question: What is empirically
known regarding why police officers commit suicide? The
aims of this systematic review were as follows: (1) to iden-
tify potential risk factors (i.e., precipitating factors, motives,
and triggers) that influence suicide in police officers; (2) to
identify any sex differences in the mode, methodology, or
risk factors underpinning suicide in police officers; (3) to
identify any differences in risk factors for suicide between
sworn and unsworn police officers; and (4) to review any
police suicide risk factor differences between developed and
underdeveloped jurisdictions.

Method

Following PRISMA guidelines, publications that empiri-
cally examined risk factors contributing to suicide in police
officers were identified (Moher et al. 2009). Four English
language databases were considered: PsycInfo, PsycNet,
PubMed, and Web of Science. Search terms were grounded
in previous research and selected using the SPIDER search
strategy protocol (Cooke et al. 2012). Consistent with the
SPIDER protocol, the following was achieved: (1) identifica-
tion of the relevant sample, phenomenon of interest, design,
evaluation, and research type; (2) key terms highlighted;
and (3) alternative phrases generated, to develop a coherent
search strategy. The research team then reviewed the appro-
priateness of the search strategy and identified potential
further terms. Final search terms included officer®, suicide,
and factor®. Additional articles were obtained via manual
searching of relevant publications and reference lists.

Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria

The SPIDER search strategy protocol was used to identify
inclusion and exclusion criteria (Table 1). Studies were con-
sidered eligible if they (a) reported information concerning
risk factors for completed suicide solely in civilian police
officers, (b) presented findings derived from any empirical
research method, and (c) were available in English. Time
limits were placed on searches to allow a contemporary land-
scape of issues to be canvassed (e.g. January 1990 — present;
Violanti et al. 2004).

Studies were excluded if they (a) did not report any
information regarding risk factors for completed suicide
in civilian police officers, (b) studied the defined outcome
(i.e., completed suicide) in non-civilian police samples (e.g.
military law enforcement) or in mixed samples (e.g. civilian
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Table 1 Study search strategy organised using the SPIDER framework

SPIDER elements Keyword(s)

Search terms and strategies

Sample Law enforcement officers

Phenomenon of interest ~ Suicide

Precipitating factors

Design

papers
Evaluation Nil
Research Nil

Law enforcement OR Officer* OR Police OR Police
Officer OR Police Force OR Policemen OR Police-
women OR Detective OR Investigator OR Agent OR
Constable OR Cop NOT Emergency*

Suicide OR Self-destruct® OR Self-murder OR Self-
slaughter OR Self-immolation

Factor* OR Influence* OR Motive* OR Purpose OR
Cause OR Function OR Intent OR Objective OR
Reason OR Risk Factors OR Contributing Factors
OR Predisposing Factors OR Protective Factors OR
Stress* OR Trigger*

Any study design NOT editorials NOT narrative reviews NOT book chapters NOT commentaries NOT opinion

Asterisk denotes any further letters following the search term. Each grouping of search terms is joined by the Boolean operator AND

police officers and firefighters), (c) did not contain primary
data, (d) did not satisfy an empirical research methodology
(i.e., conference paper, editorial, book chapter), and (e) were
not available in English.

Eligibility Screening

Titles and abstracts were screened to determine if they met
the inclusion criteria. If it was not possible to determine a
paper’s eligibility at this stage, it remained on the list and
was examined during the full-text stage. To minimise the
risk of bias during the eligibility screening stage, a random
sample (n=12) of articles examined for eligibility at the
full-text stage were selected for quality assessment by a
member outside of the research group. Agreement between
the research group and external member, calculated using
Cohen’s kappa, was 1.00 (p <0.05), which is considered
very good.

