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The reader is reminded of the fol.lowing: 

The references as well, as the editorial style as prescribed by the PubZication Manual (dh 

edition) of the American Psychological Association ( N A )  were followed in this mini- 

dissertation This practice is in line with the policy of the Programme in hdustnal 

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

January 1999. 

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

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

with the APA style) is used, but the APA gudelines were followed in constructing tables. 
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ABSTRACT 

Subject: Coping, stress and suicide ideation in the South Ahcan Police Services in 

Mpumalanga 

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

Relatively high numbers of suicides occur in the South African Police Services. However, 

little is known about suicide ideation within the SAPS. The objective of this research was to 

determine the relationship beheen 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 = 176) consisted of uniformed 

police members in Mpumdanga. The Adult Suicide Ideation Questionnaire, Police Stress 

inventory and COPE Questionnaire were used as measuring instruments. Descriptive 

statistics (e.g. means, standard deviations, skewness and kurtosis) and inferential statistics 

were used to analy se the data Cronbach Alpha Coefficients, inter-item correlation 

coefficients and confirmatory factor analysis were used to assess the reliability and vahdity of 

the measuring instruments. A discriminant analysis was conducted to determine whch 

vmables discriminate the bet between police members with a high and those with a low level 

of suicide ideation 

The results showed that 12 (7,32%) of the uniformed police members bad significant suicide 

ideation levels. The discriminant analysis showed that medical status, rank, previous suicide 

attempts, coping-passive and gender correctly classified 75% of the participants who scored 

high on suicide ideation. A relationship was found between the frequency of suicide ideation 

and the likelihood of suicide attempts. An association was also found between gender and 

suicide ideation Problems like paper-work, sta£f shortages and poor equipment can be 

identified as situational factors contributing to the stress levels of police members in 

Mpumdanga A relationship was found between coping and stress on the one hand and 

suicide ideation on the other hand. 



The results obtained in this study could help to identify the intensity and hequency of 

specific stressors (especially police stressors). 

Recommendations for future research are made. 



Onderwerp: Coping, stres en selhoord-denkbeeldvoming in die Suid-Afrikaanse 

Polisiediens in Mpumalanga 

Sleutelterme: Sehoord ,  sethoorddeakbeeldvo~~ning, polisie, stres, coping. 

'n Relatiewe hot? getal s e h o o r d e  kom in die Suid-Afnkaanse Polisiediens voor. Min 

inlighng oor die selfmoord-denkbeeldvorming van lede van die SAPS is egter bekend. Die 

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

selfmoorddenkbeeldvorm~ng andersyds te bepaal 

'n Dwarssnee-ontwerp is gebruik Die studiepopulasie (N = 176) het bestaan uit funksionele 

polisielede in die Mpumalanga Provinsie. Die Volwasse Sehoord-denkbeeld-vorrnings- 

vraelys, die COPE en die Polisiestresvraelys is as rneetinstmrnente gebruik Beskrywende 

sthstiek (bv. gemiddeldes, standaardafivykings, skeefheid en kurtose) is gebruik om die data 

te ontleed. Cronbach-alfakoCffisi~ae, inter-itemkorrelasieko~ffisiente en bevestigende falaor- 

anal~ses is gebnrik om die betroubaarheid en geldigheid van die meetimtmmente te bepaal. 'n 

Diskriminant-analise is gebruik om te bepaal watter veranderlikes tref die beste onderskeid 

tussen polisielede met hoe of diegene met lae vlakke van selhoord-denkbeeldvorrnir~g. 

B e  resuliaie het getoon dat 12 (7,32%) van die fhksionele potisielede betekenisvolle vlakke 

van sel finoord-denkbeeldvorming toon. ' n Dislaiminant-analise het aangetoon dat rnedlese 

toestand, rang vorige selfinoordpogings, passiewe coping-strategiei! en geslag 75% van die 

deelnemers met hoe telling ten opsigte van selhoord-denkbeeldvorming korrek 

geklassifiseer het. 'n Verhouding is gevind tussen die frekwensie van selhoord- 

denkbeeldvorrmng en die waarskynlikheid van poging tot selhoord. 'n Verband is ook 

gevind tussen geslag en selfinoord-denkbeeldvorming. Probleme soos byvoorbeeld 

administratiewe take, personeeltekorte en swak toerusting, kstn beskou word as faktore wat 

bydra tot verhoogde stresvlakke van polisielede in Mpumalanga 'n Verband is gevlnd tussen 

coping en sbes enersyds en selhoord-denkbeeldvorming andersyds. 



Die resultate wat verkry is in die studie kan daartoe bydra om die intensiteit en fiekwensie 

van sekere stressore (meer spesifiek die stressore in polisiering) te identifiseer. 

Aanbevelings vir toekomstige navorsing word aan die hand gedoen. 



CHAPTER 1 

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

ideation within the SAPS in Mpumalanga 

Ln 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. 

1.1 PROBLEM STATEMENT 

The effectiveness of the police service is an important contributor to the stability and 

resulting economic growth and development of countries. In South Africa members of the 

South &can Police Services (SAPS) are faced by various potential stressors, such as a high 

crime level, organisational transformation and a lack of resources (Anshel, 2002) 

Anshel (2002) states that law enforcement is one of the most stressful occupations world- 

wide. Suicide among members of the SAPS bas also been a growing public health problem 

over the last several years, due to a dramatic increase in incidence. In 1995 SAPS officials 

were eleven times more likely to take their own Lives than members of the general population 

(htt~://w~v.iss.co.za~Pubs/Crime%20Index/OOVo14No5/forbiddenhtml~ The average 

suicide rate among police members overseas is approximately 18 per 100 000 members. Last 

year the suicide rate in South Africa was 130 p a  100 000 members of the SAPS (Olivier, 

2001). 

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

associated with potentially severe mental and/or physical health outcomes. According to 

Reynolds (1991a), suicidal behaviour may be categorised as including suicide completion, 

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

continuum varying in severity from ideation through intent and aitempt to completion. 

Suicide ideation therefore constitutes but one aspect of suicidal behaviour (Reynolds, 1991 a). 

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



evaluating and promoting adult mental health. A strong association ex.ists between sucide 

ideation and suicide (Jin & Zhang, 1998). Reynolds (1991a) states that all suicide attempts: as 

well as threats, should be considered ind.ications of si&icant psychological distress. 

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

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

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

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

about specific plans and means of taking one's life. Reynolds (1991a) d e b e s  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 when they are dead. They 

have thoughts of lalling 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 (1987) have found a relationship between the frequency of suicide ideation and the 

likelrfiood of attempts at suicide. Suicide ideation is conslstent with a coptive-behavloural 

focus and may be viewed as a domain of self-staternents. 

In a pre-study in the SAPS in the North West Province, R o h n a m  and Van Rensburg (2001) 

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

levels. It was also found that suicide i d d o n  was higher in the case of police members who 

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

When compared with police services elsewhere in the world, the suicide rates in the SAPS 

are almost five times higher (C. Swanepoel, personal communication, March 26,2001). The 

risk areas seem to be the Northern Cape, Mpumalanga, the North West Province and 

Gauteng. This research will focus on suicide in the SAPS in the Mpumalanga area 

The levels of police suicide vary substantially between provinces. In 1998 a total of 127 

SAPS officials committed suicide in the country as a whole. In 1999 there was a small drop 

horn 1998 suicide levels. However, in Mpumalanga there was an increase in police suicides 

by about 46% @ttp://w~~w.iss.co.za~Pubs/Crime%20Inder;/O0Vo14No5/forbidden.html1. 



