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Abstract 

Background: Suicidal ideation is a risk factor for suicide attempt. The aim of the present study is to compare suicidal 
ideation of different groups with different distress.

Methods: 100 soldiers, aged 18–21, divided into four research cohorts: soldiers who had carried out a suicide 
attempt (n = 40); soldiers with a psychiatric diagnosis (n = 20); soldiers having high severity adjustment difficulties 
(n = 20); and a control group of soldiers, having neither a history of mental health diagnosis, nor adjustment difficul-
ties (n = 20). All completed the suicide ideation scale.

Results: Half of the attempters had a psychiatric diagnosis (depression or anxiety) on the day of their enlistment and 
37.5 % of them had a specified personality disturbance. The attempters were characterized by previously-attempted 
suicide (p < .01). The lowest mean values (M = 1.95, SD = .67) were among the attempter (F = 3.173, df = 3, p = .02) 
in motivation for military service. The variable expressing low motivation for military service was the sole predictor of 
suicide ideation (p = .032).

Conclusions: Early diagnosis facilitated better monitoring by military mental health officers.
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Background
Suicide is a leading cause of death worldwide among ado-
lescents and young adults [1]. Suicide attempts increase 
the scope of the phenomenon, and it most significant risk 
factors for death by suicide in adults [2–4]. A prevalent 
measure to estimate the risk for suicide attempts and 
completing suicide is assessing suicidal thoughts [5–7]. 
In the general population, the ratio between suicidal 
thoughts and completed suicides is 3:1 [8]. Some report 
that approximately 10–15  % of the general population 
experience suicide ideation for a week to a month during 
their lives [9].

The ratio of ideation to actual suicide attempts is much 
higher in adolescents than in adults, and 16.5 % of ado-
lescents report actual suicide plans [10, 11]. The latency 

time and quantitative aspects of the relationship between 
suicide ideation and the actual execution of suicidal 
behavior or complete suicide has been the subject of con-
siderable research [12–16].

There is a paucity of empirical study offering a multi-
factorial view on suicide ideation among suicide attempt-
ers/non-attempters and clinical/non-clinical subjects 
[17]. For example, a study with 196 participants found 
that negative life events had a significant effect on non-
attempters but not on attempters; hopelessness moder-
ately contributed to suicidal ideations among attempters 
but not among non-attempters, and loneliness contrib-
uted significantly to depression in non-attempters but 
was less distressing in attempters [17].

Several studies have identified numerous factors related 
to suicide ideation in adults and adolescents, including 
socio-demographic background, personality life stress-
ors, distress symptoms, social support, alcohol use, and 
chronic conditions [18–21]. Findings from recent studies 
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among soldiers [22] and veterans in the US army revealed 
that depression was positively associated with suicidal 
ideation [23].

Military service itself presents a stressful situation for 
many soldiers that could lead to suicidal thought [24]. 
One study in IDF examined the process leading to sui-
cidal ideation, found that suicide attempters had higher 
levels of subjective stress as well as depression and hope-
lessness, compared to psychologically-treated and con-
trol groups [25].

There is still a substantial knowledge gap regarding the 
process of transition from suicidal thoughts to actions 
[15]. Despite the high frequency of suicide ideation in 
comparison to other suicidal behaviors, suicidal thoughts 
are perceived as reflective of a lower degree on the con-
tinuum of intensity of suicidal behaviors [26].

Further knowledge in this area could help identify fac-
tors contributing to suicidal thoughts and improve meth-
ods of suicide prevention among soldiers at risk. Thus, 
the purpose of this study was to deepen the knowledge 
about the contribution of various factors to suicidal 
ideation, by examining four different cohorts of soldiers 
in active IDF duty: soldiers having carried out a suicide 
attempt (SA), those having a psychiatric diagnosis (PD); 
those having adjustment difficulties (AD), and a control 
group with none of the above characteristics.

The originality of the current study is in its selection of 
comparison soldier cohorts: those having attempted sui-
cide, those who had not made a suicide attempt but did 
have a psychiatric diagnosis (axis I, II; DSM-5) [27], and 
those who neither attempted suicide nor had a psychiat-
ric or psychological diagnosis.

Methods
Participants
The sample included 100 soldiers on active duty (36  % 
females; 64  % males), aged 18–21 (M =  19, SD ±  1.0), 
mean length of service at the completion of the question-
naire was 12.7 months (SD = 8.36). The study population 
is presented in Tables 1, 2.

