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REMARKS 

The reader is reminded of the following: 

The references as well as the editorial style as prescribed by the Publication Manual (4Ih 

edition) of the American Psychological Association (APA) were followed in this 

dissertation. This practice is in line with the policy of the Programme in Industrial 

Psychology of the PU for CHE to use APA style in all scientific documents as from 

January 1999. 

The mini-dissertation is submitted in the form of a research article. The editorial style 

specified by the South African Journal of Industrial Psychology (which agrees largely 

with the APA style) is used, but the APA guidelines were followed in constructing tables. 
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SUMMARY 

Topic: Coping, stress and suicide ideation in the South African Police Services in the Eastern 

Cape 

Key terms: Suicide, suicide ideation, police, stress, coping. 

The suicide rate in the South African Police Services is relatively high compared with other 

suicide statistics. The objective of this study was to investigate relationships between coping, 

stress and suicide ideation within the SAPS in the Eastern Cape. 

A cross-sectional survey design was used. The study population consisted of 307 uniformed 

police members from the job level of constable to that of senior superintendent in the Eastern 

Cape. The COPE Questionnaire, Police Stress Inventory, Adult Suicide Ideation 

Questionnaire and a Biographical Questionnaire were administrated. Statistical analysis was 

carried out with the SAS-programme. Cronbach alpha coefficients, inter-item correlations 

and confirmatory factor analysis were done to assess the reliability and validity of the 

measuring instruments. Descriptive statistics were used to analyse the data. T-tests and one- 

way analysis of variance were used to determine differences between the sub-groups in the 

sample. A discriminant analysis was carried out to determine which combination of 

independent variables could be used to classitj, police members into groups who obtained 

low versus high suicide ideation scores. 

The results indicate that almost 5% of the uniformed police members had significant suicide 

ideation levels. A positive correlation between passive coping and suicide ideation was 

found. Furthermore, passive coping shows a positive correlation with job demands. The 

results showed that lack of resources was the stressor with the highest intensity and 

fi-equency. The results also indicate that suicide attempts, passive coping, medical conditions, 

alcohol abuse, problem-focused coping and police stressors could be used to classify police 

members into groups of low and high suicide ideation. 

The recommendations for the organisation and fbture research were made. 



OPSOMMING 

Onderwerp: Coping, stres en selhoord-denkbeeldvorrning in die Suid-Afiikaanse 

Polisiediens in die Oos-Kaap. 

Sleutelterme: Selhoord, selhoorddenkbeeldvorming, polisie, stres, coping. 

Die selhoordsyfer in die Suid-Afiikaanse Polisiediens is relatief hoog in vergelyking met 

ander selhoordstatistieke. Die doelstelling van hierdie studie was om die verband tussen 

coping, stres en selhoord-denkbeeldvorming in die SAPD in die Oos-Kaap te ondersoek. 

'n Eenmalige dwarssnitontwerp is gebruik. Die ondersoekgroep het 307 knksionele 

polisielede, vanaf die ranggroep konstabel tot senior superintendent, binne die Oos-Kaap 

provinsie ingesluit. Die COPE Vraelys, Polisiestresvraelys, Volwasse Selhoord- 

denkbeeldvormingsvraelys en 'n Biografiese Vraelys is geadministreer. Statistiese analise is 

uitgevoer met behulp van die SAS-program. Cronbach alfa koeffisiente, inter-item korrelasies 

en bevestigende faktorontledings is gebruik om die geldigheid en die betroubaarheid van die 

meetinstrumente te bepaal. Beskrywende statistiek is gebruik om die data te ontleed. T-toetse 

en eenrigting variansieontleding is gebruik om verskille tussen die subgroepe in die 

steekproef te bepaal. 'n Diskriiminantontleding is gebruik om die kombinasie onafhanklike 

veranderlikes te bepaal wat polisielede verdeel in groepe van lae en hoe selhoord- 

denkbeeldvorming. 

Die resultate toon dat ongeveer 5% van die hnksionele polisielede betekenisvolle 

selhoordenkbeeldvormingsvlakke het. 'n Positiewe korrelasie is gevind tussen passiewe 

coping en selhoord-denkbeeldvorming. Passiewe coping toon ook 'n positiewe verband met 

die stressor werkseise. Die resultate toon dat 'n gebrek aan hulpbronne die stressor is met die 

hoogste intensiteit en fiekwensie. Die resultate toon ook dat selhoordpoging, passiewe 

coping, mediese toestande, alkohol misbruik, probleem-gerigte coping en polisie stressore 

gebruik kan word om polisielede te klassifiseer in groepe van lae en hoe 

selhoordenkbeeldvorming. 

Aanbevelings vir toekomstige navorsing is aan die hand gedoen. 



CHAPTER 1 

This mini-dissertation focuses on the relationships between coping, stress and suicide 

ideation within the SAPS in the Eastern Cape. 

In this chapter the problem statement and the research objectives (including the general and 

the specific objectives) are discussed. Following this, the research method is discussed and a 

division of chapters is given. 

1.1 PROBLEM STATEMENT 

An effective police service is an important contributor to the stability and resulting economic 

growth and development of countries. This is also the case in South Africa, where the level of 

crime remains a threat to investment and economic growth in South Africa (Rothmann & Van 

Rensburg, 2001). Therefore, research is needed regarding ways by means of which to 

improve the effectiveness of the police service. 

In South Africa, members of the police services are faced by various potential stressors, such 

as a high crime level, organisational transformation and a lack of resources (Pienaar, 2002). 

According to Anshel(2000), law enforcement is one of the most stressfbl occupations world- 

wide. In addition to experiencing job-related stressors such as dealing with unlawful often 

dangerous actions of citizens, there is abusive treatment in the workplace and a general lack 

of social support. Not surprisingly, increased rates of illness, post-traumatic stress, burnout, 

alcohol abuse and suicides, and decreased levels of job satisfaction and job performance, as 

compared to norms for the general population, are found in research with police members 

(Anshel, 2000; Nel, 1994; Rothmann & Agathagelou, 2000; Rothmann & Strijdom, 2002). 

There has been an increasing incidence of suicide among police members world-wide (Janik 

& Kravitz, 1994) and in South Africa this is a serious problem. Although substantially lower 

than in South Mica, the suicide rate of New York city police officers is estimated at 29 per 

100 000 a year. However, the problem is often ignored, misunderstood, misrepresented and 



under researched. Police suicide is not a subject easily discussed in most police departments 

or by the families of police officers who have taken their own lives. A study of police suicide 

conducted in 1995 indicated that South Afiican Police Services (SAPS) officials were eleven 

times more likely to commit suicide than the general South Mican  population 

(Iitt11 it\\ ~ s s  ig ~dPubs'Ur~me0~~201nde\r;O_OVol4No:il~orbid hlml). However, even 

though statistics show a remarkable decrease in police suicide over the past six years, the 

situation between provinces varies substantially. The Eastern Cape seems to be one of the 

risk areas. The high number of police suicides in this province correlates with the high police 

population in this province and this is also one of the provinces with high levels of recorded 

crime (Iittp /'\I \\ \\ ~ s s  co /n1Put~s'C'r~~e?;,20Indt.\r 'OO\ro14N~,'forL>~ddeti html). 

Suicidal behaviour may be considered a domain of psychological disturbance and is 

associated with potentially severe mental andlor physical health outcomes. According to 

Reynolds (1 991 a), suicidal behaviour may be categorised as including suicide completion, 

overt intention, suicide attempt and suicide ideation. Suicidal behaviour can be plotted on a 

continuum varying in severity fiom ideation through intent and attempt to completion. 

Suicide ideation therefore constitutes but one aspect of suicidal behaviour (Reynolds, 199 la). 

Research about suicide ideation may be viewed as an important and critical component in 

evaluating and promoting adult mental health. A strong association exists between suicide 

ideation and suicide (Jin & Zhang, 1998). Reynolds (1 99 1 a) states that all suicide attempts, as 

well as threats, should be considered indications of significant psychological distress. 

Suicide ideation, which refers to the thoughts and cognitions about suicidal behaviour and 

intent, may be considered an early marker of more serious suicidal behaviour (Bonner & 

Rich, 1987; Reynolds, 1991a; Shea, 1998). Suicide ideation can be characterised as ranging 

fiom relatively mild, general thoughts and wishes that one were dead to serious ideation 

about specific plans and means of taking one's life. Reynolds (1 99 la) defines suicide ideation 

as the domain of thoughts and ideas about death, suicide and serious self-injurious behaviour, 

and includes thoughts related to the planning, conduct and outcome of suicidal behaviour, 

particularly as the last relates to thoughts about the response of others. Individuals measuring 

high on suicide ideation wish they had never been born, feel life is not worth living, wish 

they were dead, and think that others would realise their worth only when they are dead. They 

have thoughts of killing themselves, as well as thoughts on specific methods they can use and 

times or places at which to kill themselves. Schotte and Clum (1982) as well as Bonner and 



Rich (1 987) found a relationship between the frequency of suicide ideation and the likelihood 

of suicide attempts. Suicide ideation is consistent with a cognitive-behavioural focus and may 

be viewed as a domain of self-statements. 