The SAPS needs to intervene to increase andlor maintain the psychologcal health and 

decrease the suicidal behaviour of police members. However, little infomation is availabIe 

about the reasons for the high suicide rae in the SAPS. Only one study was done regarding 

suicide ideation of members of the SAPS in the North West Province (see Rothmann & 

Sbijdorq 2002; Rotbmann & Van Rensburg, 2002). Therefore, it is necessary to study 

suicide ideation of police members and possible correlates thereof. 

Many factors may contribute to suicidal behaviow 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, Fricke & 

Lester, 1999). According to McCafEerty (19921, suicide of police members could largely be 

ascnbed to stressors at work Factors that may cause distress include authoritarian structures, 

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

lack of administrative support, unfw discipline, unfair promotion and the nature of police 

work Irregular worlung 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 (Kntger, 1996; Lott, 1995). Janik 

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

contributing factors to a police oficer's decision to aitempt suicide. Supportive famil~es can 

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

Alcohol abuse accelerates their isolation fiom 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 stram (Beehr, 

Johnson & Nieva, 1995) Kohn (1 996) contends that "the most important thmg about how a 

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

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

tendency that alcohol is not only used but very much 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 sulcide ideation 

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

avoid or control situations that could be regarded as difficult ( F o b a n  & Lazarus, 1984; 



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

coping strategies were negatively related to s t r m  (somatic complaints, emohonal 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

to job stressors with others (such as their partners of 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 oficers. 

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

suicide ideation of police members in Mpumalanga The results obtained in t.tus study could 

help to iden* the intensity and frequency of certain stressors (more specifically the 

stressors in policing) as well as make recommendations on constructive coping strafegies in 

order to reduce suicide ideation in the police services in Mpumdanga 

The research problem can be surnmarised as follows: When compared with police services 

elsewhere in the world, it emerges that the suicide rates in the SAPS are almost five times 

higher. This indicates a serlous problem regarding suicide ideation within a South Aftican 

context. Currently the SAPS has already implemented certain interventions but these do not 

seem to work effectively. There is also a lack of research regarding the dispositional and 

situational factors in stress and suicide ideation in the SAPS m Mpumalanga 

From the problem statement the following research questions emerge: 

How are suicide and suicide ideation conceptualised in the literature? 

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

literature? 

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

South African Police Services? 



What are the levels of stress, coping and suicide ideation in the SAPS in Mpumalanga? 

What is the relationship between stress, coping and suicide ideation in the SAPS in 

Mpumalanga? 

Can stress and coping stralegies be used to predict suicide ideation in the SAPS in 

Mpumalanga? 

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

m Mpumalanga? 

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

1.2.1 General objective 

The general aim of t h s  research is to critically investigate relationships between coping, 

stress and suicide within the SAPS in Mpumdanga 

13.2 Specificobjectives 

The specific objectives of this research are to: 

conceprualise suicide and suicide ideation f?om the literahue: 

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

literature; 

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

suicide ideation in the SAPS in Mpumalanga; 

determine the level of stress, coping and suicide ideation in the SAPS in Mpurnalanga; 

determine whether stress and coping could be used to predict suicide ideation in the 

SAPS; 

make recommendations to prevent and m a g e  suicide ideation in the SAPS. 



1.3 IRESEAFtCH METHOD 

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

13.1 Literature review 

The literature review focuses on suicide and 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 

relationshp between coping, stress and suicide ideation. 

132 Empirical study 

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

1.33.1 Research design 

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

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

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

desjgn is also 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 fimctions associated with correlational research. 

13.2.2 Study population 

A stratified, random sample (IV = 176) was taken from uniformed police members from the 

job level of constable to that of superintendent in Mpumalanga 

13.23 Measuring instruments 

Four questionnaires were used in the empirical study, namely the Coping Orientation to 

Problems Experience Questionnaire (COPE) (Carver, Scheier & Weintraub, 1989), the Police 

Stress Inventory (PSI) (Pienaar, 2002), the Adult Suicide Ideation Questionnaire (ASIQ) 

(Reynolds, 1991 a), and a questionnaire containing Biog~aphical information 



The Coping Orientations fo Problems Experience Questionnaire (COPE) is generally 

used to measure participants' coping strategies. The COPE is a mulndimensional 53-item 

coping questionnaire that indicates the different ways that people cope in different 

circumstances (Carver, Scheier & Weintraub, 1989). Although the original questionnaire 

measures 13 ddferent 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 Emotional 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 & 

Bemstein, 1994), and thus indicate the internal consistency of the factors of the PSI. Test- 

retest reliability varies from 0,46 to 0,86 and &om 0,42 tot 0,89 (applied after two weeks). 

The Police Stress Inventory (PSI) 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 frequency incidence of that event. Participants first rated each of the 44 items 

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

questionnaire asked '%ow 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 varimax rotation lkee internally consistent factors 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 Suiczde Ideation Questzonnaire (ASIQ) (Reynolds, 1991 a) is used to measure 

participants' current level of suicide ideation. Each of the items measures a specific 

suicidal behaviour or thought Reynolds (1991a) repofled 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, 1991b). Reynolds (1991a) provided evidence for the content, construct and 

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

differentiated significantly between suicide attempt and psychiatric control groups. 



Research done in South. &ca by Rothmann and Van Rensburg (2002) reported that the 

ASIQ obtained an alpha coefficient of 0,96 that is acceptable according to Nunnally and 

Bernstein (I 994). 

A questionnaire was developed to gather information about the demographic 

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

supplying their name and service number. Other information gathered included: province 

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

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

with significant ofher, language, histoq of disciplinary action, self-rated performance, 

self-rated job satisfaction, medical conditions, use of prescribed 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 

attempt (Pienaar, 2002) 

13.2.4 Statistical analysis 

The statistical analysis was canied out with the help of the SAS-program (SAS htitute, 

2000). Cronbach alpha coeficients, inter-item correlation coefficients and conhnatory 

factor analysis are used to assess the reliability and vddity of the measuring instruments 

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

kurtosis) was used to andyse the data 

T-tests and analysis of variance were used to determine differences betweem 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 spec&y 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 sef for the practical significance of 

correlation coefficients. 

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

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

hgb  suicide ideation scores The resulting discriminant function separates 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). 

1.4 DIVISION OF CHAPTERS 

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

Chapter 1 : introduction 

Chapter 2: Research article 

Chapter 3: Conclusions, shortcomings and recommendations. 

1.5 CHAPTER SUMMARY 

This chapter sought to provide detarls of the motivation for h s  research as well as the 

methodology to be employed. Ln addition to the problem statement, the objectives of the 

research as well as the research method were outlined. Finally, the envisaged chapter 

arrangement was indicated. 

Chapter 2 focuses on the research article. 