The study population was divided into four defined 
cohorts:

a. Suicide Attempt (SA).  The main research group 
comprised 40 soldiers who had attempted suicide 
during the three months prior to completing the 
questionnaire, and were hospitalized for at least 24 h 
in wake of this attempt.

b. Psychiatric Diagnosis (PD).  The PD group com-
prised 20 soldiers bearing a recognized axis I psychi-
atric diagnosis, but with no known suicide attempts.

c. Adjustment Difficulties (AD). The AD group com-
prised 20 soldiers diagnosed as having minor adjust-

ment difficulties, as documented in their medical 
records by a mental health professional as a guide 
in assigning them to a suitable military placement 
[28]. None of the AD soldiers had executed a known 
suicide attempt prior to their inclusion in the study. 
Adjustment difficulties are defined as a combination 
of personality traits limiting functionality and adapt-
ability for military service. This designation is not to 
be confused with adjustment disorders as reflected in 
the DSM.

d. Control Group (CG). The CG group comprised 
20 soldiers bearing no known psychiatric pathol-
ogy, adjustment difficulties, or any previous suicide 
attempt. This group included soldiers who met with 
a psychologist in the past, and were evaluated, but 
were not found to have a psychiatric diagnosis or any 
marked adjustment or psychiatric difficulties. The 
rationale for identifying these soldiers as controls was 
their having been previously assessed by a mental 
health clinician, and relevant data was available.

Military service in Israel is compulsory for most boys 
and girls, aged 18–21 [29]. During the enlistment process 
the conscripts are screened for physical and psychiatric 
disorders [30]. They are queried regarding psychiatric 
history, mental crises, as well as suicidal thoughts. Those 
suspected of mental illness or suicide risk are referred for 
a psychiatric examination [31]. Those having a less severe 
emotional disturbance are able to complete their army 
enlistment, but will have this status documented in their 
army medical records, in order to help mental health offi-
cials monitor and treat them as needed [31].

Materials and procedure
Data was gleaned from IDF’s computerized database, 
which includes soldiers’ characteristics (e.g., recruitment 
date, military occupation, intellectual rating score) and 
mental health unit data. All diagnostic evaluations and 
treatment meetings conducted by a mental health officer 
are documented in the computerized patient record 
(CPR). The CPR holds all the soldier’s current and past 
medical records. When a soldier engages in self-injury 
or executes a suicide attempt during his military service, 
the health officer files a report assessing the lethality and 
severity of the suicide behavior.

Data collection took place from June 2012 to Febru-
ary 2014 in two stages: In the first stage, data were col-
lected regarding soldiers who had carried out a suicide 
attempt. Within this period, 81 soldiers were hospitalized 
after attempting suicide, of which 32 were discharged as 
being unfit for further military service. Inclusion criteria 
for the SA group were: being hospitalized for at least 24 h 
for treatment or for observation after attempting suicide 
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Table 1 Study population (N = 100)

Variables SAa PDb ADc Cd χ2

Count % Count % Count % Count %

Demographic variables

 Gender

  Male 23 57.5 12 60.0 16 80.0 13 65.0 3.10 df = 1

  Female 17 42.5 8 40.0 4 20.0 7 35.0

 Country of birth

  Israel 32 80.0 17 85.0 10 90.9 13 68.4 5.63 df = 2

  Former soviet union 7 17.5 0 0 0 0 4 31.6

  Other 1 2.5 3 15.0 1 9.1 0 0

 Country of origin

  Israel 35 87.5 19 95.0 19 95.0 16 80.0 .74 df = 3

  Former soviet union 4 10.0 1 5.0 0 0 4

  Ethiopia 0 0 0 0 1 5.0 0 0

  Other 1 2.5 0 0 0 0 0 0

 Socio demographic status

  High 13 33.4 5 25.0 2 10.5 8 40.0 .49 df = 2

  Average 11 28.2 12 60.0 9 47.4 7 35.0

  Low 15 38.5 3 15.0 8 42.1 5 25.0

 Soldier’s status

  Single 3 7.5 0 0 1 5.0 4 20.0 2.87 df = 4*

  Bereavement 0 0 4 20.0 2 10.0 0 0

  Severe AD2 1 2.5 0 0 0 0 0 0

  Special 5 12.5 0 0 1 5.0 0 0

  Normal 31 77.5 16 80.0 16 82.0 16 80.0

 Combat unit

  Yes 13 32.5 0 0 0 0 5 25.0 5.14 df = 1**

  No 27 67.5 20 100 20 100 15 75.0

Psychological variables

 Psychiatric diagnosis (enlistment day)

  Axis I 20 50.0 18 90.0 4 20.0 0 0 79.98 df = 1**

  Axis II 15 37.5 0 0 0 0 0 0

  No diagnosis 5 12.5 2 10 16 80.0 20 100

 Medication

  Yes 7 17.5 9 45.0 4 20.0 0 0 12.96 df = 1**

  No 33 82.5 11 55.0 16 80.0 20 100

 Previous psychological therapy

  Yes 13 32.5 10 50.0 7 36.8 8 40.0 1.76

  No 27 67.5 10 50.0 12 63.2 12 60.0

 Previous suicide attempt

  Yes 14 35.0 2 10.0 2 10.0 0 0 13.62 df = 3**

  No 26 65.0 18 90.0 18 90.0 19 100

 ADHD

  Yes 8 20.0 3 15.0 11 55.0 9 49.4 12.35 df = 3**

  No 32 80.0 17 85.0 9 45.0 10 52.6

 Drug use

  Yes 2 5.0 1 5.0 1 5.0 2 10.0 .70 ns

  No 38 95.0 19 95.0 19 95.0 18 90.0
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[32] and being evaluated as high risk by a mental health 
officer.