In a study in the SAPS in the North West Province, Rothmann and Van Rensburg (2001) 

found that 10,58% of the uniformed police members showed significant suicide ideation 

levels. It was also found that suicide ideation was higher in the case of police members who 

were working in police stations than in the case of those who were in training. The risk areas 

include the Northern Cape, Eastern Cape, Northern Province, Gauteng, Mpumalanga, North 

West and Natal @tip \\ ~ s s  co ~a'Piibs~Cr~me~~1r~d~OVol4N05~forb1dden ht~nl). 

This research will focus on suicide in the police in the Eastern Cape. 

The SAPS needs to intervene to increase and/or maintain the psychological health and 

decrease the suicidal behaviour of police members. However, little information is available 

about the reasons for the high suicide rate in the SAPS. Only one study was done to 

determine the level of suicide ideation of members of the SAPS in the North West Province 

(see Rothmann & Strijdom, 2002). Therefore, it is necessary to study suicide ideation of 

police members and possible correlates thereof. 

Many factors may contribute to suicidal behaviour of police members, including demands of 

the work situation, factors outside the work situation and personal characteristics, as well as 

the interaction between these variables (Jacobs, 1998; Rossouw, 1998; Schmidtke et a]., 

1999). According to McCafferty (1 992), suicide of police members could largely be ascribed 

to stressors at work. Factors that may cause distress include authoritarian structure, lack of 

participation in decision-making, poor interpersonal relationships with supervisors, lack of 

administrative support, unfair discipline, unfair promotional practices and the nature of police 

work. Lrregular working hours, poor working conditions, constant fear and trauma make 

police members more susceptible to suicide (Maynard, Maynard, Mccubin & Shao, 1980; 

Rothmann & Strijdom, 2002). Shift work, the dangers involved in police work and low 

salaries seem to be related to stress and suicidal tendencies (Kruger, 1996; Lott, 1995). Janik 

and Kravitz (1994) found that marital problems and job suspension were important 

contributing factors to a police officer's decision to attempt suicide. Supportive families can 

buffer and diminish the occupational stresses that police officers experience (Graf, 1986). 

Alcohol abuse accelerates their isolation from both family and administrative relationships. 



One of the basic issues in the suicidal behaviour domain concerns coping, or ways in which 

an individual can attempt to deal with job stressors to ward off aversive strains (Beehr, 

Johnson & Nieva, 1995). Kohn (1996) contends that "the most important thing about how a 

person copes with everyday hassles ... is its circumstantial appropriateness, how well it fits 

the specific demands of the situation" (p. 182). Anshel (2000) expresses concern about the 

tendency that alcohol is not only used but very generally accepted as a way of coping with 

stress in the police service. Research by Hageman (1978) has shown that non-coping with 

stressors in the work environment may be related to suicide ideation. 

Coping refers to perceptual cognitive or behavioural responses that are used to manage, 

avoid or control situations that could be regarded as difficult (Folkman & Lazarus, 1984; 

Moos, 1994; Zeidner & Endler, 1996). Beehr et al. (1995) showed that problem-focused 

coping strategies were negatively related to strains (somatic complaints, emotional 

exhaustion, depersonalisation and thoughts of suicide) among police officers. Emotion- 

focused coping strategies were related to every potice strain except the abuse of alcohol. One 

maladaptive coping strategy in police work is the excessive intake of alcohol to help reduce 

stress and improve psychological well-being. Anshel(2000) states that alcohol or drug intake 

might serve as a means of coping with stress, but that it is not effective. Evens and Coman 

(1992) found a tendency towards meffective coping among police officers who reported 

being unsentimental and emotionally detached and refusing to share their emotional reactions 

to job stressors with others (such as their partners or families). Burke (1993) found high use 

of alcohol drugs, cigarettes and physical isolation fiom others to be methods of coping with 

job-related stress among police officers. 

The research problem can be summarised as follows: It is clear that the suicide rate is high in 

the South African Police Services (almost five times higher compared with international 

police suicide statistics), and more especially in the Eastern Cape. Although programmes 

have been implemented in the past to relieve the problem, the interventions do not seem to be 

working. Current ways to study suicides (e.g. ex-post facto studies) provide limited 

information for interventions to be implemented. Furthermore, there is a lack of research 

regarding causal (dispositional and situational) factors in stress and suicide in the SAPS. If it 

is found that suicide ideation is related to coping and stress, programmes such as recruitment, 

selection, induction, training and development, and performance management could be 



considered to facilitate the development of constructive coping strategies, to reduce suicide 

ideation in the police service. 

From the problem statement the following research questions emerge: 

How is suicide ideation conceptualised in the literature? 

What is stress and which situational factors contribute to stress and suicide ideation in the 

South African Police Services? 

How are coping and its relationship with stress and suicide ideation conceptualised in the 

literature? 

What are the relationships between coping, stress and suicide ideation in the SAPS in the 

Eastern Cape? 

Can coping strategies and stressors predict suicide ideation in the SAPS in the Eastern 

Cape? 

Which recommendations can be made to prevent and manage suicide ideation in the 

SAPS in the Eastern Cape? 

1.2 RESEARCH OBJECTIVES 

The research objectives can be divided into a general objective and specific objectives. 

1.2.1 General objective 

The general objective of this research is to investigate relationships between coping, stress 

and suicide ideation within the SAPS in the Eastern Cape. 

1.2.2 Specific objectives 

The specific objectives of this research are to: 

conceptualise suicide ideation fiom the literature; 

conceptualise stress and to evaluate the situational factors that contribute to stress and 

suicide ideation in the SAPS in the Eastern Cape; 



conceptualise coping and its relationship with stress and suicide ideation fiom the 

Literature; 

determine the relationship between coping, stress and suicide ideation in the SAPS in 

the Eastern Cape; 

determine whether coping strategies and stress could be used to predict suicide 

ideation in the SAPS in the Eastern Cape; 

make recommendations to prevent and manage suicide ideation in the SAPS in the 

Eastern Cape. 

1.3 RESEARCH METHOD 

The research method consists of a literature review and an empirical study. 

1.3.1 Literature review 

The literature review focuses on suicide ideation in the police services as well as the role of 

coping and stress in suicide ideation. The results are used to determine the relationship 

among coping, stress and suicide ideation. 

1.3.2 Empirical study 

The empirical study entails that the specifically stated objectives can be achieved as follows: 

13.2.1 Research design 

A survey design is used to achieve the research objectives. The specific design is the cross- 

sectional design, whereby a sample is drawn fiom a population at one time (Shaughnessy & 

Zechmeister, 1997). lnforrnation collected is used to describe the population at that time. This 

design can also be used to assess interrelationships among variables within a population. 

According to Shaughnessy and Zechmeister (1997) this design is ideally suited to the 

descriptive and predictive functions associated with correlational research. 



13.2.2 Study population 

A stratified, random sample (n = 307) of uniformed police members fiom the job level of 

constable to that of senior superintendent in the Eastern Cape was taken for this study. 

13.23 Measuring battery 

Four questionnaires were used in the empirical study, namely the COPE Questionnaire 

(COPE) (Carver, Scheier & Weintraub, 1989), the Police Stress Inventory (PSI) (Pienaar, 

2002), Adult Suicide Ideation Questionnaire (ASIQ) (Reynolds, 199 1 a), and a Biographical 

Questionnaire (Pienaar, 2002). 

The COPE Questionnaire (COPE) is used to measure participants' coping strategies. 

The COPE is a multidimensional 53-item coping questionnaire that indicates the different 

ways in which people cope in different circumstances (Carver, Scheier & Weintraub, 

1989). Although the original questionnaire measures 13 different coping strategies, 

Pienaar (2002) subjected the COPE to a principal components factor analysis with a 

varimax rotation. Three internally consistent factors were extracted, namely Problem- 

focused Coping (16 items), Passive Coping (13 items), and Seeking Social Support (7 

items). The alpha coefficients of the three scales are 0,93, 0,86, and 0,87 respectively. All 

these values are acceptable (a > 0,70, Nunnally & Bernstein, 1994), and thus indicate the 

internal consistency of the factors of the COPE. Test-retest reliability varies fiom 0,46 to 

0,86 and fiom 0,42 tot 0,89 (applied after two weeks). 

The Police Stress Inventory (PSI) (Pienaar, 2002) is used to measure participants' job 

stress. The PSI focuses on common work situations that often result in psychological 

strain. Each of the 44 items describes a job-related stressor event and assesses both the 

perceived severity and fiequency occurrence of that event. Firstly, participants rated each 

of the 44 items regarding the intensity of stress on a 9-point scale. The frequency part of 

the questionnaire asked "how many times in the last six months" did you experience the 

source of stress. Pienaar (2002) subjected the PSI to a principal components factor 

analysis with a varirnax rotation. Three internally consistent fhctors were extracted, 



namely Job Demands (17 items), Lack of Resources (14 items), and Police Stressors (8 

items). The alpha coefficients of the three scales are 0,92; 0,92; and 0,89 respectively. All 

these values are acceptable (a > 0,70, Nunnally & Bernstein, 1994), and thus indicate the 

internal consistency of the factors of the PSI. 

