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To my parents, Charles and Louise Conway, who bestowed unto me im-
measurable gifts.   Two particular gifts upheld me during this venture.   
From my mother, the ability to write. At her wake, I had the privilege of

reading the most expressive and poignant piece she ever penned.  From my
father, the ability to stand up for what is right and act on it.  His dedication to hu-
mankind through fire service, EMS, and politics left indelible footprints
everywhere he went.  Together they endured numerous hardships in 65
years of marriage, but my parents knew the power of forgiveness and the joy
of seizing the day.  
They are gone from my sight, but their presence still lights my path, soft-

ens my heart, curbs my tongue, strengthens me when I’ve erred, and pushes
me to savor every moment with my husband, daughters, sons-in-law, and
grandchildren.

M.V.H.





PREFACE

As a researcher in suicide, I rely heavily upon statistics to make the case
for prevention. While this pursuit is worthwhile, statistics do not tell the

whole story—they are just numbers and not people. This was one of the many
reasons that I decided to help Mary Van Haute write this book. Mary, with
her knowledge of the human condition and experience in interventions,
takes an individual human approach to the problem of suicide in public safe-
ty occupations. Added to her expertise is Mary’s own life experience. She is
a survivor of her brother’s death by suicide. This book tells the story of real
people who worked in public safety occupations and their difficult and some-
times tragic experience with near and completed suicide. For the reader, the
book provides a detailed insight into the reality of suicide and how it tears
into the very fiber of being human in an occupational culture that requires
one to forget emotions, feelings, and at times compassion. Sincere thanks to
the persons who graciously allowed us to tell the stories in this book. Perhaps
their efforts will help us to better understand why.     

J.M.V.
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INTRODUCTION

As the Reverend Walt Wangerin stated in a radio broadcast of Lutheran
Vespers back in 1996, suicide survivors walk a double road of grief in that

they grieve the loss of their loved ones and they grieve that their loved one
lived in the depths of pain without hope that anyone or anything could help.
Throughout the past 20 years of my new normal as a survivor of suicide

loss, I’ve come to peace with knowing there is nothing I can do about my
brother’s death. Yet there is so much I can do to prevent another death.
Through these years I have met countless survivors of suicide loss who are
torn and worn from walking that double road of grief. Some are crusaders in
prevention; others share their gift of compassion. On rare occasion, I have
met survivors of a suicide attempt who are courageous enough to speak up
and be counted. Stigma and a myriad of misnomers silence the majority of
suicide attempt survivors robbing suicide prevention specialists of life-saving
knowledge and perspective. Those who have come forth are champions of
prevention. The voices of attempt survivors provide an immeasurable gift of
enlightenment to those who work to prevent suicide; they must promote a
comfortable, welcoming environment that continues to build rapport with
suicide attempt survivors.
Following are the stories of people who have balanced the risk of being

judged and misunderstood with the value of being a mentor and role model
to others.  They share their stories about living with mental illness, addiction,
and suicide in the hopes that it will have a positive impact on the readers and
ultimately save a life.  It is also a look back at the beaten path of my double
road of grief. From a time of ignorance through years of hard-knocks educa-
tion to a point of peaceful resolve, the trials and tasks facing a survivor of sui-
cide loss are chronicled. Each chapter concludes with a case analysis, a take-
away of lessons learned from the story courageously shared. This book is an
opportunity to see that there is life after lifelessness, hope after hopelessness,
and peace after restlessness.

M.V.H.
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DISCLAIMER

NOTE TO THE READER: Information, opinions, and comments in all of the
following chapters are those of the subject person of each chapter provided
with their permission through interviews with Ms. Van Haute. As such, in-
formation, opinions, and comments are not those of the authors or of the
publisher.
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Chapter 1

A BRIEF BACKGROUND OF RESEARCH

JOHN M. VIOLANTI

This introduction to research in the area of public safety suicide will
not take up too much space or time. It is purposely brief so that

the reader can get to the essence of this book: the human side of pub-
lic safety suicide. 

Police Suicide

A good amount of epidemiological evidence suggests that there is
an elevated rate of suicide within public safety. Berg, Hem, Lau, Loeb,
and Ekeberg (2003) in a nationwide study on suicide ideation and at-
tempts among 3272 Norwegian police, found that 24% felt that life was
not worth living, 6.4% seriously considered suicide, and 0.7% at-
tempted suicide. Serious suicide ideation was mainly attributed to per-
sonal and family problems. Violanti (2004) found that certain trau-
matic police work exposures increased the risk of having a high level
of posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD) symptoms, which subsequent-
ly increased the risk of alcohol use and suicide ideation. The com-
bined impact of PTSD and increased alcohol use led to a tenfold in-
creased risk of suicide ideation. 
Depression possibly associated with work stress and suicide ideation