The remaining 49 soldiers, while resuming their mili-
tary service, were recognized by mental health officers as 
being high risk for suicide, sharing these soldiers’ statuses 
with one of the study researchers. A research assistant 

contacted each of the 49 soldiers and invited them to 
participate in the study, following the protocol approved 
by the ethics committee, with 40 of them completing the 
study questionnaires.

In the second stage, data were collected from the three 
comparison groups. A quota sampling was conducted 

Fisher’s exact test p < .001***
a  Attempted suicide
b  Psychiatric diagnosis
c  Adjustment difficulties
d  Control

Table 1 continued

Variables SAa PDb ADc Cd χ2

Count % Count % Count % Count %

 Alcohol use

  Yes 9 22.5 0 0 1 5.0 0 0 11.94 df = 3**

  No 31 77.5 20 100 19 95.0 20 10

 Criminal record

  Yes 3 7.5 0 0 1 5.0 0 0 2.99 ns

  No 37 92.5 20 100 19 95.0 20 100

Social support Variable

 Romantic relationship

  Yes 5 12.8 6 30.0 6 30.0 6 30.0 3.91 df = 3 ns

  No 34 87.2 14 70.0 14 70.0 14 70.0

Table 2 Continuous variables One-way ANOVA tests (SD, M, F)

* p < .05; ** p < .01
a  Attempted suicide
b  Psychiatric diagnosis
c  Adjustment difficulties
d  Control

Variables ASa PDb ADc Cd F (df = 3, 96)

M SD M SD M SD M SD

Demographic variables

 Education 11.83 .87 11.95 .22 11.70 .92 11.95 .22 .585 ns

 Duration of military service 12.35 8.23 12.10 9.11 10.65 5.96 13.40 10.11 0.364 ns

Psychological variables

 Intellectual rating score 47.25 20.99 51.0 14.83 38.5 17.25 43.5 13.48 1.87 ns

 Motivation for service 1.95 0.67 2.35 0.67 2.15 .58 2.45 .68 3.17*

Family variable

 Perceive family support

  Mother 2.17 .78 2.60 .59 2.15 .74 2.50 .76 2.23 ns

  Father 1.94 .85 2.11 .83 2.0 .88 2.26 .93 .60 ns

Social support variable

 Perceive social support (in the army) 2.33 .77 2.10 .85 1.85 .74 2.15 .81 1.68 ns

 Perceive social support (at home) 1.82 .71 1.70 .57 1.40 .59 1.90 .71 2.35 ns

Independent variables

 Suicidal ideation 15.5 11.38 5.55 8.03 6.30 8.82 3.70 8.50 9.32**
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according to the following procedure: Each mental health 
officer who had treated a soldier having executed a sui-
cide attempt and participating in the first stage, identified 
three additional soldiers that met the following criteria: 
psychiatric diagnosis (PD group; n = 20), severe adjust-
ment difficulties (AD group; n =  20) and control group 
(CG; n = 20).

The study was approved by the IDF Human Research 
Review Board. In addition the study recruitment team 
did not have any relationship with the participants’ units.

Measures
Suicide ideations
This 21-item self-report questionnaire examines suicidal 
ideation [33]. It was designed to examine two factors: 
the degree of seriousness of the desire to die and of the 
suicide intention. Each question category describes a dif-
ferent level of severity of suicide ideation on a 3-point 
Likert-type scale, ranging from a low degree of suicide 
ideation (0) to a high degree of suicide ideation (2). 
Examples: I have a moderate to strong desire to live; I 
have little desire to live; I have no desire to live. The final 
score was procured by summing the item categories 
for severity of suicide ideation. In this manner, a higher 
score reflects a higher intensity of suicide ideation. 
Cronbach’s alpha coefficient in the current study was 
α = .90.

Demographic variables
Socio-demographic data were retrieved using the IDF 
Human Resource database that includes the following 
variables: gender, country of birth, father’s country of ori-
gin, and years of education.

Socioeconomic status was determined by a residence 
location score: low (1–3), average (4–6), and high (7–10). 
The scale was created by dividing the country into resi-
dential clusters, based on a classification by Israel’s Cen-
tral Bureau of Statistics (CBS, 2006) and numbering them 
from 1–10, with higher numbers corresponding to a 
higher socioeconomic status.

Soldiers’ status
Includes several variables, describing the level of the sol-
diers’ relationship and support derived from their family, 
an important resource that can moderate military-related 
stress. These criteria were (1) Lone soldiers: soldiers 
whose family lives outside the country and unavailable 
for direct support during the soldier’s military service. 
(2) Bereaved soldier: Soldiers belonging to a family where 
one of its members (father or brother) was killed while 
on reserve or active duty. (3) Severe adjustment difficul-
ties: soldiers carrying a diagnosed emotional or behavio-
ral disturbance. (4) A special category of soldier, whose 

family lives in Israel but, for various reasons, there is no 
contact between them. (5) Regular soldiers having no 
known family issues.