The Adult Suicide Ideation Questionnaire (ASIQ) (Reynolds, 1991a) is a measure of 

suicidal ideation and is used to assess the degree to which individuals have been thinking 

about killing themselves over the past month. Each of the items measures a specific 

suicidal behaviour or thought. Reynolds (1 99 1 a) reported that the internal consistency 

(coefficient alpha) of the ASIQ is 0,96, while Osman et al. (1999) found an alpha 

coefficient of 0,98. The test-retest reliability of the ASIQ varies between 0,86 and 0,95 

(Reynolds, 199 1 b). Reynolds (1 99 1 a) provided evidence for the content, construct and 

criterion-related validity of the ASIQ. Osman et al. (1999) found that the ASIQ 

differentiated significantly between suicide attempt and psychiatric control groups. 

Rothmann en Van Rensburg (2001), found that the internal consistency of the ASIQ is 

acceptable at 0,5 1 (0,15 < r _< 0,50, Clarke & Watson, 1994). According to Rothmann and 

Strijdom (2002), the internal consistencies of the ASIQ are 0,98 and 0,95 for whites and 

blacks respectively. These internal consistencies could be regarded acceptable according 

to Nunnally and Bernstein (1 994). 

A Biographical Questionnaire was developed to gather information about the 

demographic characteristics of the participants. This questionnaire gives participants the 

option of supplying theu name and service number. Other information gathered includes: 

province and station, age, sex, years of service, years in current position (to assess 

advancement), educational qualifications, marital status, satisfaction with relationships 

with significant other, language, history of disciplinary action, self-rated performance, 

self-rated job satisfaction, medical conditions, use of prescription and over-the-counter 

medicine, reasons for medication, number of alcoholic drinks per week, smoking 

behaviour, amount of cigarettes per day, other drug use, exercise behaviour and previous 

suicide attempt (Pienaar, 2002). 



1.3.2.4 Statistical analysis 

The statistical analysis was carried out using the SAS-programme (SAS Institute, 2000). 

Cronbach alpha coefficients, inter-item correlation coefficients and confmatory factor 

analysis were used to assess the reliability and validity of the measuring instruments (Clark & 

Watson, 1995). Descriptive statistics (e.g. means, standard deviations, skewness and kurtosis) 

were used to analyse the data. 

T-tests and one-way analysis of variance were used to determine differences between the sub- 

groups in the sample. A cut-off point of 0,50 (medium effect, Cohen, 1988)) was set for the 

practical significance of differences between means. Pearson product-moment correlation 

coefficients were used to specify the relationships between the variables. In the case where 

the distribution of scores was skew, Spearman correlation coefficients were computed. A cut- 

off point of 0,30 (medium effect, Cohen, 1988) was set for the practical significance of 

correlation coefficients. 

A discriminant analysis was carried out to determine which combination of independent 

variables could be used to classi& police members into groups who obtained low versus high 

suicide ideation scores. The resulting discriminant function separated the members of the 

groups maximally. The assumption of the discriminant analysis was that the independent 

variables were continuous but that the dependent variable was categorical (Kerlinger & Lee, 

2000). 

1.4 DMSION OF CHAPTERS 

The chapters are presented as follows in this mini-dissertation: 

Chapter 1 : Introduction 

Chapter 2: Research article 

Chapter 3: Conclusions, limitations and recommendations. 



1.5 CHAPTER SUMMARY 

ln this chapter, the problem statement, the aims of the study and the research method were 

discussed. A prospective chapter division was also indicated. 

Chapter 2 contains the research article. 



CHAPTER 2 

RESEARCH ARTICLE 



COPING, STRESS AND SUICIDE IDEATION IN THE SOUTH AFRICAN POLICE 

SERVICES IN THE EASTERN CAPE* 

R MEYER 

S ROTHMANN 

Research Programme "Human Resource Management for Development", Research Unit 

"Decision-making and Management for Economic Development", PU for CHE 

ABSTRACT 

The objective of this research was to determine the relationship between coping and 

stress on the one hand and suicide ideation among police members on the other hand. A 

cross-sectional design was used. The study population (N = 307) consisted of uniformed 

police members in the Eastern Cape. The COPE, Police Stress Inventory, Adult Suicide 

Ideation Questionnaire and a Biographical Questionnaire were used as measuring 

instruments. The results showed that passive coping strategies are related to suicide 

ideation A discriminant analysis showed that suicide attempt, passive coping strategies, 

medical conditions, use of alcohol, problem-focused coping strategies and police 

stressors correctly classified 64,29% of participants who scored high on suicide ideation. 

OPSOMMING 

Die doelstelling van hierdie navorsing was om die verband tussen coping en stres 

enersyds en selhoord-denkbeeldvorming van polisielede andersyds te bepaal. 'n 

Dwarssnee-ontwerp is gebruik Die studiepopulasie (N = 307) het bestaan uit W i o n e l e  

polisielede in die 00s-Kaap Provinsie. Die COPE, Polisiestresvraelys, Volwasse 

Selhoorddenkbeeld-vormingsvraelqs en 'n Biografiese Vraelys is as meetinstnunente 

gebruik. Die resultate het aangetoon dat passiewe coping-stratepie verband hou met 

selfinoord-denkbeeldvom'ng. 'n Diskriminantontleding het aangetoon dat selfinoord- 

pogings, passiewe coping-strategid, mediese toestande, die rnisbruik van akohol, 

probleem-gerigte coping-strategic en polisiestressore 64,29% van die deelnemers met 

h& tellings ten opsigte van selfinoord-denkbeeldvorming korrek geklassifiseer het. 

The financial assistance of the National Research Foundation (NRF) towards this research is hereby acknowledged. Opiniom 
expressed and conclusions arrived a!, are those of the author and are not necessarily to be attributed to the NRF 



Police suicides have shown a consistent increase over the past two decades and according to 

Violanti (1995), there are a few possible precursors and correlates of police suicide. The 

immediate availability of firearms, continuous exposure to death and injury, social strain 

resulting fiom shift-work, a general lack of social support, and the negative public image of 

police officers have been suggested as possible stressors and reasons for police suicide 

(Biggam, Power, MacDonald, Carcary & Moodie, 1997; Janik & Kravitz, 1994; Nel & 

Burgers, 1998; Schmidtke, Fricke & Lestor, 1999; Violanti, 1995). Not surprisingly increased 

rates of illness, post-traumatic stress, burnout, alcohol abuse and suicides, and decreased 

levels of job satisfaction and job performance, as compared to norms for the general 

population, are found in research with police members (Anshel, 2000; Nel, 1994; Rothmann 

& Agathagelou, 2000; Rothmann & Strijdom, 2002). 

A study on police suicide conducted in 1995 indicated that South Afiican Police Services 

(SAPS) officers were eleven times more likely to commit suicide than the general South 

Afiican population. However, while recent statistics show a remarkable decrease in police 

rates over the past six years, the situation between provinces varies substantially. The Eastern 

Cape seems to be one of the risk areas. The high number of police suicides in this province 

correlates with the high police population in this province. This is also one of the provinces 

with one of the highest levels of recorded crime compared with other provinces 

(bl lp Ibiv \\ ISS  GO / aF i~bs  'Cri11ie~';,2()1 ~~de\jl( )1 )VoI4Nc$ {forb ~ddcn h~ml). The number of police 

officials who committed suicide in the Eastern Cape fiom 1996 to 1999 is given in Table 1. 

Table 1 

Number of Police Ofleers who Committed Suicide, 1996-1999 

Year 1996 1997 1998 1999 

Frequency 13 16 14 19 

Suicidal behaviour may be considered a domain of psychological disturbance and is 

associated with potentially severe mental andor physical health outcomes. According to 

Reynolds (1 99 la), suicidal behaviour may be categorised as including suicide completion, 

overt intention, suicide attempt, and suicide ideation. Suicide ideation constitutes one aspect 

of suicidal behaviour (Reynolds, 1991a). Research about suicide ideation may be viewed as 



an important and critical component in evaluating and promoting adult mental health. A 

strong association exists between suicide ideation and suicide (Jin & Zhang, 1998). Reynolds 

(1991a) states that all suicide attempts, as well as threats, should be considered indications of 

significant psychological distress. 

Many factors may contribute to suicidal behaviour of police members. According to Jacobs 

(1998), Rossouw (1998), and Schmidtke et al. (1999), these factors include inappropriate 

coping strategies, demands of the work situation and factors outside the work situation, as 

well as the interactions among these variables. Previous research on suicide ideation focused 

on social factors (e.g. the effects of family, religion, interpersonal relations and social 

support) and individual factors (e.g. stress and depression) (Zhang & Jin, 1998). According to 

Vilhjalmsson et al. (1998), thoughts of suicide appear to be unrelated to gender and 

educational attainment, but may be more prevalent among unmarried and younger 

individuals. Those who are depressed, dissatisfied, pessimistic and hopeless, experience 

fiequent pains such as stomach pain of headache or migraine or abuse alcohol or drugs, or 

engage in illegal activities are also more likely to think about suicide. Furthermore, life stress 

in general and family stress in particular (in the form of negative events and persistent 

difficulties), is associated with suicide ideation. The lack of social interaction and support 

fiom relatives and fiiends are also indicated in suicide ideation (Anshel, 2000; Hirsch & Ellis, 

1995; Nel, 1994; Vilhjalmsson et al., 1998). 

Police work is highly stressful, since it is one of the few occupations where an employee is 

continually required to face physical dangers and to put his or her life on the line at any time. 