CHAPTER 2 

RESEARCH ARTICLE 



COPING, STRESS AND SUICIDE IDEATION lN THE SOUTH AFRICAN POLICE 

SERVICES m MPUMALANGA* 

M.J.H. BOOYSEN 

S ROTHMANN 

Programme in Industrial Psychology, PU for CHE, Porchefsrtoom 

ABSTRACT 

Suicide within the South African Police Services (SAPS) has increased dramatically. 

Police members may be at h~gher risk for suicide than the general population. 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. The study 

population (N = 1 76) consisted of uniformed police members in Mpumalanga. The Adult 

Suicide Ideation Questiounaire, Police Stress Inventory and COPE Questionnaire were 

used as measuring instruments. A discriminant analysis showed that medical status, rank, 

previous suicide attempts, coping-passive and gender correctly classilied 73% of 

participants who scored high on suicide ideation. 

OPSOMMllVG 

Selfmoord binne &e Suid-Afinkaanse Polisiediens het d r d e s  toegeneem. Polisielede 

kan moontlik 'n groter risiko loop om seboord  te pleeg as die res van die bevotking. 

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

enersyds en sefhoord-denkbeeldvorming van polisielede andersyds re be@. Die 

studiepopulasie (N = 176) het bestilan uit funksionele polisiele.de in Mpumalanga. Die 

Volwasse Selfmoord-denkbeeldvormingsvraelys, die Polisie-stresvraelys asook die 

COPE vraelys is as meetinstrumente gebruik 'n Disluiminantontleding het aangetoon det 

mediese toestand, rang, vorige sehoordpogings, passiewe coping-strategieijr en geslag 

75% van die deelnemers met hoe tellings ten opsigte van selfmoorddenkbeeldvorming 

korrek geklassxseer het. 

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

& Kravitz, 1994). Police oficers appear to commit suicide at proportionally higher rates 

compared to the rates of the general. population (Wagner & Brzeczek, 1983) and those of 

' The financial assistance of the National Knearch Fomdation (W) towards this research is hereby acknowledged. Opinions ~ x p ~ e ~ c d  
and conclusions arrived ak sre those of tk aaulbor and ue no1 necessarily to be aaribuled to the National R-ch Foundation 



other professions (Janik & Kravitx, 1994; Violanti, 1995). Anshel (2000) states that law 

enforcement is one of the most stressful occupations world-wide. This is also the case in the 

South Aftican Police Services. In 1995 South &can police members were eleven times 

more likely to take their own lives than members of the general population 

( h t t ~ : / / \ v w .  iss. ~0.;7~~b~/Crirne%20Indes/ooVo14No5/forbidden. html). 

When compared with police services elsewhere in the world, the sulcide rates in the South 

African Pollce Services (SAPS) are almost five times higher (C. Swanepoel, personal 

communication, March 26, 2001). The levels of police suicide vary substantially between 

provinces. The risk areas seem to be the Northern Cape, Mpumalanga, the North West 

Province and Gauteng. However, while there was a slight general decrease in sulcides in 

1998, the number of poiice who committed suicide in Mpumalanga showed an increase of 

According to Nel and Burgers (1998), the changed political scenario and social order in 

South &ca could mflumce the current state of affairs. Rapid political and social 

transformation is accompanied by much anxiety and uncertainty. Gulle, Tredoux and Foster 

(I 998) have found that the increasing distress of members of the SAPS who are at the 'wal 

face' of changing South Africa daily is evident in the alarming increase in suicide statistics: 

the dramahc increase of medical boardings particularly for psychological reasons, as well as 

divorce statistics and the incrdence of both alcohol and drug abuse. 

Based on previous research there is speculation as to the reason for high suicide rates among 

police members. Factors linked to post-traumatic stress disorder such as depression, 

hopelessness, substance abuse, moodiness and aggression are often cited as causes of police 

suicide (Yang & Clum, 1994). Also associated with police suicides are escalating crime 

statistics, corruption among police officials as well as the pohce culture which often denies 

the problem and views it as disgraceful to both the victim and the profession 

(htt~://w~vw.tearsofa~~~.~~m/uolicdarticles/e.h. Kop et al. (1999), Lowerstein 

(1999) as well as Nel and Burgers (1998) found that policemen are often reluctant to tell 

people in the chain of command that they are having problems because they fear tha.t their 

careers will be destroyed. Therefore police officers rather choose to solve their problems 

quietly, which often leads to abuse or suicide. Several studies found that the easy access to 

firearms (a weapon strapped at the officer's waist mod of the time) can be suggested as a 



possible precursor to police suicide (Schmidtke, Fricke & Lester 1999; Hem, Berg & 

Ekeberg, 2001; Violanti, 1995) Violanti (1995) states that there are possible correlates to 

police suicide. The continuous exposure to death and injury, social strain resulting from shift 

work, inconsistencies within the criminal justice system as well as the negatwe public Image 

of police oficers have been cited as possible correlates to police suicide. According to Janik 

and Kravitz (1994) marital problems and job suspension are important contributjng factors to 

a police officer's decision to attempt suicide. 

The SAPS needs to intervene to increase andor maintain the psychological health and 

decrease the suicidal behaviour of police members. Zn South Africa only two studies 

regarding suicide ideation have been conducted in the North West Province (Rothmann & 

Strijdom, 2002; Rothmann & Van Rensburg, 2002) and these studies indicated that a need 

exists for more research on suicide ideation of police members as well as possible correlates 

thereof. 

The objecrive of this research is to determine the relationship between coping, stress and 

suicide ideation of police members. If it is found that coping, stress and suicide ideation are 

related, programmes such as recruitment, selection induction, training and development and 

performance management could be implemented to facilitate the development of constructive 

coping strategies and to reduce stress and suicide ideation in the police service. 

Suicide ideation 

In their quest to prevent our citizens from becoming victims of crime many police officials 

become victims themselves; not only of the crime but also victims of depression and 

despair, which can then lead to suicide or attempted suicide (Kast & SAPA, 1999). 

According to Reynolds (1991 a), suicide ideation can be conceptualised as the domaio of 

thoughts and ideas about death, suicide and serious self-injurious behaviour and includes 

thoughts related to the plauning, conduct and outcome of suicidal behaviour, particularly as 

the last relates to thoughts about the response of others. Suicidal behaviour may be 

categorised as including suicide completion, overt intention, suicide attempt and swcide 

ideation (Reynolds, 1991a). Suicide research has primarily focussed on completed suicides 

rather than the thoughts of own death or suicide planning. The importance of ideation and 

planning must be emphasised because they are important steps in a process of suicrde, 



characterised by a stepwise hierarchy of actions with an underlying gradient of severity 

(Vilhjalmsson, Kristjansdottir & Sveinbj mardottir, 1998). According to Schmdtke et al. 

(1999), as well as Violanti (1995) a problem is found in the reliabil~ty and validity of death 

records. The suicide is often stated as an accident wth the officer's service weapon, in order 

to protect victim officers and their families from the stigma of suicide. Ln order to prevent 

the validity of suicide rates being questioned, the Focus should rather be on suicide ideation 

and planning. 