Combat duty
At enlistment, each conscript is assigned a medical pro-
file score, indicating physical and mental fitness as well 
as limitations (e.g., visual and auditory levels). The profile 
classification of the soldier determines their assignment 
to specific units, including combat and non-combat ones 
[28].

Duration of military service—measured by the num-
ber of months in the military at the time of the data 
collection.

Psychological variables
During the enlistment process the candidates are inter-
viewed and evaluated. If emotional or behavioral distur-
bances are suspected, the subject is referred to a clinical 
social worker or clinical psychologist, who conducts a 
semi-structured interview, followed by further evalu-
ation, as needed [34]. All soldiers participating in the 
study had complete Medical and Mental Health Records.

Psychiatric diagnosis—the medical profile is comprised 
of a psychiatric evaluation, based on the ICD-10 [35], 
and an assessment of its impact on the soldier’s potential 
functioning [34]. In our study we divided the diagnosis by 
Axis I and Axis II, as common in the DSM-5 [27].

Adjustment difficulties—a measure, determined by an 
IDF mental health officer, and used for assessing the sol-
dier’s potential adjustment difficulties in military service 
(ranging from 00–50); in our study we adopted the severe 
adjustment score (43 or 50).

Intelligence—intellectual ability was measured by the 
intellectual rating score (IRS) [34]. The total score is 
regarded as equivalent to a normally-distributed IQ score 
[28, 29]. Participants were classified into three catego-
ries by IRS score: low (10–30), average (40–60) and high 
(70–90).

Motivation during military service—The motivation 
of soldiers is assessed during the mental health officer’s 
clinical examination by means of a single question: What 
is the soldier’s declared level of motivation to continue in 
military service? Answers are given on a 5-point scale: (a) 
does not want to serve at all. (b) will serve in the army 
only because it compulsory. (c) will serve only if the condi-
tions suit him/her. (d) wants to serve, but not in combat. 
(e) wants to serve in combat.

The remaining psychological variables were assessed by 
questions, limited to a yes/no response: previous psycho-
logical therapy, prescribed medication, previous suicide 
attempt, deficit hyperactivity disorders (ADHD), drug 
and alcohol use, and having a criminal record.
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Family variables
Family support was assessed by two questions, regarding 
the soldier’s relationship with his parents. The therapists 
needed to distinguish between a supportive relationship 
with mother/father, good relations with mother/father, 
and relationship limited to concretes needs.

Quality of the relationships with parents was rated on a 
3-point scale: high, moderate, low.

Social variables
These variables included: perceived romantic relationship 
and peer group social support at home and in the army. 
(Do you have any romantic relationship with girl/boy 
friend, yes/no)?

Quality of the relationships they have with friend at 
home or in the army, were evaluated on a 3-point rating 
scale: high, moderate, low.

Statistical analysis
SPSS, version 20.0 for Windows, was used for all analyses.

To examine the distribution of soldiers according 
to their demographic, psychiatric, family, and social 
characteristics, tests were conducted for categori-
cal variables. Comparison of demographic, psycho-
logical, family and social support continuous variables 
between the study groups was conducted using one-
way ANOVA.

Tukey HSD test was employed to examine suicidal 
thoughts between the four groups. Finally, a linear 
regression model was constructed for predicting suicide 
ideation as the dependent variable. The level of statistical 
significance was set to p = .05.

Ethics approval
The Institutional Review Board of IDF Medical Corps 
approved the study and waived the requirement for 
informed consent on the basis of preserving participants’ 
anonymity.

Results
The study’s first aim was to examine the distribution of 
soldiers, by demographics, psychiatric diagnosis, family 
status, and social characteristics. Percentages and χ2 for 
categorical variables are presented in Table 1.

The four groups of soldiers differed significantly in only 
a few variables. The control group included 7.5 % (n = 3) 
lone soldiers, with the PD group including 20 % (n = 4) 
who were members of a bereaved family (χ2  =  2.87, 
df = 4, p < .05). As for the combat variable, as expected, 
no soldiers in the PD and AD groups had served in com-
bat units, while 32.5 % of the SA group and 25 % of the 
control group had served in combat units (χ2  =  5.14, 
df = 1, p < .01).

Higher levels of medication use was reported in the 
PD group (45  %, χ2 =  12.96, df =  1, p  <  .01), as shown 
in Table  1. More psychiatric diagnoses on both axes I 
(depression or anxiety) and II (personality) were found on 
enlistment day for the SA group. Half of the SA soldiers 
(n = 20) had a diagnosis on Axis I and 37.5 % (n = 15) 
had a diagnosis on axis II (χ2 =  79.98, df =  1, p  <  .01). 
Ninety per cent of the PD group had a specific axis I diag-
nosis (n = 18), and the remaining had a unspecified psy-
chiatric diagnosis.