According to Fain and McConnick (1 988) some people consider stress to be events external 

to the organism that make demands on it, while others suggest that it is the organism's 

response to events that challenge it. Coping behaviour is an important aspect of the stress 

process and refers to both overt and covert behaviours that reduce or eliminate psychological 

distress or stressful conditions (Fain & McCormick, 1988). The way an individual copes 

depends on his or her understanding of the stressfil situation, making sense of it, and 

developing appropriate responses to it. However, research indicates that police officers utilise 

coping mechanisms (for example, alcohol, drugs, deviance, and cynicism) that increase, 

rather than alleviate their stress (Violanti, 1995). 



Anshel (2000) defmes effective coping as the efficacy with which individuals deal with their 

emotional responses to stressors and act to resolve the stressors and the cost of their 

effectiveness to the individual. Maladaptive coping was found in a Canadian study of police 

stress by Burke (1994) in which officers who coped by using alcohol and drugs, anger, and 

withdrawal were more likely to suffer fiom health problems than officers who used more 

adaptive coping skills. According to Anshel (2000) the result of maladaptive coping is job 

burnout and leaving the profession. Thus, an examination of the coping process in police 

stress should clearly delineate proper fiom improper coping strategies. 

The SAPS needs to intervene to prevent suicidal thoughts and intentions. Such prevention 

should probably emphasise helping the individual police member cope with serious financial 

and family events and difficulties by enhancing self-esteem, mastery and support (if needed), 

and by offering treatment if alcohol abuse or serious distress are present. These efforts 

support measures that lead to increase in psychological health in society in general 

(Vilhjalmsson et al., 1998). However, while little information is available about the reasons 

for the high suicide rate in the SAPS, many factors may contribute to suicidal behaviour of 

police members. Only one study has been done to determine the level of suicide ideation of 

members of the SAPS - in the North West Province (see Rothmann & Strijdom, 2002). 

Therefore, it is necessary to study suicide ideation of police members and possible correlates 

thereof. 

The objective of this research was to determine the relationship between coping, stress and 

suicide ideation of police members in the Eastern Cape. 

Suicide ideation, coping and stress 

According to Pieterse (1992), suicide is an act with a fatal outcome that is deliberately 

initiated and performed by the deceased himself, in the knowledge or expectation of its fatal 

outcome, and with the outcome being considered by the actor as instrumental in bringing 

about desired changes in consciousness and social conditions. Suicidal behaviour is an area of 

psychological disturbance and is associated with potentially severe mental andlor physical 

health outcomes. It can be plotted on a continuum varying in severity fiom ideation through 

intent and attempt to completion. Reynolds (1991a) states that suicidal behaviour may be 

categorised to include suicide completion, overt intention, suicide attempts, and suicidal 



ideation. Suicide ideation therefore constitutes but one aspect of suicidal behaviour 

(Reynolds, 1991a) and shows a strong association with suicide (Jin & Zhaug, 1998). 

Reynolds (1991a) dehes  suicide ideation as thoughts and ideas about death, suicide, serious 

self-injurious behaviour, and thoughts related to the planning, conduct and outcome of 

suicidal behaviour (which relates to the thoughts about the response of others). Suicidal 

ideation can be operationalised as ranging from relatively mild, general thoughts about death 

and wishes that one were dead to serious ideation about specific plans and means of taking 

one's life. It may also be considered a primary marker for the risk of more suicidal 

behaviours (Bonner & Rich, 1987; Reynolds, 199 la; Shea, 1998). 

Schotte and Clum (1 982) as well as Bonner and Rich (1 987) found a relationship between the 

frequency of suicide ideation and the likelihood of attempts at suicide, but Reynolds (199la) 

found that a larger proportion of individuals think about suicide that actually attempt suicide. 

According to Vilhjalmsson et al. ( I  998), suicide ideators tend not to go through subsequent 

steps in the suicidal process. Research also shows that a clear majority of suicide attempters 

(over 60%) have tried to kill themselves at least once before and only a small hction (about 

1%) of the attempts result in death. Suicidal ideation itself is maladaptive, consistent with a 

cognitive-bebavioural focus, viewed as a domain of self-statements, a realistic precursor of 

suicide attempts, and regarded as a normal, non-pathological reaction to seemingly 

intolerable conditions. 

Coping is conceptualised as the cognitive and behavioural efforts used to manage, master, 

tolerate and reduce external andlor internal demands that are appraised as taxing or exceeding 

a person's resources (Bishop et a]., 2001; Horesh et al., 1996; Lazanrs & Folkman, 1984; 

Patterson, 2000). According to Bishop et al. (1 996), coping is viewed as a dynamic process 

that changes according to the situation and the corresponding appraisal made by the 

individual. It appears that individuals do have consistent coping preferences or dispositions 

that are employed across a wide range of situations. Parkes (1986) found that coping may be 

influenced not only by the nature of the stresshl episode but also by the resources, both intra- 

individual and environmental available to the person concerned. Callan (1 993) defines non- 

coping as failed efforts to cope, accompanied by various physical and psychosocial 

disturbances, which result in higher stress. Thus, the use of effective coping strategies and a 



strong support system protect individuals from psychological distress by reducing or 

eliminating distress (Patterson, 1999). 

Horesh et al. (1 996), Folkman and L m s  (1 984) and Patterson (2000) distinguish between 

problem-focused and emotion-focused coping. Pro blem-focused coping strategies refer to 

actions taking during the stresshl event aimed at managing, improving and changing the 

unpleasant experience or reducing the effects thereof Emotion-focused coping strategies 

refer to what the individual was thinking during the stressful event and describe thoughts to 

regulate emotional responses which can arise as a result of exposure to a stressful event. 

Beehr, Johnson and Nieva (1995) showed that problem-focused coping strategies were 

negatively related to strains (somatic complaints, emotional exhaustion, depersonalisation 

and thoughts of suicide) among police officers. Emotion-focused coping strategies were 

related to every police strain except the abuse of alcohol. However, successful coping may 

not only involve solving problems and managing emotions but may also involve maintaining 

and protecting social relationships, particularly when stressors occur in interpersonal 

contexts. 

Police literature on stress has identified numerous coping strategies used by police officers to 

manage occupational and personal stress. According to Patterson (1999) aloohess, 

alcoholism, authoritarianism, cynicism, depersonalisation, emotional detachment and 

suspiciousness are all factors that have been identified as either coping strategies or 

personality characteristics that develop in police officers over the length of their careers. 

Despite being used on the assumption that they will assist coping, these factors are rarely 

effective in helping officers manage stressfhl events. Female police oEcers tend to make 

more use of passive coping strategies such as detachment and denial (AnsheI, 2000). In the 

study by Patterson (2000), coping was conceptualised as 'active' coping, i-e., physical 

exercise, and 'passive' coping, i.e., the use of medication. Similarly, Fain and McCormick 

(1988) investigated and reported use of adaptive coping, i s . ,  problem-solving techniques, and 

maladaptive coping, i.e., alcohol and drug use, cynicism, and deviance. The results of these 

studies suggest that coping responses following exposure to stresfil work events is 

independent of police officers' gender, work assignment duties, marital itatus and rank. 

Hageman (1978) has shown tbat non-coping with stressors in the work environment may be 

related to suicide ideation. 



According to Crank and Caldero (1991), police stress is conceptualised as any condition that 

has adverse consequences for a police officer's well-being and can be linked to negative 

emotional outcomes such as divorce rates, suicidal behaviour and alcoholism. Physical 

disorders such as hypertension, gastric and duodenal ulcers, and kidney and cardiovascular 

diseases also have been attributed to stress among police personnel (Crank & Caldero, 1991; 

Mearns & Mswch, 1998). Janik and Krrtvitz (1994) state that stress emanating either fiom 

work or from the home can establish a vicious cycle of demands and frustrations that will at 

best lead to deterioration in fwrctioning and at worst become superimposed on preexisting 

psychological impairment. It is obviously best to prevent police officers fiom becoming 

stressed and to identify certain signs that act as stress indicators (hwenstein, 1999). 

Research by Hageman (1978) has shown that stressors in the work environment may be 

related to suicide ideation. According to Rothrnann and Strijdom (2002) irregular working 

hours, poor working conditions, constant fear and trauma make police members more 

susceptible to suicide. Shift-work (Burke, 1994; Violanti, 1995), the dangers involved in 

police work (Violanti, 1995), poor working conditions and inadequate salaries (Biggarn et a!., 

1997; Gulle, Tredoux & Foster, 1998; Kop, Euwema & Schaukli, 1999) seem to be related to 

job satisfaction, stress and suicide tendencies (Kruger, 1996; Lott, 1995). Perceived staff 

shortages, inadequate resources, time pressure, iack of communication and work overload 

also emerged as prime stressors (Biggam et al., 1997; Kop et al., 1999). Gulle et al. (1998) 

examined the frequency by which stressful events occurred (within a month) in the SAPS. In 

their study, they found that excessive paperwork, insufficient manpower, fellow officers not 

doing their job, inadequate or poor quality equipment, and inadequate salaries were among 

the stressors which occurred most Eequently within the police. According to Anshel (2000) 

poor coping skills appear to be a significant factor in determining the intensity and frequency 

with which stress is experienced in police work. 