Jin and Zhang (1998) found that a strong associabon exjsts between suicide ideation and 

suicide. According to Reynolds (1991a) all suicide attempts, as well as threats should be 

considered indications of signtlicant psychological distress. Previous research found that 

there are a variety of risk factors on suicide behaviour and deaths. Suicide attempts are more 

likely among people who are depressed and hopeless, have drinking or drug problems, or 

suffer from persistent pain such as headache or abdominal pain (Viljalmsson et al., 1998; 

Yang & Clum, 1994). Hirch and Ellis (1995) as well as Veltmg (1999) have found thaf the 

risk for completed suicides is much greaer in males, whereas females are more likely to 

make nonfatal attempts. Males are more likely to use more lethal methods of suicide like 

fuearms or hanging. A relationship was found between the frequency of suicide and the 

likelihood of attempts of suicide (Schotte & Clum, 1982; Bonner & Rich, 1987). 

Coping 

Coping can be concepmahsed as a person's cognitive and behaviourat efforts to manage 

en\iironrnental demands that have been appraised as threatening or exceeding personal 

capabilities (Bishop et al., 2001; Horesh et al., 19%; Folksman & Lazarus, 1984; Patterson, 

2000; Violanti et al., 1985). Rothmann and Van Rensburg (2002) found that based on 

previous research the term coping could be used as strategies or results. As strategy, coping 

refers to the dflerent methods that a person applies to manage hls or her circumstances and 

as a result, coping refers to the eventual outcomes to this strategy for the individual. Non- 

coping can be defined as failed efforts to cope that may result m higher stress accompanied 

by various physical and psychosocial disturbances (Callan, 1993). 

According to Patterson (1999), the use of effective coping strategies as well as a strong 

social support system can protect individuals from psychological disiTess by reducing or 



eliminating distress. Various styles of coping are used in stressful situations, as previous 

research has indicated. Folhan and Lazarus (1984), Horesh et al. (1996) and Patterson 

(1999) distinguish between problem-focused and emotional-focused coping. Problem- 

focused coping is directed at managing and improving an unpleasant experience or reducing 

the effects thereof Emotion-focused coping can be described as regdating the distress that 

arises as a result of experiencing the stressful event (Patterson, 1999). 

The use of maladaptive coping such as officers who wpe by using alcohol, drugs, anger and 

withdrawal is more likely among those who suffer 6om health problems than officers who 

use more adaptive coping strategies (Anshel, 2000). According to Burke (1993) the high use 

of alcohol, drugs, cigarettes and isolation from others, would be likely methods of coping 

with job-related stress by police officers. Patterson (1999) found that officers tend to use 

more problem-focused strateges rather than emotional-focused strategies in order to change 

stressl l  events. The police culture is found to limit the expression of personal feelings by 

officers, therefore it is evident that emotional-focused coping would be used less among 

officers than problem-focused coping (Kop et al., 1999; Nel & Burgers, 1998). 

According to Burke (1994), police officers undertaking more physlcal exercise reported 

fewer psychosomatic symptoms and smoked fewer cigarettes than those who used drugs 

and alcohol as coping responses. Police members who were more l~kely to withdraw and 

isolate themselves also reported more psychosomatic symptoms, negative emotions as well 

as greater use of medicine. If sources of stress are ongoing and individuals do not cope with 

these effectively, it will result in burnout, reduced motivation, poor performance and 

eventually dropout from the police profession (Anshel, 2000). 

Stress 

Police work is usually pictured as highly stressful, with police officers showing high levels 

of work stress and burnout (Kop & Euwema, 2001). A great deal is heard about the 

supposedly high incidence of suicide, divorce and alcoholism as well as stress-related 

ilinesses such as heart disease, ulcers and job dissatisfaction among policemen (Lester, 

1986). Police officers are often victims not only of violence but other ktnds of disaster and 

situations they present in, which can be described as critical incident stressors. According to 

Nel and Burgers (1998) continuous and excessive exposure to critical incident stressors 



without cowlselling can eventually lead to post-traumahc stress disorder (PTSD). Within 

the South African context, the possibility of over-exposure to violence and trauma is great 

Police stress can be conceptuahsed as any condition which has adverse consequences for 

police officer's well being and it has been linked to negahve emotional outcomes such as 

divorce rates, suicide, alcoholism, physical disorders as well as occupational performance 

and professional relationships withn the department (Crank & Caldero, 1991). Considering 

the police stressors as well as the background of police work, Koortten (1996) dehes  

stress as any demand, either internal, external or a combinabon of both that cause a person 

mentally and physically to readjust in order to maintain his sense of balance. Gulle, Tredoux 

and Foster (1998) have found that literature on police stress makes the distinction between 

inherent stress caused by the nsrtwe of the police work itself (danger work) and 

organisational stress caused by the bureaucratic nature of organisations (like paperwork or 

the lack of resources). Conclusions found m the related police studies indicated that 

organisationd stress more strongly affects police members than inherent stress (Crank & 

Caldero, 1991: Guile et d., 1998; Kop & Euwema, 2001). The positive aspect of this 

observation is that organisational stressors are not necessarily entrenched in society and 

may more easily be addressed and changed than inherent ones (Guile et al., 1998). 

Regarding ranks of police officers Biggam et al. (1997) argue that organisational stressors 

are more prominent in higher ranks while operational stressors are salient in lowm ranks. 

METHOD 

Research design 

A survey deslgn was used. The specific design is a cross-sectional design, whereby a 

sample is drawn from a population at one time (Shaughnessy & Zechmeister, 1997). 

Sample 

The study population (N =176) includes samples of uniformed police personnel in three areas 

of Mpurnalanga namely Nelspruit (towveld) area, Kwamhlanga (H~ghveld) area and the 

Eastern Highveld area The following formula proposed by Kerlinger and Lee (2000) was 

used to determine the sample size for this study: 



and 

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

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

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

The study population consisted mainly of sergeants (n = 40) and inspectors (n = 102). A 

total of 136 participants were males while 40 participants were females. Different language 

groups were inciuded in the study namely Afrikaans (n = 83), English (n = 61, Sepedi (n = 

25), isiSwab (n = 20): isiZulu (n = 24). The marital status of the participants included police 

members who were single (n = 26), married (n = 104) and divorced (n = 43). About 24% of 

the participants had been charged for previous o£fences. A total of 12% of the participants 

had medical conditions that affected their quality of work Regarding the use of alcohol, 

79% inhcated that they took about four drinks per week, 12% indicated that they took about 

five to seven dmks per week, 3% indicated they took about eight to fourteen drinks per 

week and the other 6% of the participants took about meen or more drinks per week. A 

total of five of the participants had attempted suicide before. 

Measuring instruments 

Four questionnaires were used in the empirical study, namely the Coping Orientation to 

Problems Experience Questionnaire (COPE) (Carver, Scheier & Weintraub, 3 989), the Police 

Stress Inventory (PSI) (Pienaar, 2002), the Adult Suicide Ideation Questionnaire (ASlQ) 

(Reynolds, 199 1 a), and a questionnaire for obtaining Biographical donnation 

The Coping Orienfations lo Problems Experience Questionnaire (COPE) was used to 

measure participants' coping strategies. The COPE is a multidimensional 53-item coping 



questionnaire that indicates the cWerent ways that people cope in different c~cumstances 

(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 Seelung 

Emotional 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, N m a l l y  & Bemstein, 1994), 

and thus indicate the internal consistency of the factors of the PSI. Test-retest reliability 

varies Erom 0,46 to 0,86 and from 0,42 tot 0,89 ( q p  lied after two weeks). 