It is noteworthy that 35 % of the SA group reported a 
previously attempted suicide, mostly undocumented in 
the mental health history records (n =  14, χ2 =  13.62, 
df = 3, p < .01).

Significant differences were found for attention defi-
cit hyperactive disorder (ADHD), 55 % of the AD group 
and 47.0 % of the control group reported having ADHD, 
whereas only 20 % of the SA group and 15 % of PD group 
reported ADHD (χ2 = 12.35, df = 3, p < .01).

As for self-reported alcohol use, 22.5  % of the SA 
group reported use of alcohol, a rate significantly higher 
than that reported in the other three groups (χ2 = 11.94, 
df = 3, p < .01).

One-way ANOVA tests were conducted to compare 
continuous variables (see Table  2). Statistically signifi-
cant differences were found at the level of motivation to 
military service: highest mean values of motivation levels 
characterized the control group (M = 2.45, SD = .68) and 
the lowest mean values (M = 1.95, SD =  .67) character-
ized the SA group (F = 3.173, df = 3, p = .02).

As for suicide ideation, one-way ANOVA revealed a 
statistically significant difference between the SA groups 
compared to the other three groups: SA (M  =  15.5, 
SD = 11.38), PD (M = 5.55, SD = 8.03), AD (M = 6.30, 
SD =  8.82), with the control group reporting the low-
est mean values (M = 3.70, SD = 8.50, F = 9.32, df = 3, 
p ≤ .01).

Finally, in order to answer the remaining study aim, 
regarding identifying the variables that contribute to 
suicidal ideation, two linear regression tests were con-
ducted, with suicidal ideation score as the dependent 
variable. The first linear regression was conducted with 
all four research groups as independent variable. Vari-
ables found significant in the univariate analysis (see 
Table  1) were entered as subsequent independent vari-
ables: soldier’s status, combat duty, psychiatric diagnosis, 
medication, previous psychological therapy, ADHD, alco-
hol, and motivation for service. Motivation for service 
was inversely related to suicidal ideations, (β = −9.611, 
p  =  .02) and explained 25.6  % of the variance (see 
Table 3).

A second linear regression test was conducted only 
for the SA group. Four statistically significant variables 
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were entered into this model (Table 1): previous suicide 
attempt, alcohol use, motivation, and psychiatric diagno-
sis (Table 4). As in the first examination, motivation for 
military service was the sole predictor of suicide idea-
tion among the suicidal group (β = −.356, SE =  4.139, 
p  =  .03) and added 13.1  % to the explained variance 
(Table 4).

Discussion
The purpose of this study was to deepen the knowledge 
about the contribution of various factors to suicidal 
ideation, by looking at four different cohorts of soldiers 
in active IDF duty: soldiers who carried out a suicide 
attempt (SA), those having a psychiatric diagnosis (PD); 
those having adjustment difficulties (AD), and a control 
group, having none of the above characteristics.

The PD group (soldiers with a psychiatric diagnosis-
especially depression and anxiety) was fully non-com-
batant (100 %), used more psychiatric medication during 
their military service (45  %), and experienced greater 
bereavement in their family (20  %). A possible expla-
nation for these findings is their mental health status 
assessed at induction, which led to their being assigned 
to non-combatant units [28]. About half of these soldiers 
used medication, compared to less than a fifth of those 

in the SA or AD groups. The high percentage of bereave-
ment within this group is consistent with previous stud-
ies showing links between the loss of a family member 
and having a psychiatric diagnosis [36–38]. Despite the 
psychiatric diagnosis, participants in this group had 
lower levels of suicide ideation compared to soldiers in 
the AD and SA groups, perhaps due to the continuous 
support and treatment given by mental health officers 
and medication.

Regarding the AD group, more than half had been 
diagnosed with ADHD, compared with about 20 % of the 
SA, 20 % of the control group, and 15 % of the PD group. 
AD soldiers are likely to have educational, social, and 
psychological difficulties [39]. Their psychosocial profile 
is characterized by emotional, behavioral, and cognitive 
problems [40]. The IDF’s emotional disturbance diagno-
sis, determining the AD group classification, includes an 
intense need for attention, difficulty delaying gratifica-
tion, impulsiveness, a low frustration threshold, difficulty 
establishing trust and accepting responsibility, and low 
self-esteem [28, 39]. Some of the above features are con-
sistent with the ADHD diagnosis. Soldiers with ADHD 
and adjustment difficulties are viewed as having undevel-
oped problem-solving skills, an impaired ability to plan 
ahead, difficulty functioning under stress and accepting 

Table 3 Linear regression model among the research population, R2 = .256 (n = 100)