Biggam et al. (1997) state that there are important reasons why police skess should warrant 

serious consideration. The police play an important role in the maintenance of society and to 

f i~lf i l  this duty successfUUy, the work-force must be effective - and stress potentially 

undermines the efficiency of the police service. The effects of police stress may have an 

adverse effect on the development and maintenance ofworking relationships with the public. 

A h ,  on a more individual basis, it is possible that officers under stress can pose a real threat 

to their own safety and that of others. 



METHOD 

Research design 

A survey design was used to reach the research objective. The specific design is the cross- 

sectional design, whereby a sample is drawn fiom a population at one time (Shaughnessy & 

Zechmeister, 1997). 

Sample 

The study population (N = 307) includes samples of uniformed police members in the Eastern 

Cape. The following formula proposed by Kerlinger and Lee (2000) was used to determine 

the sample size for this study: 

and 

where n' = estimated sample size; n = the estimated sample size using the formula; N =  the 

size of the population; z = standard score corresponding to the specified probability of risk; 

SD = the standard deviation of the population, and d = the specified deviation. 

The values of z, SD and d have been determined in previous studies of suicide ideation in the 

SAPS (Rothmann & Strijdorn, 2002; Rothmann & Van Rensburg, 2001). The stations were 

divided into small (less than 25 staff members), medium (between 25 and 100 staff members) 

and large (more than 100 staff members) stations. A I J  the police members at randomjy 

identified small and medium-sized stations in the Eastern Cape were asked to complete the 

questionnaire. Stratified random samples according to race and sex, were taken in the large 

stations. 



The sample consisted mainly of captains (n = 1 70) and sergeants (n = 5 7) with a mean age of 

34,92. A total of 234 participants were male while 65 were females. Various language groups 

were included in the study, namely Afkkaans (n = 162), English (n = 25), Xhosa (n = 13)' 

Ndebele (n =3) and Sesotho (n = 1). The study population consisted of various race groups, 

including White (n = 104), Black (n = 119) and Coloured (n = 67). A total of 150 of the 

participants are married, 8 1 are divorced and 61 are single. About 26% of the participants had 

been formally charged. A total of 41 (1 3%) of the participants had medical conditions that 

could affect their quality of work. Regarding the use of alcohol, 57% indicated that they took 

0-4 drinks per week, 13,36% indicated that they took 5-7 drinks per week, while 4,56% 

indicded that they took 15 or more drinks per week. A total of 7 (2,28%) of the participants 

have attempted suicide before. 

Measuring instruments 

Four questionnaires were used in the empirical study, namely the COPE Questionnaire 

(COPE) (Carver, Scheier & Weintraub, 1989), the Police Stress Inventory (PSI) (Pienaar, 

2002), the Adult Suicide Ideation Questionnaire (ASIQ) (Reynolds, 1991a) and a 

Biographical Questionnaire (Pienaar, 2 002). 

The COPE Questionnaire (COPE) was used to measure participants' coping strategies. The 

COPE is a multidimensional 53-item coping questionnaire that indicates the different ways 

that people use to cope in different circumstances (Carver, Scheier & Weintraub, 1989). 

Although the original questionnaire measures 1 3 different coping strategies, Pienaar (2 002) 

subjected the COPE to a principal components factor andysis with a varimax rotation. Three 

internally consistent factors were extracted, namely Problem-focused Coping (16items), 

Passive Coping (13items), and Seeking Social Support (7 items). The alpha coefficients of 

the three scales are 0,93, 0,86, and 0,87 respectively. AU these values are acceptable (a > 

0,70, Nunnally & Ekrnstein, 19941, and thus indicate the internal consistency of the hctors of 

the COPE. Test-retest reliability varies from 0,46 to 0'86 and fiom 0,42 tot 0,89 (applied afkr 

two weeks). 

The Police Stress Inventory (PSI) was used to measure participants' job stress. The JSS 

focuses on common work situations that often result in psychological strain. Each of the 44 



items describes a job-related stressor event and assesses both the perceived severity and 

frequency occurrence of that event. Firstly, participants rated each of the 44 items regarding 

the intensity of stress on a 9-point scale. The fiequency part of the questionnaire asked "how 

many times in the last six montbs" did you experience the source of stress. Pienaar (2002) 

subjected the PSI to a principal components Eactor analysis with a varimax rotation. Three 

internally consistent factors were extracted, namely Job Demands (17 items), Lack of 

Resources (14 items), and Police Stressors (8 items). The alpha coefficients of fhe three 

scales are 0,92; 0,92; and 0,89 respectively. All these values are acceptable (a > 0,70, 

N u ~ a u y  & Benstein, 1994), and thus indicate the internal consistency of the factors of the 

PSI. 

The Adult Suicide Ideation Quesiionnaire (ASIQ) (Reynolds, 1991 a) is a measure of suicidal 

ideation and was used to assess the degree to which individuals have been thinking about 

killing themselves over the past month. Each of the items measures a specific suicidal 

behaviour or thought. Reynolds (1 99 1 a) reported that the intemal consistency (coefficient 

alpha) of the ASIQ is 0,96, while Osman et at. ( I  999) found an alpha coefficient of 0,98. The 

test-retest reliability of the ASIQ varies between 0,86 and 0,95 (Reynolds, 1991 b). Reynolds 

(1 99 1 a) provided evidence for the content, construct and criterion-related validity of the 

ASIQ. Osman et al. (1999) found that the ASIQ difFerentiatd significantly between suicide 

attempt and psychiatric control groups. Rothmann and Van Rensbutg (200 I), found that the 

internal consistency of the ASiQ is acceptable at 0,5 I (0,15 I r I O,5O, Clarke & Watson, 

1995). According to Rothmann and Strijdom (2002), the interns! consistencies of the ASIQ 

are 0,98 and 0,95 for whites and blacks respectively. These internal coosistencies could be 

regarded as acceptable according to NunnaUy and Bemstein ( 1 994). 

A Biographical Questionnaire was developed to gather information about the demographic 

characteristics of the participants. This questionnaire gave participants the option of 

supplying their name and m i c e  number. Other information that was garhered included: 

province and station, age, sex, years of service, years in current position (to assess 

advancement), educational qualifications, marital status, satisfixtion with relationships with 

significant other, language, history of disciplinary action, self-rated performance, self-rated 

job satishction, medical conditions, use of prescription and over-the-counter medicine, 

reasons for medication, number of alcoholic drinks per week, smoking behaviour, number of 



cigarmes per day, other drug use, exercise behaviour and previous suicide attempts (Pienaar, 

Statistical analysis 

The statistical analysis was carried out by using the SAS-programme (SAS Institute, 2000). 

Cronbach alpha coefficients, inter-item correjation coefficients and conha tory  fkctor 

analysis are used to assess the reliability and validity of the measuring instruments (Clark & 

Watson, 1995). Descriptive statistics (e.g. means, standard deviations, skewness and kurtosis) 

were used to analyse the data. 

T-tests and analysis of variance were used to determine differences between the sub-groups 

in the sample. The following formuia was used to determine the practical significance of 

diffetenm (d) when t-tests were used (Steyn, 1999): 

Meam - Meane 
d = 

S D w  

where 

 mean^ = Mean of the first group 

M ~ u ~ B  = Mean of the second group 

SD- = Highest standard deviation of the two groups 

The following formula was used to determine the practical significance of means of more 

than two groups (Steyn, 1999): 

Meam - Meane 
d =  

Root MSE 

where 

 mean^ = Mean of the first group 

Means = Mean of the second group 

Root MSE = Root Mean Square Error 



A cut-off point of 0,50 (medium effect - Cohen, 1988) was set for the practical significance 

of differences between means. 

Pearson product-moment correlation coefficients were used to specify the relationships 

between the variables. In the case where the distribution of scores was skew, Spearman 

correlation coefficients were computed. A cut-off point of 0,3 0 (medium effect, Cohen, 1 988) 

was set for the practical significance of correlation coefficients. 

A discriminant analysis was carried out to determine what combination of independent 

variables could be used to classify police members into groups who obtained low versus high 

suicide ideation scores. The resulting discriminant function separated the members of the 

groups maximally . The assumption of discriminant analysis is that the independent variables 

are continuous but that the dependent variable is categorical (Kerlinger & Lee, 2000). A 

stepwise multiple regression analysis was used to determine the proportion of variance in the 

dependent variable (suicide ideation) that is explained by the independent variables. 

Structured Equation Modelling was used to test the model that predicts suicide ideation. 

RESULTS 

Table 2 shows the descriptive statistics, Cronbach alpha coefficients and inter-item 

correlation coefficients of the COPE, PSI and ASIQ. 

Table 2 

Descriptive Statistics, Cronbach Alpha Coeficients and Inter-item Correldion Coergicients 

of the Measuring Instruments (1V = 307) 

Item Moan SD Skewms Kwbsis r a 

Problemfocused Coping 69,74 1326 4.77 ! , I 1  0,33 0.92 

Passive Coping 

Social Support 

Job lhmnds 

lack of  Resources 

Pdice S m r s  

ASlQ 827 17.02 4,62' 28-15' 0.61 0.97 

?ligh skewness and kurtosis 



Table 2 shows that acceptable Cronbacb alpha coefficients (a > 0,70) were obtained for all 

the scales (see Nunnally & Bernstein, 1994). The mean inter-item correlations of most of the 

scales are also acceptable (0,15 I r I 0,50, Clark & Watson, 1995), except for the ASIQ scale 

that is somewhat higher. The confirmatory factor analysis resulted in acceptable loads on the 

various factors, which confirm their construct validity. It is evident from Table 2 that most of 

the various measuring instruments are relatively normally distributed, with low skewness and 

kurtosis. The only exception is the ASIQ, which shows relatively high skewness and kurtosis. 