Quality Assessment

Two quality assessment tools were selected to appraise the
quantitative and qualitative studies included within this
review: (1) The JBI Checklist for Analytical Cross-Sectional
Studies (i.e., quantitative; Moola et al. 2020), which con-
sists of eight questions designed to probe various quanti-
tative methodological aspects (e.g. sample clearly defined,
outcomes validly measured, appropriate statistical analy-
ses), with each question rated as ‘yes’, ‘no’, ‘unclear’, or
‘not applicable’, and item ratings used to guide the asses-
sor’s judgement regarding article inclusion or exclusion,
and (2) The Critical Appraisal Skills Programme (CASP)
qualitative checklist (QC), to appraise all qualitative stud-
ies that met the inclusion criteria (Critical Appraisal Skills

Programme 2018). The tool consists of 10 questions that
tap various methodological aspects (aims, methodology,
research design, recruitment strategy, data collection,
research-participant relationships, ethical issues, data anal-
ysis, findings and meaningful), which are given a rating of
‘yes’, ‘can’t tell’, or ‘no’. For the purposes of this review,
item ratings for both the CASP and JBI were used to guide
the assessor’s judgement regarding article inclusion or
exclusion, and overall risk of bias.

To minimise the risk of bias during the quality appraisal
process, a random sample (n=>5 [10%]) of the included stud-
ies were selected for quality assessment by a member outside
of the research group. Agreement using Cohen’s kappa was
1.00 (p <0.05) and thus very good.

Data Extraction and Analysis

A data extraction table was designed to collate information
relevant to aims (1) to (4) of the systematic review. This
included extracting data regarding sample descriptors (i.e.,
sample size, country, setting, officer rank), sex differences,
differences between sworn and unsworn police officers,
methodological study type and design, key findings, and
main conclusions drawn.

Thematic analysis was used to examine aims (1) to (4).
Using Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-step guide to thematic
analysis, once familiar with each article, information was
organised into codes based on features within the data. This
allowed for a deeper understanding of the information and
identification of initial patterns in relation to the research
aims. Themes were then generated based on commonali-
ties and patterns among the codes. Proposed themes were
reviewed in relation to the data and refined, and then named
based on their content. Care was taken to ensure that themes
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were not overly complex and presented an internally consist-
ent narrative that accurately represented the data.

Results
Search Results

In total, 19,004 articles were identified, with manual search-
ing identifying a further eight records. After duplicates were
removed, 16,680 articles remained. The specific process of
screening and retrieval is indicated in Fig. 1. The final sam-
ple included 20 articles, which were examined using the
quality assessment tools. No papers were excluded after the
quality appraisal stage.

Characteristics of the Included Studies

The majority of studies were conducted in Africa (9),
in urban precincts (30%), using a cross-sectional study
design (90%; see Table 2 for further information regard-
ing study demographics). The 20 studies included 12,603
participants, with 9476 men and 3042 women, and 85 sex
not specified. Of the studies that reported age parameters,
participant’s age ranged between 18 and 69, with a mean
age of 36.45(SD =3.48). Studies mostly examined risk fac-
tors in sworn junior (i.e. corporal, constable, patrol duty;
6031 officers) police officer populations (55%). All 20 arti-
cles were considered low risk of bias (see Table 2 for paper
demographic and Table 3 for papers included and quality
assessment).

Fig. 1 Flowchart depicting the

systematic review process

@ Springer

Identification of studies via databases and registers
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Table 2 Study demographical details