Variables Unstandardized coefficients Confidence interval for B

B SD Beta Sig LB UB

Constant 20.607 6.83 .005 6.70 34.51

lone soldier 3.98 7.08 .09 .578 −10.45 18.41

Bereavement – – – – – –

Combat unit 5.0 4.07 .21 .229 −3.30 13.30

Psychiatric diagnosis −.18 5.93 −.010 .976 −12.25 11.90

Medication −6.61 5.87 −.19 .269 −18.57 5.35

Previous suicide attempt −.27 4.809 −.001 .946 −8.46 7.91

ADHD 7.22 4.52 .25 .120 −1.99 16.42

Alcohol −.1.45 4.77 −.05 .762 −11.16 8.25

Motivation for service −9.61 4.08 −.37 .025 −17.92 −1.30

Table 4 Linear regression model among suicidal group, R2 = .131 (n = 40)

Variables Unstandardized coefficients Confidence interval for B

B SD Beta Sig LB UB

Constant 22.55 6.819 .002 8.715 36.400

Psychiatric diagnosis −.342 5.859 −.010 .954 −12.236 11.552

Motivation for service −9.242 4.139 −.356 .032 −17.644 −.840

Previous suicide attempt .221 3.809 .009 .954 −7.512 7.955

Alcohol .758 4.540 .028 .868 −8.459 9.975
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authority, and have difficulty taking initiative and respon-
sibility [28]. After the SA group, the AD group had the 
lowest level of motivation for army service and least 
suicide ideation, compared the PD and control groups. 
The fact that soldiers with AD received rigorous treat-
ment and follow up may explain their low level of suicide 
ideation.

The soldiers in the control group have specific char-
acteristics: a relatively high 20 % are lone soldiers, with 
about half of these reporting having an ADHD diagno-
sis. This is an interesting finding, considering that the 
percentage of ADHD in the general population approxi-
mates 15–20  %. It may be that more ADHD-diagnosed 
soldiers volunteer to a combat unit, given the units’ 
high action orientation, since serving in a non-combat 
role would likely place them in an office environment, 
where their learning difficulties would prove a liability. 
The high percentage of lone soldiers in combat units is 
intriguing since this placement is discretionary for them 
in the IDF. The challenge facing a combat soldier, hav-
ing to cope with combat-related stress along with having 
less available social support from their immediate fami-
lies, is cited in the literature as imposing a negative influ-
ence on the soldier’s individual performance and mental 
strength [41]. The interpersonal theory [15], emphasiz-
ing the importance of a sense of belonging to one’s men-
tal well-being and effective coping with stressors and 
life events [38, 42], may explain this finding. It may be 
that the social support provided by peer soldiers in the 
combat unit, the unit’s high level of group cohesion, the 
sense of belonging, and pride in being a member of a 
combat unit provide a possible explanation for the abil-
ity of lone soldiers to cope with the challenges associated 
with their difficult service. Another possible explanation 
can be their high level of motivation to serve. Since a 
lone soldier can elect not to be in a combat unit, those 
choosing to serve in a combat unit would likely have 
mostly high motivation to serve. High motivation and 
belief in one’s purpose are considered in the literature as 
personal resources that facilitate coping with military-
related challenges [43, 44].

Our findings corroborate those of other studies show-
ing that individuals having attempted suicide suffer from 
mental disorders and/or personality disorders [45, 46]. 
Previous suicide attempt is a known predictor for sui-
cide attempts and completion [47–49]. These findings are 
consistent with those of a previous study conducted in 
the IDF that showed 37.9 % of the soldiers who attempted 
suicide during their service had a previous pre-army sui-
cide attempt, and about a fifth reported self-harm behav-
iors [24].

Soldiers who attempted suicide reported significantly 
higher alcohol use. Alcohol use has been positively 

associated with suicide acts. These links were found 
among adolescents [48], US soldiers [50, 51], and 
among IDF soldiers [24]. Previous studies also found 
an association between alcohol use and mental illness, 
such as anxiety disorders, mood disorders, and depres-
sion [46, 52]. For example, findings from an earlier IDF 
study, conducted among soldiers who attempted sui-
cide during their military service, showed that about 
half had been diagnosed with a personality disorder, 
while 8.6 % were diagnosed with mood disorders [24]. 
Alcohol use was two times more prevalent among the 
suicide attempters [24].

Several limitations of this study need to be noted. 
The first limitation concerns the relatively small sample 
and the method of quota sampling for each of the study 
groups. Future research would benefit from recruiting 
a large cohort sample of soldiers. The second limitation 
refers to the examined variables. We recommend that 
future studies examine a wider range of self-report scales, 
such as functioning, well-being, distress levels, and sui-
cidal ideation. A third limitation may be that soldiers 
characterized by low levels of motivation to serve, sub-
mitted answers reflecting a denial or an embellishment 
of their actual condition. Future research could adopt a 
mixed method with the military sample, including self-
report questionnaires as well as in-depth interviews. A 
final limitation relates to the generalizability of the mili-
tary study population, which necessarily excludes those 
not serving. For instance, when a soldier’s situation is 
deemed very acute following a suicide attempt, and upon 
considering all relevant variables, the soldier is almost 
immediately discharged from his military service. In this 
situation, these soldiers were inaccessible subsequent to 
their discharge.