The product cornlation coefficients between the COPE, PSI and ASIQ are reported in Table 

3. In the case of the correlation between the ASIQ and the other measuring instruments, 

Spearman correlation coefficients were computed because of the skew disbibution of suicide 

ideation scores. The scores on the other measuring instruments are normally distributed and 

Pearson correlation coefficients were computed for them. 

Table 3 

Correlation Coeficients between Measuring Instruments 

Item Problem Pass~ve Coping Social Job Demands Job Resources Pdics Strsdscrs 
focused Coping 

mQ 
support 

Passive Coping 

.%cia1 Support 

lob &ma& 

Job Resources 

Police Stresso~ 

Statistically significant correlation: p 1 0,05 
Practically significant correlation (medium effect): r 2 0,30 
Practically significant correlation (large effect): r 1 0,50 

Table 3 shows practically significant correlation coefficients of medium effect between 

Passive Coping on the one hand and suicide ideation (ASIQ), Job Demands and Problem- 

focused Coping on the other hand. Prrtctically significant correlation coefficients of large 

effect also exkt between police stressors on the one hand and Job Dmands and Lack of 

Resources on the other hand. A practically significant correlation coefficient of large effect 

exists between Lack of Resources and Job Demands. There is also a practically significant 



,correlation of large and medium effect between social support on the one hand and Problem- 

focused Coping and Passive Coping on the other hand. 

The product correlation coefficients between the COPE, PSI, ASIQ, Relationship satishction, 

Job satisfaction, Amount of support, Adequacy of support and Accessibility of support are 

reported in Table 4. h the c w  of the correlation between the ASTQ and the other measuring 

instruments, Spearman correlation coefficients were computed because of the skew 

distribution of suicide ideation scores. The rest of the measuring instruments are normally 

distributed and Pearson correlation coefficients were computed for them. 

Table 4 

Correlation coeficienfs between the COPE, PSI, ASIQ, Relationship Satisfaction, Job 

Satisfact ion, Amount of Support and A dequacy of Support 

Item Problem- Passive Social Job Job Police ASlQ 
foeusad Wing Support Demmds Resources Smesson 
cwh3 

SATISFACTION 

Satisfaction-Relat iombip 

SatisfactiowJob 

AMOUNT OF SUPPORT 

SAPS in general 

Top management 

Colleagues 

Family 

Friends 

Religion 

ADEQUACY OF SUPWRT 

SAPS in general 

Top management 

Dicl  commander 

Colleagues 

Fami 1 y 

Friends 

Religion 0.19' -0.03 0.18' -0.07 -0.12 4.14' -035' 

Statistically significant correlation: p I 0,05 
Practically significant correlation (medium effect): r 2 0,30 



Tabie 4 sbows ~~ sipifmat (negative) correlation coellkknts of medium e&t 

between suicide i ddon  (ASIQ) on the one hand and reWnsbip satisfW1011 and adequacy 

of support from religion m the 0th had. A practically signidant (negative) cornlation 

coefficient of m c d b  e f f a  exists bemeen Job Dm& and job  ion. Practically 

siigdfjcant (mgdve) mlatim coefficients of medium eBxt also exist Ween Lack of 

Resources on the one hand atpd job satisfktbn, amount of support aad adequacy hereof h m  

the- SAPS in genemi, end amount of support and adequacy theseof h m  top management. 

There is a h  a practically sigdhnt (negative) correlation of medium e m  between Police 

Stressom on the me hand and job sstisfktion, amount of support and adequacy theof h m  

top nmmgement, and adequacy of support h m  SAPS in general. 

The differmas between the suicide ideation of d b t  demographic items (gender, 

f e  c h g d  and suicide attempt) ate &own in Table 5. 

Table 5 

Dt$erems between the Suicide I&#ion ofDfl2wn.f Demographic Gmups (?J = 307) 

Shtistically significant c o m l k p  S0,M 
haclically significant correlstioa (mahm -8 r L &30 
Pmtbl& significant axPelatio~l (kqp db#> r 5, OJO 

Table 5 shows that group 1 obtained a p m t i d y  significmtty higher score (of large efbct) 

than group 2 regding suicide attempts. 

Tht di f fmces between the social support, Passive Coping and Mb-focused Coping of 

police members of the male md fernale gender groups are shown in Table 6. 



Table 6 

IH@mcm between Male andFern& Polk M e m b e ~  

Stadstically carelatian: p 5 0,05 
PmAuaUy signifUcaat aardasion (medium e£W): r 2 0,30 
Practically significant amlation 0- ell&): r 2 030 

Table 6 shows tfiat b a l e  police meanbeas (~~ with male police members) obtained 

pmcthUy s i @ k d y  highs scores on social support (larp effect) and on M h - f o c u s e d  
Coping (medium effm). 

The am-&& of the intensity and fkquency of the exmctd  Wars on tho PSI, namely Job 

]Demands, lack of Resources and police stmmrs, is given in Table 7. 



Table 7 

S e e i n g a i d ~ g o h ~  6,43* 438* 
~ t o ~ w h b t b c ~  3 . 8 f  l,81' 
F d o w  otSoa killed in the bm d drJT 6,4P 1 .We 
Kill@ mmmm in the lim ddmy X41+ l,19* 
Rrirl &id 5.4It 2.72. 

<4, low + 
CC. 

4-6 a- 
> 6, high 

Table 7 shows that Lack of b u r c e s  can be identified as the stressor with the hi@est 

intensity and fhxpmcy. Staff shortages, hadequate sataries ad other officers not doing their 

j o b c a n b s e e n s ~ m ~ a h l g h b s i t y a n d a v e r a g e ~ y . O t b e r ~ c s , k e  

a lack of of lbm to handle specific tasks, indq- or poor quality equipment, a lsck of 

mgnition for work wen done, negative attitudes towards the organisation, .and poor@ 

motivated co-workas, can be ~ e e n  as stmsom with an average intensity and that accur on an 

aveiage basis, hadequate supmlsion is a sresmr witb an average intensity, but it does not 

occur on a regular basis. 



Regarding stressors associated with Job Demands, having to deal with crisis situations, 

excessive paper-work., having to perform tasks not in job description and having to do 

someone else's work, were found to be the stressors with the highest intensity and frequency 

(between 4 and 6, average). Shift-work also showed an average intensity, but a low 

frequency. 

Seeing criminals go fiee is one of the police stressors with the highest intensity and 

frequency. A fellow officer killed in the line of duty is also very stressful, but this stressor is 

very low in frequency. Having to deal with the media is the stressor with the lowest intensity 

and frequency. The other stressors (racial conflict and killing someone in the line of duty) are 

also very intense, but they do not occur on a regular basis. 

Subsequently a stepwise discriminant analysis was performed in order to determine which 

variables discriminate between police members with a high and those with a low Level of 

suicide ideation. The resulting linear discriminant function for members with low and high 

suicide ideation is given in Table 8. 



Table 8 

The Linear Dhcrlrnmm Fumtion for Police Members wirh Low and High Suicide Irleution 

Pdicea~san 4.01 -0.06 

CwhproM- 0.02 0.07 

COpinspandve QJ5 023 

Social apport 0.39 0.34 

By appry'i the stepwise discrim- analysis, it was found that all the variables listed 

above sbould be retamed for the discriminant analysis. Table 9 summmk the frequencies 

d percentages of patice members ha4 can be classified rrs belonging to the high or bw 

suicide W o n  groups (biised on these variables). 

Table 9 

CImS@ztion of Membership of HigJvZow Suicide Ideation Group 

m H~sdoidcIdertioa Low W d e  Idsatica Tad 

~suioi&Idsaica 9 (6.(=) 5 (35.11%) I4 (100%) 

Tabls 9 shows that the combinatiaa of variables of poke members cltwdks 642 9% ofthe 

hQh suicide ideaaiw caswmcf 89,I 8% of the hw suicide Wi msm c o d y .  A total of 

35,71% of the.ht@ and 10,82% of the low suicide ideiition eases are clessW incmectly. 



Finally a stepwise discmmml . . mdysis was conducted. llte varia4les that best ptedid 

suicide ideatha of police members are given in Table 10. 

Tabla 10 &a= that h fbllowhg variables can be u d  to predict m k i i  ideation of police 

members, th8lIleb ~ R V ~ O U S  suicide m@S, passive COP* sb.ategies a d  8 lsck of p K t b b  

f@ coping &atq&s, Rledical, conditions, use of abbol awl police stressom Suicide 

attempt ersplaias $96 of the va&w in suicide ickdm, P&e Coping 3% ad medical 

condbhs, use of alcohol, Problem-focused Copmg and police stremots respdvely 1%. 