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

focuses on common work situations that often result in psychofogical 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 frequency part of the 

questionnaire asked '%ow 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 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 the three scales are 0,92; 0,92; and 0,89 respectively. All 

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

internal consistency of the factors of the PSI. 

The Adulr Suicide Ideation Questionnaire (ASIQ) (Reynolds, 1991 a) was used to measure 

participants' current level of suicide ideation Each of the items measures a specific 

suicidal behaviour or thought. Reynolds (1991 a) reported thal the internal consistency 

(coefficient alpha) of the ASIQ is 0,96, while Osman et al. (1 999) found an alpha 

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

(Reynolds, 1991b). Reynolds (1991a) provided evidence for the content, construct and 

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

differentiated significantly between slucide attempt and psychiatric control groups. 

Research done in South Africa by Rothmann and Van Rensburg (2002) reported that the 



ASIQ obtmed an alpha coefficient of 0,96, which is acceptable according to Nunnally 

and Bernstein (1994). 

A ques/iomire was developed to gather information about the demographc 

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

supplying their name and service number. Other information that was gathered included: 

province and station, age, gender, yews of service, yeas  in current position (to assess 

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

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

self-rated job satisfaction, medical conditions, use of prescribed 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 bebaviour and previous 

attempt. (Pienaar, 2002). 

Statistical analysis 

The statistical analysis was canied out with the help of the SAS-programme (SAS Institute, 

2000). Cronbach alpha coefficients, inter-item correlation coefficients and confirmatory 

factor analysis were used to assess the reliability and validity of the measuring instruments 

(Clark & Watson, 1995). Descriptive statistics (e g. means, standard dev~ations, 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 formula was used to determine the practical significance of 

differences (d) when t-tests were used (Cohen, 1988; S t e m  1999): 

where 

 mean^ = Mean of the first group 

MeanB = Mean of the second group 

SD- = Highest standard deviation of the two groups 



The following formula was used to determine the practical si&cance of means of more 

than two groups (Cohen, 1988; S teyn, 1999). 

Meam  mean^ 
d =  

Root MSE 

where 

MeanA = Mean of the W t  group 

MeanB = Mean of the second group 

Root MSE = Root Mean Square Error 

A cut-off point of 0,50 (medium effect, C o h g  1998) was set for the practical significance 

of differences between means. Pearson product-moment correlation coeficients were used 

to specfi the relationships between the variables. In the case where the distribution of 

scores is skew, Spearman correlation coefficients were computed. A cut-off point of 0,30 

(medium &ect, Cohen, 1998) was set for the practical significance of correlation 

coefficients. 

A discriminant analysis was carried out to determine whch combination of mdependent 

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

suicide ideation scores. The resulting discriminant hc t i on  separates 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). 

RESULTS 

Table 1 shows the descriptive statistics, Cronbach alpha coefficients and inter-item 

correlation coeficients of the COPE, PSI and ASIQ. 



Table 1 

Descriptive Statistics, A l p h  Coeflczents and Infer-item Correlation Coeflcients of the 

Measuring Instruments (N=l76) 

Item Mum SD sbmess KWW~S Inter-item r a 

Roblem-focused Coping 72.83 1331 -0,68 0,75 0,32 0,92 

Passive Coping 26,78 8 3  0,32 -0,4 I 0,35 0,87 

Seeking Emotional Suppmt 20,36 5 3  -0,s +,I8 0,46 0,86 

Job Demands 8289 24,60 -0,02 0,M 0,30 0,88 

Lack of Raorrrces 80,88 2335 -0,16 -0.54 0.39 0 9  

Police hers 4562 14,60 -0,33 4,56 0,37 033  

MlQ 8,46 1438 3,m' 14,~' 0,38 093 

High skewness and kurtosis 

Table 1 shows that acceptable Cronbach alpha coefficients varying from 0,83 t~ 0,93 were 

obtained for most of the scales (see Nunally & Bemstein, 1994). The mean inter-item 

correlation of all the scores IS also acceptable (0,15<r<0,50, Clark & Watson, 1995). It is 

evident horn Table 1 that most of the scores on 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 intensity and frequency of stress as measured by the PSI are reported in Table 2. 



Table 2 

The Intensip and Frequency of Stressors as Indicated by the PSI 

llcm rotagiy Frrswncy 

Job Dem~llds 

klwting deadlines 

h i  aitugtiom 

Luuflicicd h e  lGno 

Wamil iar duties 

Shih work 

Excessive p3penvol-k 

Domendc v wlcnoc 

Too much supmvisioo 

Covs o h a  work 

Working overtime 

Intermptions 

T a k  not in job deJcrrprion 

Noisy wolf area 

Tmformslion 

Lack of Rmourca 

M c i e m  persoanel 

Poor equipment 

Lack of recoghion 

Lack of Ollow wruppon 

Lack of S U ~ N L V ) ~  suppod 

Negative attitude 

Lack of advancement 

Poor supervision 

KJliog someone en duly 

Pwically attack& 

Handle large aowd 

Racisl w d i a  

Ihh rnfssege 

Socmg a m i m d  go 

M& 

>4 bu( <6(avmge ntanlly ruld kequcocy) 
>7 bw <9 (brgh mtemlty and hcquency) 



Table 2 shows that the lughest scores obtained regarding the intensity and fiequency of Job 

Demands were excessive papenvork, covering work for other police members as well as 

performing tasks not In the job description. Regarding the Lack of Resources, the items that 

show average intensity Include a lack of fellow support, insufficient personnel and 

inadequate salaries. The highest scores were obtained regarding poor equipment and staff 

shortages. Table 2 shows that the highest scores regarding Police Stressors were obtained 

for seeing a fellow officer being killed and seeing a criminal go. Racial conflict shows 

average intensity and low fiequency. 

The product-moment correlation coefficients between the ASIQ, COPE and PSI are 

reported in Table 3. In the case of the correlation between the ASIQ and the other 

constructs, Spearman correlation coefficients were computed because of the skewed 

distribution of suicide ideation scores. Table 3 shows the Spearman correlation coefficients 

between the ASIQ and the other constructs. 

Table 3 

Correlation Coefficients bemeen the Measuring Instruments 

Item Roblem Passive Coping Seeking Job Demands Lack of Policc 
focused Coping Emotional Resources Stresssors 

Support 

Problem-focused Coping 

Passive Coping 

Seelung Emotional Suppor~ 

Job Demands 

Lack of Resoraces 

Police Stresson 

Statistically sipficant p < 0,05 
Correlation is practicaIIy sigmficant r > 0,30 (medium effect) 
Correlation is practically significant r > 0,SO (large effect) 

Table 3 shows statistically sigmficant correlations between Lack of Resources on the one 

hand and Job Demands and Police Stressors on the other hand. These correlations were also 

practically significant. Seeking Emotional Support correlates positively with Problem- 

focused Coping (practically significant, large effect). A statistically significant correlation 

exists between Seeking Emotional Support and Problem-Focused Coping. 



Statistically and practically significant correlation coefficients (medium effect) exist 

between Passive Coping on the one hand and Problem-focused Copmg, Seeking Emotional 

Support and the ASIQ on the other hand. Police Stressors correlates positively with Job 

Demands (practically significant, medium effect). 