may be possible precipitants of increased police suicide risk. Violanti,
Fekedulgen, Andrew, Hartley, Manatskanova, and Burchfiel (2008)
examined the association between depressive symptoms and suicide
ideation. Prevalence of depression was higher among female than



male officers (12.5% vs. 6.2%). For each standard deviation increase in
depression symptoms, the prevalence ratio (PR) of suicide ideation in-
creased 73% in female police (PR = 1.73, 95% CI = 1.32-2.27) and 67%
in male officers (PR = 1.67, 95% CI = 1.21-2.30). A cross-sectional
study by Violanti, Charles, Hartley, Mnatsakanova, Andrew, Feked-
ulegn et al. (2008) assessed the association of shift work with suicide
ideation. The prevalence of suicide ideation increased by 116% for
every 10-unit increase in percentage of hours worked on day shift.
Among those with higher symptoms of PTSD, prevalence of suicide
ideation increased by 13% with every 10-unit increase in the percent-
age of hours worked on afternoon shift. Organizational structure may
have an impact on suicide rates. Smaller law enforcement depart-
ments, for example, had a significantly higher suicide rate than large
departments: 43.78/100,000 - smallest, 13.67/100,000 - small, 26.39/
100,000-medium, and 12.46/100,000 - largest (p < 0.0001) (Violanti,
Hartley, Manatsaknova, Andrew, & Burchfiel, 2012). Departments
that were smallest had significantly higher suicide rates than those
classified as small (p = 0.028) and large (p < 0.0001). Possible reasons
include lack of availability for mental health assistance, increased
workload and danger, and community visibility (Violanti et al., 2012).

Corrections Officer Suicide

As mandated by their occupation, corrections officers spend a good
part of their day within the walls of correctional facilities. There is con-
siderable responsibility associated with this occupation. Officers must
keep vigilance over inmates and often unpredictable behaviors such as
violence against officers and other inmates, forging handmade weapons,
attempts at escape and suicide attempts (Hill, 1982). Under such work
conditions, it is likely that corrections personnel experience chronic
stress. Other stress factors include high work demands coupled with
low control, administrative stress, shift work, longer contact hours with
inmates, job dissatisfaction, dangerousness, fear of legal liability, and
low social support (Dowden & Tellier, 2004). 
Despite previous evidence of inordinate stress, posttraumatic stress,

and family relationship disruption among correction officers, there is
a paucity of suicide research on this occupational group. The majority
of research on suicide within corrections institutions is based on pre-
vention of inmate suicides (Stack & Tsoudis, 1997; Lester, 1993;
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Liebling, 1993). To our knowledge, only two studies have empirically
examined suicide rates specifically focused on corrections officers. Stack
and Tsoudis (1997) analyzed suicide data from 21 states which report-
ed occupational data on the deceased in the 1990 National Mortality
Detail File; 7.14% of the officers died of suicide in 1990 compared to
4.51% of the general working age population. Controlling for the other
demographic variables, correctional officers were 39% more at risk of
death from suicide (vs. natural causes) than noncorrectional officers.
Divorced officers had a 51% greater risk of suicide.
The New Jersey Police Suicide Task Force (2009) noted that New

Jersey corrections officers committed suicide at over double the rates
of police officers and the general New Jersey population. There were
55 suicides among this population between 2003-2007. Of these, 16
(30%) were corrections officers. For males ages 25-64, suicide rates
were as follows; 34.8/100,000 for corrections, 15.1/100,000 for police,
and 14/100,000 for the general population. Access to lethal means
(firearm) was a prominent factor, as officers were far more likely to be
committed with a firearm than suicides among similarly aged males.

Firefighter Suicide

There is a paucity of research on firefighter suicide. Savia (2008)
completed a study on firefighter suicide in North Carolina. This pro-
ject represented a preliminary exploration of death records for paid
firefighters (n = 982) over 16 years (1984-1999). Proportionate mortal-
ity ratios (PMRs) indicated the number of firefighter suicides exceed-
ed expected rates of suicide. Suicides occurred more than three times
as often as line of duty deaths (Savia, 2008). Vargas deBarros, Martins,
Saitiz, Bastos, and Ronzani (2013) assessed associations between men-
tal health conditions and sleep disturbances among firefighters. Suici-
dal ideation, unhealthy alcohol use and time as a firefighter were also
associated with sleep disturbances but at a borderline level of signifi-
cance. The National Volunteer Fire Council (2013) looked at the im-
pact of ignoring mental health within the fire service and the effects of
depression and posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD). Results indicat-
ed that 43% of men and 39% of women firefighters met the cutoff for
a depression score. Regarding PTSD, 11% of male and 8% of female
firefighters met the required score for PTSD. Overall, 25% of fire-
fighters in this study considered suicide during their career. 
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