Cornpawl witb a cut-aff raw scare of 3 1 (the 9 9  pem3siti.k on a nonn table fbr community 

adults in tbe United States of America) (Reyaoldq 1991a), i4 (4.96%) of tb& unifbnned 

~~ members have sign- suicide iddon lev& Reynolds (1991a) staoes that the 

ASIQ cut-off scare is not mew to predict &me suicidal behaviour or to suggest that au 

individual b at definite risk of suicide. According to Rothmann arad Van Reosburg (2001), 

the cut-off score points to the need for further e v W o n  of suicidal thoughts, htentbns and 

Mviour. Afthough this cut-off score may m l t  m an ovw-idesrtiihtion of cases, it is more 

daiirable to make a false positive decisiaa than pqosa  a h k e  negative decision when 

evaluating suicidal behaviour (Rothann & Vtm hsburg, 2001). Eketge (1993) and Hirsh 

and Ellis (1995) state that although women think about participating in suicide more often 

than men, the suicide rate among men is approximately four times higher than in the case o f  

women. However, the results show that suicide attempts are higher in the case of male police 

officers than in the case of hmale police officers. This could possibiy be due to the fact that 

more male police officers were included in the study population than female police officers, 



but whatever the reason, and in view of these results, suicide ideation may be seen as a 

problem in the SAPS. 

Patterson (1999) states that individuals are likely to report both problem-focused and 

emotion-focused coping in responses following exposure to stressfb l events. Furthermore, 

Evens and Coman (1992) state that it could be expected that police members will refuse to 

share their emotional reactions to job stressors with others, which may isolate them fiom 

social support at work as well as home. However, the results of this study could not confirm 

these findings because the weighted averages of the three coping strategies were not 

determined. Hirsh and Ellis (1995) found that an important factor in the relationship between 

stress and depression is the amount of social support an individual has available when 

conhnted with stressfbl events. Therefore, a lack of social support will result in depression 

that leads to suicidal behaviour (Yang & Clum, 1994). 

Anshel (2000) states that male and female police officers experience different sources of 

stress and use different coping strategies. Consistent with this finding, female police officers 

obtained higher scores on social support and problem-focused coping. However, these results 

show inconsistency with the finding of Anshel (2000), namely that female police officers 

tend to make more use of passive coping strategies. It could be derived h m  the results that 

coping responses are dependent on a police officer's gender. These results also confirm the 

findings of Fain and McComick (1988) that coping responses are independent of a police 

officer's marital status and rank. No practically significant correlations were found between 

coping responses and marital status or rank. 

The literature shows that police members make use of maladaptive coping strategies (i-e. higb 

use of alcohol, drugs, cigarettes, as well as physical and psychological isolation) to manage 

occupational and personal stress (Burke, 1993; Rothmann & Van Rensburg, 2001). Anshel 

(2000) and Burke (1993) also state that police members who suffer fiom medical conditions 

and who tend to abuse alcohol have more dysfunctional coping strategies and higher suicide 

ideation. This could be linked to the results of this study, namely that passive coping shows a 

practically significant correlation with suicide ideation and that medical conditions and 

alcohol abuse can be used to predict suicide ideation in police officers. 



A lack of resources and job demands were found to be the biggest contributors to the stress 

police officers are experiencing. These results confirm the findings of Biggam et al. (1997), 

namely that regardless of the fact that police work offers potential for the introduction of 

traumatic stress, the most salient stressors will rest within the organisation itself. 

Furthermore, passive coping shows a practically significant correlation with job demands. 

This implies that the higher the job demands a police officer experiences, the more likely that 

he/she will make use of passive coping strategies. Hagernan (1978) states that non-coping 

(passive-coping) witb stressors in the work environment may be related to suicide ideation. 

According to Anshel (2000) poor coping skills appear to be a significant hctor in 

determining the intensity and frsquency with which stress is experienced in police work. The 

results show that lack of resources can be identified as the stressor with the highest intensity 

and &equency. Staff shortages, inadequate salary, officers not doing their job, inadequate or 

poor quality equipment, lack of recognition for work well done, seeing criminals go free, and 

more paper-work you can handle can be seen as stressors with the highest intensity. These 

findings confirm the fludings of Gulle et al. (1998) who found that excessive paper-work, 

insufficient manpower, fellow officers not doing their job, inadequate or poor quality 

equipment, inadequate salary and court leniency with criminals were among the stressors 

which occurred most frequently with the police. Inadequate supervision and shift-work also 

show a high intensity but it does not occur on a regular basis. Rothmam and Strijdom (2000) 

and Kruger (1 996) found that poor interpersonal relationships with supervisors and shift- 

work seem to be related to stress and suicidal tendencies. These findings correlate with the 

results of this study. 

Furthermore, practically significant negative relationships were found between job demands, 

lack of resources and police stressors on the one hand, and job satisfaction on the other hand. 

These results c o n h  the findings of Cooper, Kirkcaldy and Brown (1994) that job stress is 

related to lower job satishction. Rothmann and Strijdom (2000) state that police members 

who are satisfied with their work are less inclined to suicide ideation. Thus, police officers 

who experience less stress will show higher levels of job satisfaction and lower levels of 

suicide ideation. 

Additionally, statistically and practically significant negative relationships were found 

between job demands, lack of resources and police stressors on the one hand, and the amount 



and adequacy of support 6om the SAPS in general, top management, direct commander and 

colleagues on the other hand. This confirms the fmdings of Anshel (2000), Hirsh and Ellis 

(1995) and Yang and Clum (1994), namely that social support moderates the effects of stress, 

and that a lack of social support is also indicated in suicide ideation. 

Horesh et al. (1996) found that suicide risk can be predicted by coping styles. Accordingly, 

this study shows that suicide ideation of police members is positively related to the use of 

passive coping strategies. However, this finding is inconsistent with the findings of 

Rothmann and Van Rensburg (2001) who found no practically significant relationship 

between suicide ideation and coping strategies in police members. Furthermore, practically 

signitlcant negative relationships were found between suicide ideation on the one hand, and 

relationship satishtion and religion on the other hand. This implies that police members who 

are dissatisfied with their relationships (work, marital, family and fiiends) are more likely to 

have higher suicide ideation. Jan& and Kravitz (1994) found that marital or relationship 

problems operate as precursor behaviour for depression, and would be an important focus in 

predicting suicide attempts among police. It can also be deduced that police members who 

turn to religion for support will have lower levels of suicide ideation. 

The results show that suicide attempt, passive coping, medical conditions, alcohol use, low 

problem-focused coping and police stresson could be used to predict suicide in police 

members. This confirms the findings of Beetge (1993), namely that previous suicide 

attempts, alcohol and drug abuse, poor health, family and work stress, and social isolation 

could be seen as individual risk factors which contributes to suicide ideation. Research also 

shows that a dear majority of suicide attempters (over 60%) have tried to kill themselves at 

least once before (Vilhjalmsson et a!., 1998). Thus, suicide attempt could be seen as a 

significant predictor of suicide ideation and this w n . h s  the findings of this study, namely 

that 8% of the variance in suicide ideation can be explained by suicide attempt. Passive 

coping strategies explain 3% of the variance in suicide ideation and this finding confirms that 

these strategies plays an important role in the prediction of suicide ideation. These variables 

(suicide attempt, passive coping, medical conditions, alcohol use, low problem-focused 

coping and police stressors), classified almost 65% of police members who measured high on 

suicide ideation correctly, while they classified almost 90% of the police members who 

measured b w  on suicide ideation correctly. 



A limitation of this research is that the research design does not allow one to determine the 

direction of the relationship between the variables (see Kerlinger & Lee, 2000). Another 

limitation is that few female police officers were included in this study. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

The SAPS needs to attend to the suicide ideation of police members and possible correlates 

thereof. Senior police personnel, and especially the direct commanders, should be trained in 

identifying individuals who tend towards suicide ideation. It seems that coping strategies, 

suicide attempt, medical conditions, alcohol abuse and police stressors should be considered 

when predicting suicidal behaviour. The amount of social support police officers receive and 

the impact of other stressors should also be attended to. 

Suicidal thoughts and intentions must be prevented by the SAPS by helping police officers to 

cope with work-related problems and relationship difficulties. These efforts should emphasise 

the offering of support and treatment if ajwhol abuse or serious distress are present and could 

lead to increase in psychological health. The SAPS can contribute to the mental health of 

police officers by gaining support f?om the direct commanders, the helping professions and 

the organisation self. Police officers must also be encouraged to make use of more adaptive 

coping strategies to manage occupational stress. Appropriate coping strategies can be learned 

and perhaps unlearned as methods for managing stressfbl occupational events. 

Maladaptive coping mechanisms should be examined and methods found to neutralise the 

negative effects that follow the use of these behaviours. The teaching and monitoring of 

oficers' adaptive and maladaptive coping skills remain a limitation in police training and job 

supervision. An organisational structure is needed in the SAPS to monitor officers' use of 

maladaptive coping and the lack of adaptive coping. This would encourage continued access 

to stress management training. 

Furthermore, the SAPS needs to prevent police officers &om becoming stressed. If dealt with 

effectively, it can prevent serious conditions such as depression, suicidal behaviour, 

aggression and irrational acts. One approach could be to alter the job or aspects of the 

organisation as a means of reducing police officers' stress. Such interventions would include 

the reduction of excessive work-load, increasing participation in decision-making and 



instituting flexible work schedules. Another approach is to enhance the amount of support 

police officers receive. The helping professions should train counsellors to provide social 

support to stressed individuals. Interventions in the form of counselling sessions in which 

police officers could vent emotional frustrations concerning the organisation could also be 

implemented. Organisational and supervisory support should also be encouraged. Other 

suggestions for coping witb stress include the provision of outlets for physical aggression 

needs through exercise and sporting activities, in-service training to combat and prevent 

stress and negative behaviour and a strong and supportive leadership within the force. Police 

officers who receive enough social support and implement effective coping strategies, would 

experience less stress and suicide ideation. 