Country Sample Mean Setting (urban Sworn and/or Office rank Years of Marital status
size age or rural) unsworn service
(years)
Barron (2010) Australia 41 35
Beehr et al. (1995) USA 177 32.1 Urban Sworn Officer=161 7.9 (Average)
Sergeant=14
Other=2
Berg et al. (2003) Norway 3272 38.9 Sworn and Officer=2128 Single =342
unsworn Middle man- Married=2715
ager=1034 Divorced =164
Manager =96 Widowed=11
Burke and Mikkelsen Norway 766 Urban and rural Sworn and Constable=451 Single=134
(2007) unsworn Manager =20 Married=631
Supervi-
sor=252
Chopko et al. (2014) USA 193 41.6 Urban and rural Sworn and Patrol 1 to 42 (Range) Single=18
unsworn duty =141 Married =148
Administra- Divorced=13
tion=8 Committed=11
Detective/
investiga-
tor=39
Other=5
Di Nota et al. (2020) Canada 4236 Urban and rural Sworn and RCMP=1936 Single=144
unsworn Other Married = 1308
police=1974 Divorced=167
Civilians =326 Remarried =72
Meyer et al. (2003) South 307 34.92 Sworn Captain=170 Single=61
Africa Sergeants =57 Married =150
Separated =20
Nijiro et al. (2021) Tanzania 497 41 Urban Sworn Gazette 5to Single=92
officer=22 15+ (Range) Married=371
Rank and Separated =20
file=412
Inspector =60
Pienaar and Rothman South 1794 34.53 Sworn Constable =122 Single =646
(2005), Pienaar Africa Sergeant=369 Married =787
et al. (2007) Inspector =909 Divorced =322
Captain=394 Separated =26
Remarried =13
Quarshie et al. (2021) Ghana 268 34 Urban Sworn Constable =252 Single=61
Senior Married =157
officer=16 Other=46
Rothmann and Strij-  South 120 Urban and rural Sworn Constables=6 3 to 15 (Range) Single=40
dom (2002) Africa Sergeants =77 Married =80
Inspectors =37
Rothmann and van South 287 32.79 Urban and rural Sworn Constables=75
Rensburg (2002) Africa Sergeants =93
Inspec-
tors=111
Rouse et al. (2015) USA 8 33 Urban Sworn 4 to 7 (Range)
Steyn (2012), Steyn ~ South 217 40 Rural Sworn
et al. (2013) Africa
Violanti (2004), USA 115 39.5 Urban Sworn Officer=73 13.16 (Mean)  Married=73
Volanti et al. (2008), Sergeant=15 Other=42
(2009) Captain/detec-
tive=22
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Table 2 (continued)

Country Sample Mean Setting (urban Sworn and/or  Office rank Years of Marital status
size age or rural) unsworn service
(years)
Wray and Jarrett Jamaica 305 Urban Sworn Constable=193 1 to 39 (Range) Single=125

(2019)

Corporal =59 Other=180

Sergeant=153

Research aim 1: to identify any risk factors (i.e., pre-
cipitating factors, motives, and/or triggers) that influence
suicide in police officers.

Five superordinate themes were identified via thematic
analysis, as follows:

T . probl ic sul | |

.  death (40%: ciel il

Consensus emerged that substance misuse was related
to both suicidal ideation and completed suicide (Di Nota
et al. 2020; Meyer et al. 2003; Violanti 2004). In their psy-
chological autopsies, Barron (2010) and Rouse et al. (2015)
found that problematic drinking was prevalent for police
officers who died by suicide. Police officers were often
under the influence of alcohol or other substances close to,
or at the time of death, with officers having increased their
alcohol intake prior to suicide. Problematic drinking behav-
iour was also related to coping mechanisms, with rugged
individualism considered as stereotypical for police offic-
ers, which increased problematic drinking behaviour (Beehr
et al. 1995). The more alcohol that was consumed per week,
the higher the risk of suicidal ideation, with officers con-
suming higher levels of alcohol less able to cope and seek
support (Pienaar and Rothmann 2005; Rothmann and van

Rensburg 2002).
Theme 2: presen f ression and previ ici
m . nine articles).

Being diagnosed with, or having traits of depression,
was considered a common risk factor for being a vulner-
able police officer with an increased risk of suicidal ideation
(Berg et al. 2003; Chopko et al. 2014; Di Nota et al. 2020).
Further, Violanti et al. (2009) suggested that there was a
slightly higher incidence of suicidal ideation in women
officers, as they reported more depressive symptoms than
men. In the psychological autopsy, Barron (2010) found
that 40% of the officers who completed suicide used anti-
depressants or other psychotropic medication, and 31.5%
were diagnosed with depression. Many of these officers
had communicated their suicidal intent to others. In addi-
tion, Njiro et al. (2021) reported that depression and low
support were intertwined in predicting suicidal ideation. A
small number of police officers had a history of previous
suicide attempts, with this more prevalent for women (Berg
et al. 2003; Di Nota et al. 2020). Officers who had attempted
suicide previously scored higher on current suicidal ideation

@ Springer

(Meyer et al. 2003; Pienaar and Rothmann 2005). Further,
officers who completed suicide had a history of multiple
suicide attempts (Rouse et al. 2015).

articles).