An inspection of Table 3 shows that statistically significant correlations exist between 

Problem-focused Coping on the one hand and Job Demands, Lack of Resources and Police 

Stressors on the other hand. A statistically significant correlation was also found between a 

Lack of Resources and the ASIQ. Passive coping is also statistically significant related to 

Job Demands. 

The product correlation coefficients between the ASIQ, PSI, COPE and biographical items 

are shown in Table 4. In the case of the correlation between the ASIQ and the biographical 

items, Spearman correlation coefficients were computed because of the skew distribution of 

suicide ideation scores. The measuring instruments are normally distributed and Pearson 

correlaion coefficients were computed for them. 



Table 4 

Cowelation Coeflcienls between the Measuring Instruments and Biographical i t e m  

-- - -- -- 

ILsm Job Demands Lack of Resources Police S e m m  Roblm-f~od P s i v c  Copmg Social suppofl ASlQ 
COP% 

k3~ 4.03 4,19' 4.17' -0,m 0.1 9' 4.1 1 0,07 

Yeilrs in SAPS 

Amount ruppoR fmm: 

Public 

SAPS kl gcnetal 

Psychological services 

Colleagues 

Family 

Friends 

Adequacy of fuppor( 

Public -0.18' 4.21' a@ 4.01 0,06 0.07 -0.1 I 

WSmgeneral -020- -033' ' 4.1 3 -0.07 0.03 0.09 -0.1 6 

Psychol@cal s e m a  4.09 -0,19' -0.03 0.03 0.09 0,14 -0,ll 

Managorn~nl 4,) 2 4.1 2' 4-04 0.w 0.1 1 0.10 -0:Il 

Direct commander -03' -039' -0.02 4 0 2  4.07 0.08 0.05 

Collcagwr -0,15' -0.1 5 0.001 -0.07 -0.09 4'33 -0.02 

Fanuly -0.09 4.02 0.08 4.05 4,)s 0,00 -0,Ol 

Friends -0.14 4,12 0.07 0.01 4,09 0.06 -0.01 

Rcligjm -0.m 4.0l 0.09 -0.14' %a -0.06 

ArcrssiMlly d support 

Public 0,Ol 0.01 0.1 I 4,02 0.00 0.00 0,04 

SAPS m g a d  0.04 0,) 1 0,Ol 0,W 4.05 4.06 0.02 

Psychological services Of1 0,14 0.1 1 4,06 -093 -0.m 0,02 

Managcmern 0.1 3 020 0.16 0.m 4 1  3 4,a 0.0 1 

OiFCCr w m a n d ~ ~  0,Ol 0.00 -0.02 -0.07 0.1 1 4.W 0.03 

Collaaguw 0,m 408 40s 4 1 1  0.07 0,Ol -0,M 

Famiry -0,19 4.19 4.1 0 4.10 0.1 3 0.01 -O,OS 

Friends 4.1 1 4,) l -0.03 -41 22 0.1 1 -0.06 0.06 

Religion -0.01 4 1 3  0,M 4.05 0.1 2 901 0.03 

4- Statistically significant p4,05 
* Correlation is practically significant: r>0,30 (medium effect) 
** Correlation is practically si@cant: r>0,50 (large effect) 



Table 4 shows practically significant (negative) correlation coefficients of a medium effect 

between Lack of Resources on the one hand and Satisfaction with Performance, Amount of 

Support from the direct commander and Adequacy of the Support from the direct 

commander on the other hand. 

The differences between the experiences of male and female police members are reported in 

Table 5.  

Table 5 

DifSerences beween the Experiences of Males and Females 

Item Male Female P d 

M u n  SD M a n  SD 

Problem-focused Coping 

Passive Coping 

Seeking Emolional Supporl 

Job h n &  

Lack of Resources 

-Practically significant difference: d > 0,50 (medium effect) 

Table 5 shows that males obtamed a higher score on suicide ideation than females. 

However, this difference had a small effect. On the other hand females (compared to males) 

obtained a practically significantly higher score on Police Stressors (medium effect). 

The Merences between the suicide ideation of police members who attempted suicide 

previously and those who did not attempt is are shown in Table 6. 

Table 6 

Diflerences between Police Members based on Previous Suicide Attempts 

Item Attempt No Attempt P d 

Mean SD Mean SD 

ASIQ 21,OO 19,OS 8,09 14,12 0,2 1 0,68= 

Practically sigdicant difference: d > 0,50 (medium effect) 



Table 6 shows that potice members who have attempted suicide in the past (compared with 

those who did not report suicide attempts) obtained a practically significant higher score on 

the ASIQ (medium effect). 

The dB'erences between the scores of different ranks in the S A P S  are shown in Table 7. 

Table 7 

Differences between Police Members based OM their Ranks in the SAPS 

Ilcm - - I a s p s c l a -  sppt RwrMSE P 

Problem-focused 78,40 7 1 3  72.20 75,84 80,67 1331 0,34 
Coping 

Passive Coping 

Seeking 
Emotional Support 

Job Demands 

Police Stressors 

a practically significant diFference fiom rank (in row) where b ( m d u r n  effect, d > 0,5) or c 
(large effect, d > 0,8) is indicated 

Table 7 shows the following differences between the different ranks: Compared with 

supenntendents and sergeants, the captains show practically sign~ficantly higher scores on 

Job Demands @ractically sigruficant, large effect). Constables as well ns inspectors on the 

one band obmned higher scores on Job Demands (practically significant, m d u m  effect) 

compared to supemtendents and sergeants on the other hand. Superintendents compared to 

captains and inspectors show higher scores on Lack of Resources (practically significant, 

medium effect). Captains compared to sergeants show practically sigmficantl y higher scores 

on Lack of Resources (practically significant, medium effect). 

The differences between police members based on their marital status are shown in Table 8. 



Table 8 

Diferences between Police Members based on their Marital Status 

l k m  Single hhnied Divorced Separated Remarried Root MSE P 

Passive Coping 

See+g 
Emohonal Support 

Job Demands 

Lack of Resources 

Police Slressors 

a Practically sigmficant difference 60m rank (in row) where b (medium effect, d > 0,5 or c 
(large effect, d > 0,8) is indicated 

Table 8 shows that the following differences exist between single, married, divorced, 

separated and remarried police members. Police members who are remmed show 

practically s~gdicantly hgher scores on Job Demands (large effect) than pohce members 

who are separated. Police members who are single show higher scores on Police Stressors 

(practically sigruficant, medlum effect) than pohce members who are divorced. Remarried 

pol~ce members show practically significantly higher scores on Seelong Emotional Support 

than members who are divorced (medium effect) or mamed (large effect). 

Next a stepwise discriminant analysis was performed in order to determine whch variables 

&scriminate between police members with a high and those with a low level of suicide 

ideation. The resulting linear discriminating hc t ion  for police members with low and hgh 

suicide id-on is given in Table 9. 