Research should be undertaken into individual factors, such as personality dimensions, that 

could be related to suicide ideation. Future research is needed regarding the relationship 

between personality dimensions, coping strategies and suicide ideation in the SAPS. 

Regarding coping, longitudinal studies are required to learn more about the factors that 

influence coping responses among police officers. Future research should also be directed 

more towards the specific coping mechanisms used by police officers. 
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CHAPTER 3 

CONCLUSIONS, LIMITATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

In this chapter, conclusions about the literature findings and the results of the empirical study 

are made. Furthermore, the limitations of the present study are discussed and 

recommendations for the organisation and fbture research made. 

3.1 CONCLUSIONS 

Conclusions are made in the following sections in respect of the specific literature objectives 

and the empirical findings obtained in the present study. 

3.1.1 Conclusions in terms of the specific literature review objectives 

As derived fiom the literature, suicide can be conceptualised as a Ma1 act which the deceased 

deliberately initiates and performs himself with the knowledge and expectation that it would 

bring changes about in his consciousness and social conditions. Suicidal behaviour may be 

categorised to include suicide completion, overt intention, suicide attempts and suicidal 

ideation. Suicide ideation is conceptualised as thoughts and ideas about suicidal behaviour 

and intent and may be an early marker for more serious suicidal behaviour. Thus, it can be 

said that suicide ideation should be considered an indication of possible suicide. 

Stress is conceptualised as any condition that has an adverse impact on a police officer's 

well-being and can be linked to negative emotional outcomes such as suicidal behaviour. 

Various situational factors contribute to the stress police officers experience, including poor 

interpersonal relationships, lack of social support, the nature of police work, irregular 

working hours and shift-work, inadequate salaries and poor working conditions. Certain 

physical disorders such as hypertension, ulcers, and cardiovascular diseases have also been 

attributed to stress among police members. These factors and medical conditions also seem to 

be related to suicidal behaviour. 



Coping is conceptualised as cognitive and behavioural efforts used to manage, avoid or 

control situations that seem to be difficult and stressful. Effective coping can be seen as the 

efficacy with which individuals deal with their emotional responses to stressors and act to 

resolve them. Individuals use different coping strategies and derived from the literature it 

seems that police officers make use of ineffective coping strategies (e.g. alcohol abuse, 

withdrawal) to create a buffer against stress. It can be stated that effective coping will reduce 

and eliminate stress and suicidal behaviour. 

3.1.2 Conclusions in terms of the specific empirical objectives 

The results show that nearly 5% of the uniformed police members have significant suicide 

ideation levels. Although it is not very high, it is still a matter of concern because of the high 

levels of suicide in the SAPS. Suicide attempts seem to be higher among male police officers 

than among female police officers. This could possibly be due to the fact that more male 

police officers were included in the study population than female police officers, but 

whatever the reason, and in view of these results, suicide ideation may be seen as a problem 

in the SAPS. 

The results showed that fkmaie police members tend to make more use of social support and 

problem-focused strategies than do male police officers. However, the different levels 

obtained on each coping strategy have not been determined in this study. Thus, no further 

conclusions can be drawn in terms of the levels of coping strategies police officers rely on. 

The total stress levels of the police members were relatively high. A lack of resources was 

found to be the biggest contributor to the stress police officers are experiencing with specific 

reference to staff shortages, inadequate salaries, officers not doing their job and inadequate or 

poor-quality equipment. Police officers are also fked with job demands (i.e. excessive paper- 

work) and police stressors (i-e. seeing criminals go .free) that contribute to their stress levels. 

Inadequate supervision and shift-work also show a high intensity but this does not occur on a 

regular basis. It is shown that poor relationships with supervisors and shift-work seem to be 

related to stress and suicidal behaviour. 



Regarding the relationship between coping and suicide ideation, it was found that suicide 

ideation of police members was positively related to the use of passive coping strategies. 

Passive coping strategies could be used to predict suicide ideation in police members. No 

significant relationship was found between stress and suicide ideation, but results showed that 

passive coping was related to the job demand stressor. This implicates that the higher the job 

demands a police officer experience, the more likely that he/she will make use of passive 

coping strategies, which in turn may lead to higher incidence of suicide ideation. 

Practically significant negative relationships were found between job demands, lack of 

resources and police stressors on the one hand, and job satisfaction on the other hand. It can 

be deduced fiom the results and literature that high IeveIs of stress will lead to lower job 

satisfaction and higher levels of suicide ideation. Additionally, statistically and practically 

significant relationships were found between job demands, lack of resources and police 

stressors on the one hand, and amount and adequacy of support fiom the SAPS in general top 

management, direct commander and colleagues on the other hand. Social support moderates 

the effects of stress and a lack a social support leads to higher suicide ideation. 

The findings indicate that suicide attempts, passive coping, medical conditions, alcohol 

abuse, problem-focused coping and police stressors can be used to predict suicide ideation in 

police officers. Suicide attempts explained 8% of the variance in suicide ideation, while 

passive coping explained 3% of the variance in suicide ideation. Thus, suicide attempts and 

passive coping strategies play an important role in the prediction of suicide ideation. Alcohol 

and drug abuse can be seen as maladaptive coping strategies and contribute to higher levels 

of suicide ideation. The variables identified to predict suicide ideation classified almost 65% 

of police members who measured high on suicide ideation correctly while they classified 

almost 90% of the police members who measured low on suicide ideation correctly. 

Therefore, it can be concluded that certain coping strategies, police stressors, medical 

conditions and alcohol abuse could be used as a model to predict suicide ideation in police 

officers. 

3.2 LIMlTATIONS OF THE STUDY 

The following limitations have emerged during the study: 



Because the study was conducted in the Eastern Cape only, the possibility exists that the 

results could have been influenced by demographic and other situational factors. This 

implies that the results can not be generalised for the entire country. 

Few female police officers were included in the study population. 

The influence of personality dimensions and the relationship of these with coping, stress 

and suicide ideation have not been included in this study. This could have played an 

important role in the prediction of suicide ideation. 

Only uniformed police members were included in the study population, while statistics 

show that a significant number of administrative personnel in the SAPS commit suicide. 

A cross-sectional design was used in this research, which implies that the direction of the 

relationships could not be determined. 

3.3 RECOMMENDATIONS 

Recommendations pertaining to the specific organisation used in this study, as well as 

recommendations for future research are made in this section. 

3.3.1 Recommendations for the organisation 

The following recommendations can be made on the basis of the results of this research. 

The SAPS needs to prevent suicidal thoughts and intentions by helping police officers 

cope with work-related problems and relationship difficulties. These efforts should 

include support fiom the direct commanders, the helping prokssions and the 

organisation, and the offering of treatment if alcohol abuse or serious distress is 

present. Police officers must also be encouraged to make use of more adaptive coping 

strategies to manage occupational stress. 

The SAPS should examine maladaptive coping mechanisms and find methods to 

neutralise the negative effects that follow the use of these behaviours. The teaching 

and monitoring of officers' adaptive and maladaptive coping skills remain a limitation 

in police training and job supervision. An organisational structure is needed in the 



SAPS to monitor the officers' use of maladaptive coping and the lack of adaptive 

coping. This would encourage continued access to stress management training. 

Regarding stress, the SAPS should attend to the levels of stress police officers are 

experiencing. The SAPS needs to prevent police officers fbm becoming stressed as 

this can contribute to the prevention of serious conditions such as depression, suicidal 

behaviour, aggression and irrational acts. The reduction of excessive workloads, 

increasing participation in decision-making and the institution of flexible work 

schedules are some aspects of the organisation that could be changed to reduce the 

stress levels of police members. 

The SAPS also needs to enhance the amount of support police officers receive. Police 

officers need social support fiom the helping professions, their supervisors and the 

organisation at large. The helping professions should train counsellors to provide 

social support to stressed individuals. Interventions in the form of counselling 

sessions in which police officers could vent emotional hstrations concerning the 

organisation could also be implemented. Organisational and supervisory support 

should also be encouraged. Other suggestions for coping with stress include the 

provision of outlets for physical aggression needs through exercise and sporting that 

will reduce the stress police officers are experiencing, in-service training to combat 

and prevent stress and negative behaviour and a strong and supportive leadership 

within the force. Effective coping and adequate social support are crucial dimensions. 

3.3.2 Recommendations for future research 

The following recommendations can be made for future research. 

The relationship between personality dimensions and suicide ideation in the SAPS 

should be investigated. 

Future research must be done to investigate the influence of personality 

dimensions on coping, stress and suicide ideation in the SAPS. 

Stress, coping and suicide ideation in police officers could also be investigated in 

relation to other variables such as situational kctors, job performance and job 

satisfaction. 



Regarding coping, longitudinal studies are required to learn more about the factors 

that influence coping responses among police officers. 

Future research should also be directed more towards the specific coping 

mechanisms used by police officers. 
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