There appeared consensus that post-traumatic stress
disorder (PTSD) influenced both suicidal ideation and
completed suicide in police officers (Rouse et al. 2015;
Steyn 2012; Steyn et al. 2013; Violanti 2004). Violanti
(2004, p. 281) found that trauma resultant from “person’s
dying” or the “homicide of fellow officers” in conjunction
with increased substance use “elevated the odds of suicidal
ideation approximately ten times over those officers who
had lower levels of trauma”. More particularly, the included
studies found that clusters of PTSD symptom criteria (i.e.,
hyperarousal, intrusive memories, etc.) predicted suicidal
ideation differentially in men and women (Steyn 2012; Steyn
et al. 2013). In two linked studies, Steyn (2012) and Steyn
et al. (2013) found that for women police officers, “intrusive
memories and to a lesser extent level of impairment influ-
enced suicidal ideation” (Steyn 2012, p. 237), while among
the men in the experimental group, hyperarousal was found
to be “a key predictor of suicidal ideation” (Steyn 2012,
p. 237). These divergent findings were theorised by the
researchers as resulting from a women officers tending to
ruminate more (Steyn 2012, p. 237), whereas for men prob-
lems focus on impulse control and the regulation of affect
(Steyn 2012, p. 237).

Theme 4: exposure to excessive and prolonged job-related
stress, including dissatisfaction (45%; nine articles).

Occupational stress refers to stressors faced in the course
of police officers’ duties, and which directly influences sui-
cidal ideation and completed suicide. There was consensus
that occupational stress was a product of burnout (subordi-
nate theme 1) and job dissatisfaction (subordinate theme 2).

Subordinate theme 1 — burnout. Burnout refers to a state
of emotional, physical, and mental exhaustion caused by
excessive and prolonged job-related stress. Both Berg et al.
(2003) and Burke and Mikkelsen (2007) found that burnout
components of “emotional exhaustion and depersonalisation
(or cynicism) predicted suicidal ideation” via increases in
both depression and anxiety (Berg et al. 2003, p. 310). Using
the Maslach Burnout Inventory — Human Service Survey
(MBI-HSS; Maslach et al. 1996), Wray and Jarrett’s (2019,
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p. 4) study found that “emotional exhaustion and deperson-
alisation [were] positively correlated with suicidal ideation,
with 51.4% of police officers showing moderate to high lev-
els of emotional exhaustion, and 31.2% reporting moderate
to high levels of depersonalisation”.

Subordinate theme 2 — job dissatisfaction. Partly stem-
ming from burnout, five independent studies found that a low
sense of job satisfaction or job dissatisfaction showed statis-
tically significant associations with suicidal ideation (Berg
et al. 2003; Burke and Mikkelsen 2007; Meyer et al. 2003;
Quarshie et al. 2021; Rothman and Strijdom 2002). More
specifically, Quarshie et al. (2021) observed that offic-
ers who reported low levels of job satisfaction were at an
increased risk of experiencing suicidal ideation during the
previous 12 months. The researchers theorised that this find-
ing should be expected given that “low job satisfaction may
be a response to negative work experiences and unfavourable
work characteristics, which can undermine the psychologi-
cal health of police officers” (Quarshie et al. 2021, p. 198).

I S al ; ble infi Jationship (35%:

el

Two subthemes emerged, the absence of a committed
relationship (subordinate theme 1: civil status) and prob-
lems within an existing relationship (subordinate theme 2:
relationship problems).

Subordinate theme 1 — civil status. There was a consensus
that officers who reported higher rates of suicidal ideation
were either single, separated, or divorced (Berg et al. 2003;
Burke and Mikkelsen 2007; Violanti et al. 2009). Thus,
being married or in a committed relationship was a protec-
tive factor (Quarshie et al. 2021). However, Barron (2010)
found that almost half or the police officers who committed
suicide were married with children, suggesting that occupa-
tional relationships were poor, and thus, the personal rela-
tionships were not sufficiently protective.

Subordinate theme 2 — relationship problems. Many of
the police officers who committed suicide experienced fam-
ily conflicts (Barron 2010). This was suggested to indicate
that difficulties in their personal relationships could result in
the inability to cope with other difficulties (Berg et al. 2003).
Beehr et al. (1995) reported that coping mechanisms were
related to divorce potential, with rugged individualism
increasing this potential. Additionally, some police offic-
ers were either the victim or alleged perpetrator of domes-
tic abuse, which included the use of weapons or threat of
weapon use (Rouse et al. 2015).

