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INTRO: I’m Mike Richman, and welcome to our podcast series “Voices of VA Research.” When someone dies by suicide, it can traumatize those close to the person—parents, siblings, friends, co-workers. Research suggests the death could even trigger suicidal thoughts and behaviors among loved ones and friends. But what about active-duty service members and Veterans? How do they react when someone they are close with dies by suicide? To answer that question, I turned to Dr. Peter Gutierrez, a clinical research psychologist with the VA Eastern Colorado Health Care System. He’s also co-director of the Military Suicide Research Consortium, a DoD-funded body that looks at the causes and prevention of suicide. Dr. Gutierrez recently co-authored a study that finds military personnel and Veterans bereaved by suicide may themselves be at elevated suicide risk.

Richman: Dr. Gutierrez, welcome to “Voices of VA Research.”

Gutierrez: “Thanks, Mike. Happy to be here.”

Richman: In terms of the military personnel and Vets bereaved by suicide who may themselves be at greater suicide risk, your study says—quote—that “appears to be especially true among those reporting greater closeness to the suicide decedent.” Why does suicide exposure seem to have such a huge emotional impact on Vets and service members—and how does that compare to the impact in a civilian setting?

Gutierrez: “That’s a great question, and I think that the research really supports that closeness with someone who dies by suicide is important for civilians, as well. The thinking used to be that the impact was greatest on family members, and there’s been more and more research in the past few years that’s really showing, similar to what we found, that it’s not just family members, it’s friends. And so for military personnel, depending on where they served and the nature of their service, they’re often spending 24 hours a day, seven days a week, with the folks in their unit. And for a lot of Veterans, they literally depended on their buddies for their lives. So that creates I think a unique bond. And this is something that when you work with Veterans, you hear them talk about all the time: How close they feel to the folks that they served with. They will often refer to unit members as their brothers and sisters, and so I think that that may be what really distinguishes those relationships even from close friendships that were formed outside of the military. And so I think probably, service members, Veterans are closer to the folks who they work with than civilians are, and so those relationships are much more complicated, much richer, and as a result when there’s a rupture in that relationship, particularly when someone dies and dies by suicide, it can have a much bigger impact on them than if, say, it’s a co-worker. Certainly, you care if your co-worker dies, but you’re probably not as close to them as you were to somebody who you served in the military with.”

Richman: So it seems to stem from that emotional tie.

Gutierrez: “I think so, yes.”

Richman:  Of the more than 40,000 suicides in the U.S. each year, about 20 percent are Veterans. Suicide prevention is a major focus of course of VA. But why has little research been done on suicide bereavement in the VA population?

Gutierrez: “I’m not really sure. I would imagine it’s because we have been working so hard to figure out how to prevent suicide that the research has really been focused on individuals who are at risk and what sorts of interventions are effective for them and what things can we do to keep people from progressing from having thoughts about suicide to taking action on them. And it may be that once a suicide has occurred, the focus is then on saving other lives and not maybe thinking as much about what’s the impact on that death on the people who cared about them. So that would be my guess. I don’t have a definitive answer. Certainly can’t speak for central office. But that seems like a logical explanation to me.”  

Richman: You say none of the findings in your study were—quote—“alarming.” At the same time, you caution that the impact of being close to someone who died by suicide is clinically important and shouldn’t be overlooked. Please elaborate.

Gutierrez: “Sure, people who are … clinicians, for example, who are aware that having a family member die by suicide increases an individual’s risk of suicide I think are pretty good about asking those questions as part of their general risk assessment. And if they find that there’s a family history of suicide, then they’re much more likely to follow up on that. What I don’t think clinicians are currently doing nearly as often is asking about other suicide exposure and then following up on that. And our findings really suggest that we shouldn’t overlook that. We shouldn’t panic about the fact that Veteran reports that someone who they served with has died by suicide. But we should explore that. We should understand how big of an impact did that have on them, and the first step to doing that really is to ask them about the nature of the relationship, how close they felt to that person, how much of an impact are they feeling as a result of that death. Because we found in our study that the impact of these suicide deaths on people lasts for years, potentially even decades. So this isn’t, I mean certainly people aren’t uniformly crippled by the fact that someone they cared about died by suicide, but they’re still feeling the impact many, many years after the death occurred.”

Richman: All of this is fascinating and very important, as well. I want to thank you, Dr. Gutierrez, for this discussion on “Voices of VA Research.” We hope to have you on the show again.

Gutierrez: “You’re welcome, Mike. It would be my pleasure.”

OUTRO: “Some great insight from Dr. Gutierrez on the effects of suicide exposure in the military. We hope to see more of his findings on the subject. You’ve been listening to “Voices of VA Research.” Hope you enjoyed it, and please tune in again. I’m Mike Richman. To learn more about VA research, go to research.va.gov. That’s research.va.gov. You can also follow us on Facebook and Twitter.”