Conclusions
Low levels of motivation for army service impose a major 
risk factor for suicide ideation, found significantly lowest 
in the SA group. We hypothesized that SA soldiers would 
have greater suicidal ideation compared to the other 
three soldier groups in our study. One comparison group 
was characterized by adjustment difficulties (AD) and the 
other with psychiatric disorders (PD), which also consti-
tute a significant risk factor for suicidal ideation [45, 46, 
53]. These two groups are identified and classified prior 
to induction or during their service.

Early diagnosis may have enabled better monitoring 
of the soldiers, such as provision of therapeutic sessions 
and professional surveillance by military mental health 
officers. Support for this can be found in a previous study 
demonstrating that soldiers being treated by profession-
als throughout their military service had low rates of sui-
cide attempts [28].



Page 9 of 10Shelef et al. Disaster and Mil Med  (2016) 2:5 

Authors’ contributions
LS and AA collected the data, OS, LS and AA designed the article, and 
drafted the manuscript. AF helped to draft the manuscript. NY, OS, LS and 
AA performed the statistical analysis. All authors read and approved the final 
manuscript.

Author details
1 Psychology Branch, Israel Air Force, Ramat-Gan, Israel. 2 Mental Health 
Department, Israel Defense Forces Medical Corps, Ramat-Gan, Israel. 3 IDF 
Medical Corps, Israel Defense Forces, Ramat-Gan, Israel. 4 Department of Social 
Work, Faculty of Humanities & Social Sciences, Ben-Gurion University of the 
Negev, Beer-Sheva, Israel. 

Competing interests
The authors declare that they have no competing interests.

Received: 18 September 2015   Accepted: 27 January 2016

References
 1. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Web-based Injury Statistics 

Query and Reporting System (WISQARS). Leading Causes of Death 
Reports. Atlanta: National Center for Injury Prevention and Control; 2008.

 2. Brown GK, Beck AT, Steer RA, Grisham JR. Risk factors for suicide in psy-
chiatric outpatients: a 20-year prospective study. J Consult Clin Psychol. 
2000;68:371–7.

 3. McIntosh JI. Epidemiology of adolescent suicide in the United States. 
In: Maris RW, Canetto SS, McIntosh JL, Silverman MM, editors. Review of 
suicidology. New York: Guilford Press; 2000. p. 3–33.

 4. Simon R, Shuman D. Psychiatry and the law. In: The American psychiatric 
publishing textbook of psychiatry, 5th ed. Arlington: American Psychiatric 
Publishing; 2008.

 5. Nock MK, Banaji MR. Prediction of suicide ideation and attempts among 
adolescents using a brief performance-based test. J Consult Clin Psychol. 
2007;75:707–15.

 6. Nock MK, Borges G, Bromet EJ, Cha CB, Kessler RC, Lee S. Suicide and 
suicidal behavior. Epidemiol Rev. 2008;30:133–54.

 7. Wilcox HC, Arria AM, Caldeira KM, Vincent KB, Pinchevsky GM, O’Grady 
KE. Prevalence and predictors of persistent suicide ideation, plans, and 
attempts during college. J Affect Disord. 2010;127:287–94.

 8. Stellrecht NE, Gordon KH, Orden K, Witte TK, Wingate LR, Cukrowicz 
KC, Butler M, et al. Clinical applications of the interpersonal psycho-
logical theory of attempted and completed suicide. J Clin Psychol. 
2006;62:211–22.

 9. King RA, Schwab-Stone M, Flisher AJ, Greenwald S, Kramer RA, Good-
man SH, et al. Psychosocial and risk behavior correlates of youth suicide 
attempts and suicidal ideation. J Am Acad Child Adolesc Psychiatry. 
2001;40:837–46.

 10. Mann JJ, Emslie G, Baldessarin RJ, Beardslee W, Fawcett JA, Goodwin FK, 
et al. ACNP Task Force report on SSRIs and suicidal behavior in youth. 
Neuropsychopharmacology. 2006;31:473–92.

 11. Spirito A, Esposito-Smythers C. Attempted and completed suicide in 
adolescence. Annu Rev Clin Psychol. 2006;2:237–66.

 12. Beautrais AL. Suicides and serious suicide attempts: two populations or 
one? Psychol Med. 2001;31:837–45.

 13. Brent DA, Perper JA, Moritz G, Baugher M, Roth C, Balach L, et al. Stressful 
life events, psychopathology, and adolescent suicide: a case control 
study. Suicide Life Threat Behav. 1993;23(3):179–87. doi:10.1111/j.1943-
278X.1993.tb00178.x.

 14. Hawton K. Studying survivors of nearly lethal suicide attempts: an impor-
tant strategy in suicide research. Suicide Life Threat Behav. 2001;32:76–84.