Research aim 2: to identify sex differences in the mode,
methodology, or risk factors underpinning completed suicide
in police officers.

The review comprised 9476 men and 3042 women. Of
the 20 included articles, four studies (20%) specifically com-
pared and contrasted suicide risk factors between sex. No
sex differences were identified with regards to problematic

substance misuse, the presence of depression and previous
suicide attempts, or absence of a stable intimate relationship.
As previously stated, and with regards to PTSD, women
police officers showed a higher incidence and prevalence
of intrusive memories, while men showed elevated levels
of hyperarousal (Steyn 2012; Steyn et al. 2013). Women
police officers also reported significantly higher levels of
occupational stress and emotional exhaustion than men, with
this sex disparity arguably a result of less peer support and
supervision offered to women within the police force (Wray
and Jarrett 2019).

Research aim 3: to identify any differences in risk factors
for completed suicide between sworn and unsworn police
officers.

There was a total of 9451 sworn officers, 350 unsworn,
and 3717 unknowns. Although the different risk factors
between unsworn and sworn officers were not detailed, there
was evidence to suggest some differences. Sworn officers
had higher levels of substance use and mental disorders
(depression, PTSD, and stress), and civilians had a higher
rate of PTSD (Di Nota et al. 2020). Therefore, most of the
articles combined sworn and unsworn as a group, without
distinguishing the differences between the groups. Thus, the
results were more likely to be related to sworn officers.

Research aim 4: to review any police suicide risk fac-
tor differences between developed and underdeveloped
Jjurisdictions.

In underdeveloped countries, educational levels for offic-
ers with high suicidal ideation were on average grade 12
or below. These officers also had lower ranks (Pienaar and
Rothmann 2005). The wages in these countries were low
(Steyn et al. 2013), which resulted in job dissatisfaction
(Rothmann and Strijdom 2002). Thus, some police officers
moonlighted, which resulted in increased suicidal ideation,
which can be a result of emotional and physical exhaustion
from working multiple jobs (Quarshie et al. 2021). Devel-
oped countries frequently have specific educational degrees
for police officers, and the wages are higher. In developed
countries, job dissatisfaction was related to anxiety and
depression (Berg et al. 2003), and burnout from the job
(Burke and Mikkelsen 2007) rather than low wages. Demo-
graphics are presented in Table 2.

Discussion

This systematic review is thought to represent the first
known effort to qualitatively explore the factors implicated
in the suicidal behaviours of law enforcement officers.
Five superordinate risk factors were revealed: problematic
substance use close to, or at the time of death; presence
of depression and previous suicide attempts; differences
in trauma response; exposure to excessive and prolonged

@ Springer
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job-related stress, including dissatisfaction; and absence of
a stable intimate relationship). When co-occurring or comor-
bid, these factors appeared associated with an increased like-
lihood of suicidal behaviours.

Concordant with the presumption of risk factor primacy
(Violanti 2003, 2004), 40% of the included studies identi-
fied problematic substance use or substance misuse (i.e.,
alcohol and drugs) as both pervasive and directly linked to
completed suicide. More specifically, the findings indicated
an increasing trajectory of substance use in the days and
hours preceding the suicidal event (Barron 2010; Rouse
et al. 2015; Violanti 2004). Though concerning, such obser-
vations were not unexpected given that substance use has
long been characterised as problematic among the police
force (Richmond et al. 1998), with officers often regarded
as ‘symptomatic’ drinkers, who use alcohol and other sub-
stances for the relief of psychological strains (Pienaar and
Rothmann 2005). Indeed, it has been previously found that
the organisational culture actually reinforces the use of sub-
stances as both a social and psychological device effective in
the amelioration of job-related stress (Violanti 2003, 2004).
This clearly raises challenges in relation to reinforcing
unhelpful perceptions concerning coping and representing
a potential barrier to treatment responsivity or those who
require interventional support.