Table 9 

The Linear Discriminant Function for Police Members with Low and High Suicide Ideation 

Variable High Suicide Ideation Low Suicide Ideation 

Constant 

Race 

Rank 

Size of station 

Years in SAPS 

Years in position 

Sex 

Mantal status 

Charges 

Satisfied with Performance 

Medical 

Alcohol 

Attempt 

Job Demands 

Lack of Resources 

Pol.ice Srressors 

Problem-focused Coping 

Passive Coping 

Seeking Emotional Support 

Table 9 shows the resulting linear discrimination function for police members with low and 

hgh suicide ideation All the above-mentioned variables were included in the discriminant 

analysis which was performed in order to determine whch vmabtbles discrimmate best 

between police members with a hgh arid those with a low level of su~cide ideation. 

By applying the stepwise discriminant analysis, it was found that five vmables should be 

retained for the discriminant analysis. These variables include Medical, Rank, Attempt, 

Passive Coping and Sex. These vmables are shown in Table 10 and are indicated as the 

best predictors of suicide ideation after completion of the discnrninant analysis. 



Table 10 

The Linear Discrimination Function ofRetained Variables for Police Members with Low and 

High Suicide Ideation 

Variable Partial R-Square F 

Medical 0,w 1 1,42 

Rank 

Attempt 0,03 5,66 

Coping-passive 0,02 3,26 

Sex 0,Ol 2,28 

Table 10 shows the percentage variance indicated by each of the retained variables after 

completion of the discriminant analysis. The percentage variances indicated by each of the 

retained variables are as follows: medical conditions predicts 6%, rank predicts 5%, 

previous suicide attempts predicts 3%, coping passive predicts 2% and the gender of police 

members predicts I %. 

The bequencies and percentages of police members that can be classified to the high or low 

suicide ideation groups (based on the variables indicated in Table 10) are shown in Tablel 1 .  

Table 1 1  

Ciussrjcafion of Membership ofHigWLow Suicide ideation Groups 

Group Egh Suicide Ideation Low Suicide Idealion Total 

High Suicide Ideation 9 (75%) 3 (25%) 12 (1000/0) 

Low Suicide Ideation 22 (13,41%) 142 (86,59%) 164 (1 00%) 

Table 11 shows that the combination of medical conditions, rank, previous suicide attempts, 

passive coping strategies and gender of the police members classify 75% of the high suicide 

ideation cases and 86,59% of the low suicide ideation cases correctly. A total of 25% of the 

high and 13,41% of the low suicide i d d o n  cases are classified incorrectly when using 

these variables. 



Compared with a cut-off raw score of 3 1 (the 97Lh percentile on a norm table for community 

adults in the United States of America) (Reynolds, 1991a), 12 (7,32%) of the unrformed 

police members have significant suicide ideation levels. Reynolds (1991a) states that the 

ASIQ cut-off score is not meant to predict future suicidal behaviour or to suggest that an 

individual is at definite risk of suicide. The possibility exists that this cut-off score may 

result in an over-identification of cases, but it is more desirable to make a false positive 

decision than a false negative decision when evaluating suicidal behaviour. Police officers 

have higher suicide rates in comparison to the rates of the general popdabon (Schmidtke et 

al., 1999). 

The discriminant analysis resulted in an acceptable classification of police members who 

measure low and high suictde ideation The linear &scriminant function for police members 

with low or high suicide ideation includes medical conditions, ranks in the SAPS, previous 

suicide attempts, passive coplng and gender. These variables classified almost 75% of 

police members who measure high on suicide ideation correctly whlle they classified almost 

87% of the police members who measure low on suicide ideahon correctly 

The results indicate that police members who have attempted suic~de in the past (compared 

with those with no suicide attempt) would be more likely to ideate suicide because of higher 

sulcide ideation scores obtained by them. According to Reynolds (199Ta), all  suicide 

attempts as well as threats should be considered indications of significant psychological 

distress. Schotte and Clum (1982) as well as Bonner and Rich (1987) a relationship was 

found between the frequency of suicide ideation and the likelihood of attempts of suicide. 

The results obtained in this research indicate that previous suicide attempts predict about 

3% of the variance in suicide ideahon. 

The results also indicate that males are more likely to commit suicide than females. The 

gender of a police oficer predicts about 1% of a member's smcide level. Previous research 

found that females make more non-fatal suicide attempts than men do, but men are more 

likely to actually take their own lives. This reason for this is that males are more likely to 

use more lethal methods of suicide like fiearms or hanging (Velting, 1999). 



M c C ~ e r t y  (1992) states that suicrde of police members could largely be ascribed to 

stressors at work. Regarding the intensity and fkequency of job demands, the results show 

that police members experience excessive paperwork as both an intense and frequent 

stressor. The fact that excessive papenvork is experienced as an intense and frequent 

stressor is understandable. During the data collection of this research the negative attitude 

towards paperwork as both an intense and frequent stressor was reflected by the negative 

attitude of some of the members towards the questionnaire booklet they had to complete. 

Police members also experience both fiequent and intense stress when covering other 

peoples work and doing tasks not in the job description 

Regarding a lack of resources the results showed that poor or inadequate equipment and 

staff shortages could be regarded as the most severe stressors. Staff shortages can be 

considered a problem in the SAPS. This was also found during the data collection, where 

police officers in a slation often could not take part in the research because of members on 

leave or ill. Even though there are shortages of staff due to several factors the amount of 

work increases constanfly. Police members also experience the lack of or madequaie 

equipment as an intense and frequent stressor that prevents them from serving the public 

and doing their job effectively. 

The results show that a police stressor, such as seeing a criminal go free, is experienced as 

both a high-mtensity and a high-frequency stressor. Violanti (1995) states that 

inconsistencies in the criminal justice system have been cited as possible correlates of 

police suicide. Research done by Crank and Caldero (1991) also found that seeing a 

criminal go free can be a severe stressor. It is understandable for police members to 

experience stress when seeing a person whom they h o w  is guilty of an offence released 

because of the liberal court system. 

Regarding ranks in the police, Biggam et al. (1997) argue that organisational stressors (e.g. 

job demands and lack of resources) are more prominent in higher ranks while operational 

stressors (e.g. police stressors) are more salient in lower ranks. The results also indicated 

that captains experience more stress regarding job demands than sergeants and 

superintendents (probably because of role conflict). The results may seem to be conflicting 

but the sample of the research consisted of m&y small and mediurn-sized stations (where 

lower ranks like capbins rather than superintendents act as station commanders). Only a 



few superintendents were included because the sample consisted of only one large station. 

The results also showed that captains experience more stress than the lower ranks regarding 

lack of resources. 

The results show that suic~de ideation is related to stress (and specifically a lack of 

resources) and coping. Furthermore, the discriminant analysis showed that passive coping 

strategies predicted suicide ideation. The results also show that remarried police members 

have more social support (as a coping strategy) than members who are divorced. 

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

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

limitation is that a non-probability sample has been used, which implies that the findings 

cannot be generalised to other settings. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

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

decrease the suicidal behaviour of police members. There are, however, assumptions that 

explain the reasons for police suicide as deal~ng less with variables caused by the profession 

itself but more with personal and individual variables such as personality traits. 

Furthermore, there is a lack of research regarding the casual (dispositional and situational) 

factors m stress and suicide in stress and suicide in the SAPS. These problems contribute to 

the ineffectiveness of the SAPS. 