Mental health problems, more particularly depressive dis-
orders and previous suicide attempts, were identified by the
majority of policing studies (50%) as both comorbid with
substance use disorders and predictive of later completed
suicide (Barron 2010; Di Nota et al. 2020; Meyer et al. 2003;
Violanti 2004). These findings represent expected risk pre-
dictors given that depression and suicidal ideation/attempts
are considered incremental contributors to the overall
risk burden in like occupational groups (e.g. emergency
care workers, medical practitioners; Barron 2010; Berg
et al. 2003). But while expected, rates of depression and
suicidal ideation commensurate with non-working and insti-
tutionalised populations (Kessler et al. 1999) are curious
given that police agencies should represent and consist of
a healthy and psychologically tested working population
(Violanti 2004). Equally interesting, across the aggregated
samples, women officers reported higher mean depres-
sion scores compared to men (Violanti 2009). While some
research has focussed on identifying causes of depression,
most studies have been conducted with predominately male
samples (Pierino 2007), and therefore have little probative
value relevant to discerning the causal pathways implicated
in the development of mood disorders in women officers.

While little support was found within the review for the
argument that police officers were exposed to a singular trau-
matic critical incident which directly contributed to suicidal-
ity (Rouse et al. 2015), PTSD symptomatology when found
to co-occur with substance use and mental health problems

@ Springer

(i.e., depression and suicidal ideation) significantly increased
overall suicide risk (Violanti 2004). Beyond elucidating the
comorbidities that exist with other risk indicators and the
resultant cumulative burden, two trauma specific findings
emerged from this review. First, results showed that intrusive
memories in women officers and hyperarousal in men were
implicated in the later development of suicidal behaviours.
Though this was argued by Steyn (2012) as stemming from
women’s tendency towards rumination and male problems
with impulse control and affect regulation (Selye 1956),
these arguments appear overly simplistic and should be
interpreted cautiously. Second, it was found by Violanti
(2004) that officers with increased police service showed
less susceptibility to trauma-related stress and suicidality.
Interestingly, this finding falls foul of the current and pre-
dominant position which holds that persons exposed to mul-
tiple traumatic episodes, as is commonly observed in veteran
law enforcement officials, are more likely to exhibit PTSD
symptomatology (Violanti 2004). Despite being potentially
anomalous, Violanti's (2004) observations may also sug-
gest experienced officers have developed more appropri-
ate and varied coping mechanisms to adaptively and more
effectively process work-related events, thereby decreasing
overall symptomatologic risk. When considered holistically,
these findings generally indicate that police officers face an
initial period of trauma vulnerability before developing the
necessary coping and cognitive skills that could act to insu-
late and protect the individual from further harm.

Apart from those risk predictors considered internal or
specific to the constitutional makeup of the individual officer,
occupational stressors, particularly burnout and job dissatisfac-
tion, were found to significantly contribute to suicidal behav-
iours. Such results were not surprising given that both burn-
out and job dissatisfaction have been found to be positively
related in other closed occupational groups (i.e., emergency
care workers, medical practitioners; Stehman et al. 2019). Of
note, findings from the review found that burnout components
of emotional exhaustion and depersonalisation (or cynicism)
only predicted suicidal tendencies via depression and anxi-
ety (Berg et al. 2003; Burke and Mikkelsen 2007; Wray and
Jarrett 2019). Thus, mood disorders seemingly mediate the
relationship between wider occupational stressors and later
suicidal behaviours. The findings serve to highlight both the
incremental burden attributable to burnout and job dissatisfac-
tion, and the comorbid relationships that exist across levels of
stressors (i.e., interaction between personal and occupational
risk predictors).

Contradictory findings also emerged with respect to the
influence of relationship dynamics on overall suicidal bur-
den. Indeed, while marriage or committed relationships
were argued by some researchers to serve as a protective
buffer against suicidal ideation and later behaviours (Berg
et al. 2003; Burke and Mikkelsen 2007; Quarshie et al. 2021;
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Violanti et al. 2009), equally, problems within partnerships
(e.g. divorce) were indicated by other authors as constitut-
ing a motive for suicidality (Barron 2010; Beehr et al. 1995;
Rouse et al. 2015). These findings suggest that the mere
act of being in a civil relationship is insufficient to protect
against suicidal behaviours but rather the quality of the inti-
mate partnership is determinative of the protective function
afforded (Barron 2010).

Rather than elucidating a clear framework by which to
understand the development of suicidal behaviours in polic-
ing cohorts, the findings showed that individual (i.e. sub-
stance misuse, depression and previous suicide attempts,
PTSD, relationship dynamic) and occupational (i.e., burnout
and job dissatisfaction) risk factors, when taken in concert or
amalgamated, create a ‘critical mass’ sufficient to lower the
suicide threshold of the individual officer, thereby providing
adequate motivation to engage in the target suicidal behav-
iour. Accounting for individual factors, previous engagement
in suicidal behaviour, negative experiences, and a developed
capacity to engage in suicidal behaviour all share parallels
with the Interpersonal-Psychological Theory of Suicide
(Joiner 2005) and Klonsky and May’s (2015) Three-Step
Theory. It would also appear that risk indicators specifi-
cally attributable to the organisation, such as lack of sup-
port, shift work, or access to lethal means did not emerge
within the data. This perhaps highlights a need to develop
models of understanding that are workplace specific and can
take advantage of more contemporary research, while also
extending to consider protective factors. What is clear from
this review is that no one risk predictor, in and of itself,
was sufficient to cause suicidal behaviours, but rather the
multiplicative effect of “immersion in a vocational culture
that stigmatises help-seeking, aggrandises [substance] use,
and exposes an already compromised individual to ongoing,
cumulative, and extreme stress” (Rouse et al. 2015, p. 102)
necessitates cause for suicidal concern.

Implications

There are several implications that can be drawn from the
review. First, studies noted that modern policing agencies
were characterised by an organisational culture that appears
to aggrandise substance use, while limiting or minimising
the importance of mental health support and general well-
being (Rouse et al. 2015). This is particularly concerning
given that findings elucidated a direct and strong relationship
between comorbid substance use and mental health disor-
ders, and later suicidality (Barron 2010; Di Nota et al. 2020;
Meyer et al. 2003; Violanti 2004). For that reason, suicide
prevention would be bolstered by an organisational cultural
shift that prioritises and places greater importance on men-
tal welfare over the use of rugged individualism and mala-
daptive coping mechanisms. Second, the review findings

showed that organisational stressors, such as burnout and
job dissatisfaction, clearly contributed to overall suicide
risk (Berg et al. 2003; Burke and Mikkelsen 2007; Wray
and Jarrett 2019). Hence, agencies would benefit from more
advanced, comprehensive, and tailored internal guidelines
that mitigate risk by promoting both meaningful occupa-
tional engagement and task manageability. Third, given that
comorbid major mental disorders (i.e. depression, suicidal
ideation, PTSD) and substance use principally contributed to
later suicidal behaviours, interventions could consider inte-
grated and hybrid modalities that address a range of chal-
lenges, which may include preparing an officer to engage
in therapy by managing any feature that could present as a
barrier to responsivity (e.g. alcohol use).

Limitations and Future Directions

The review is not without limitations. The searching of
relevant databases and studies was potentially limited by
publication and language biases. The heterogeneity of the
included outcomes also precluded an extensive and direct
comparison across all findings. In addition, while it was the
intention of the researchers to comprehensively examine the
evidence base to evidence any age, sex, and occupational
(i.e., sworn versus unsworn) risk factor differences, only lim-
ited inferences may be drawn, given the disparities between
sex and sworn/unsworn numbers. Finally, the majority of
eligible studies employed a prospective, cross-sectional sur-
vey design, which apart from being fallible to subject biases
(i.e. social desirability) offers limited predictive power in
establishing cause and effect temporal relationships (Wang
and Cheng 2020). The use of psychological autopsies in
the studies of Barron (2010) and Rouse et al. (2015) are
promising however, and further research would benefit from
the improved adoption of such methodologies, given that it
provides a more holistic and accurate outlook of those risk
factors known to contribute to suicidal behaviours. It is also
worth noting that no studies were identified that examined
protective factors and which met the eligibility criteria for
review. Future researchers are thus encouraged to study both
risk and protective factors in tandem, as noted earlier.
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