Additional research must focus on the relationship between suicide and personality 

dimensions, including the three constnrcts sense of coherence, generalised self-efficacy and 

locus of control. If it is found that stress and suicide ideation are related to these variables, 

programmes such as recruitment, selection, induction, training and development and 

performance management could be implemented to facilitale the development of 

psychological strengths and constructive coping strategies in order to reduce stress and 

suicide ideation in the SAPS. More research is also needed regarding the relationship 

between coping, stress and suicide ideation. 



Psychoiogical Services within the SAPS should train members in identifjmg indviduals 

who tend towards suicide ideation. Support groups should be provided for uniformed police 

members to provide support for members who are stressed or were victims of attempted 

suicides. Staff shortages are a significant problem within the SAPS. The increased workload 

of members on duty because of a fellow officer who is absent increases stress levels. 

Programmes should be implemented to reduce absenteeism and Further research should 

focus on factors causing absenteeism within the SAPS. The needs of stations as well as 

-on commanders regarding equipment like vehcles should be attended to with more 

seriousness because the lack of resources can prevent members horn doing their jobs 

effectively and also have an influence on job sabsfaction. 
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CHAPTER 3 

CONCLUSIONS, LIMITATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

In this chapter conclusions will be drawn regarding the literature review and the empirical 

study, the limitations of the study will be highlighted and recommendations will be made 

for further studies. 

3.1 CONCLUSIONS 

In this section, conclusions will be drawn in terms of specific theoretical objectives and the 

results of the empirical study. 

3.1.1 Conclusions in terms of specific theoretical objectives 

A literature study was undertaken to conceptualise suicide and suicide ideation, stress and 

coping as well as the role of coping and stress in suicide ideation. Subsequently, the 

following conclusions were drawn in terms of the theoretical objectives. 

Sucide ideation can be described 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. Suicidal behaviour can be classified into four categories according to 

severity namely suicide completion, overt intention, suicide attempt and suicide ideation. A 

strong relationship was found in the literature regarding suicide ideation and suicide. 

Coping can be conceptualised as perceptual, cognitive or behavioural responses that are 

used to manage, avoid or control situations that could be regarded as difficult. The term 

coping could be used to refer to strategies or results. Several maladaptive coping strategies 

like alcohol or drug abuse emerged from the literature and previous research indicated that 

this form of coping can result in poor performance, burnout or eventually in individuals 

leaving the police profession. 



Stress can be conceptualised as any demand either internal, external or both that requires a 

person to adjust accordingly in order to maintain balance. From the literature police stress 

was conceptualised as any condition that affects an officer's well-being and it can result in 

negative emotional outcome. In the literature study it result that organisational stressors 

(from paperwork and lack of resources) more strongly affects police members than inherent 

stressors (danger work). It also shows that higher ranks have more strain from organisation 

stressors than inherent ones. 

3.1.2 Conclusions in terms of specific empirical objectives. 

The results of the discriminant analysis showed that 12 (7,32%) of the uniformed police 

members in Mpumalanga have sigmficant suicide ideation levels. A relationship was found 

between suicide ideation and coping. Suicide ideation correlated with passive coping. After 

the linear discriminant analysis was conducted it indicated that passive coping (together 

with four other variables namely medical conditions (6%), ranks (5%), previous suicide 

attempts (3%) and gender (1%) predicts about 2% of suicide ideation. Although this 

relationship is not so high it does indicate that there exists a relationship between passive 

coping and suicide ideation. A relationship was also found between the frequency of suicide 

ideation and the likelihood of attempt of suicide. Another relationship was found between 

gender and suicide ideation, whch indicates that males have higher suicide ideation levels. 

Regarding the levels of stress experienced by police members in Mpumalanga, the Police 

Stress Inventory measured both intensity and severity of stressors. Several situational 

factors were identified as being contributors to police stress. It seems that stress caused by 

Job demands were experienced as both intense and frequent by police members in 

Mpumalanga When the data were collected the attitude of some members expressed t h s  

finding because to some members the research questionnaire were just extra paperwork that 

had to be done too. 

High levels of both intense and frequent stressors were experienced regarding Lack of 

Resources. Problems like staff shortages and poorlinadequate equipment can be identified 

as situational factors contributing to the stress levels of police members in Mpumalanga 

The sample consisted mainly of small and medium-sized stations with the rank of captain in 

the position of station commander. Bearing t h s  in mind the conclusion can be that higher 



ranks experience more stress regarding organisational stressors (like job demands and the 

lack of resources). This conclusion is consistent with previous findings by Biggarn et al. 

(1997). A relationship was found between suicide ideation and stress. Lack of Resources 

was associated with suicide ideation. 

3.2 LIMITATIONS 

The sample size was one limitation of this study. Kerlinger and Lee (2000) state that a large 

as possible sample should always be used. The smaller the sample the greater the error and 

vice versa The reasons ascribe to the limited size varies. It seems as if a problem exists 

regarding staff shortages and lack of resources w i h n  the province. The number of hgher 

ranks like senior superintendents as well as superintendents included in the sample was also 

limited. The sample size could have affected the poor correlation that was found between 

suicide ideation and some other variables. Another limitation of the study was its design. It 

is not possible to determine the causality of relationships by using a cross-sectional design. 

Little research exists on the influence of personality dimensions (more specifically the five- 

factor model of personality) and other constructs from the fortigenic paradigm including 

sense of coherence, generalised self-efficacy and locus of control regarding suicide ideation. 

The validity of the personality dimensions can be increased by including constructs fiom 

the fortigenic perspective that focus on the psychological strengths. Previous research 

suggest that there appear to be differences in underlying individual attribute within the 

population of suicidal individuals that might require variations in the treatment approach. 

Next, recommendations for the organisation and future research are made. 

33.1 Recommendations for the organisation 

It would be recommended that these are specific actions that management of the SAPS can 

do in order to manage the stress, coping and suicide ideation levels of officers. The work- 

place environmental issues such as the nature of physical workspace, quality of equipment, 

compensation packages and related aspects should be addressed by the organisation. 



Further, the development of training programmes in stress awareness should receive 

attention. Stress management in the organisation must be seen as simply another skill to be 

learned and mastered. 

It is also recommended that peer-counselling programmes should be utilised in the SAPS. 

Peers may have already experienced many of the same problems and may be seen as 

invaluable sources of help to fellow officers. Applyng the idea of support groups can easily 

accomplish within the organisation by taking advantage of the natural groups that already 

exist informally and formally withln the structure. 

Establish physical fitness programmes that can strengthen the indvidual to withstand 

occupational stressors. Exercise can be consider as a adaptive rather than a maladaptive 

coping strategy and it will also increase the increase the fitness levels of police officers 

which is a job requirement. Total wellness programs can enhance the physical and 

emotional well-being of officers by stressing preventive physical and mental health efforts. 

33.2 Recommendations for future research 

Large diverse sample sizes are recommended for future studies and future studies should 

attempt to sample a broader number of ranks from police station to improve both size 

and generalisability. 

It is also recommended that future studies implement personality dimensions as well as 

sense of coherence, self-efficacy and locus of control in regard to the relationship 

between suicide ideation, stress and coping. 

Consideriig that the literature suggest that the spouse and family play an important role 

regarding the support that officers receive it is recommended that the influence of the 

spouse and family of an officer should be taken into account in future studies. 

Alternative designs, such as a longitudinal design should be used in hture studies. 
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