 15. Joiner TE. Why people die by suicide. Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press; 2005.

 16. Oquendo MA, Halberstam B, Mann JJ. Risk factors for suicidal behavior: 
the utility and limitations of research instruments. In: First MB, editor. 
Standardized evaluation in clinical practice. Arlington: American Psychiat-
ric Publishing; 2003. p. 103–30.

 17. Gvion Y, Horesh N, Levi-Belz Y, Apter A. A proposed model of the 
development of suicidal ideations. Compr Psychiatry. 2014;56:93–102. 
doi:10.1016/j.comppsych.2014.09.019.

 18. Smith MT, Edwards RR, Robinson RC, Dworkin RH. Suicidal ideation, plans, 
and attempts in chronic pain patients: factors associated with increased 
risk. Pain. 2004;111:201–8.

 19. Vilhjálmsson R, Sveinbjarnardottir E, Kristjansdottir G. Factors associated with 
suicide ideation in adults. Soc Psychiatry Psychiatr Epidemiol. 1998;33:97–103.

 20. Fergusson DM, Woodward LJ, Horwood LJ. Risk factors and life processes 
associated with the onset of suicidal behaviour during adolescence and 
early adulthood. Psychol Med. 2000;30:23–39.

 21. Khurana A, Romer D. Modeling the distinct pathways of influence of cop-
ing strategies on youth suicidal ideation: a national longitudinal study. 
Prev Sci. 2012;13(6):644–54.

 22. Lemaire CM, Graham DP. Factors associated with suicidal ideation in OEF/
OIF veterans. J Affect Disord. 2011;130:231–8.

 23. Pietrzak RH, Goldstein MB, Malley JC, Rivers AJ, Johnson DC, Southwick 
SM. Risk and protective factors associated with suicidal ideation in veter-
ans of Operations Enduring Freedom and Iraqi Freedom. J Affect Disord. 
2010;123:102–7.

 24. Yacobi A, Fruchter E, Mann JJ, Shelef L. Differentiating army suicide 
attempters from psychologically treated and untreated soldiers: a 
demographic, psychological and stress-reaction characterization. J Affect 
Disord. 2013;150:300–5.

 25. Shelef L, Levi-Belz Y, Fruchter E. Dissociation and acquired capability as 
facilitators of suicide ideation among soldiers. CRISIS. 2014;35:388–97.

 26. Barbe RP, Williamson DE, Bridge JA, Birmaher B, Dahl RE, Axelson DA, et al. 
Clinical differences between suicidal and nonsuicidal depressed children 
and adolescents. J Clin Psychiatry. 2005;66:492–8.

 27. American Psychiatric Association (APA). The diagnostic and statistical 
manual of mental disorders. 5th ed. Washington: American Psychiatric 
Association; 2013.

 28. Bodner E, Iancu I, Sare A, Einat H. Innovations: accommodations: efforts 
to support special-needs soldiers serving in the Israeli Defense Forces. 
Psychiatric Services. 2007;58:1396–8. doi:10.1176/appi.ps.58.11.1396.

 29. Gal RA. portrait of the Israeli soldier. No. 52. Wesport: Greenwood Publish-
ing Group; 1986.

 30. Weiser M, Reichenberg A, Rabinowitz J, Kaplan Z, Mark M, Bodner E, et al. 
Association between nonpsychotic psychiatric diagnoses in adolescent 
males and subsequent onset of schizophrenia. Arch Gen Psychiatry. 
2001;58:959–64.

 31. Shelf L, Kaminsky D, Carmon M, Kedem R, Bonne O, Mann JJ, et al. 
Risk factors for suicide attempt among Israeli soldiers. J Affect Disord. 
2015;186:232–40.

 32. Beautrais AL. Suicide and serious suicide attempts in youth: a multiple-
group comparison study. Am J Psychiatry. 2003;160:1093–9.

 33. Beck AT, Steer RA, Ranieri WF. Scale for suicide ideation: psychometric 
properties of a self-report version. J Clin Psychol. 1988;44:499–505.

 34. Bodner E, Ben-Artzi E, Kaplan Z. Soldier who kill themselves: the 
contribution of dispositional and situational factors. Arch Suicide Res. 
2006;10:29–43.

 35. Goldberg S, Fruchter E, Davidson M, Reichenberg A, Yoffe R, Weiser M. The 
relationship between risk of hospitalization for schizophrenia, SES, and 
cognitive functioning. Schizophr Bull. 2011;37:664–70.

 36. Agerbo E, Nordentoft M, Mortensen PB. Familial, psychiatric, and socio-
economic risk factors for suicide in young people: nested case-control 
study. BMJ. 2002;325(7355):74. doi:10.1136/bmj.325.7355.74.

 37. Tsutsui T, Hasegawa Y, Hiraga M, Ishiki M, Asukai N. Distinctiveness of 
prolonged grief disorder symptoms among survivors of the Great East 
Japan earthquake and tsunami. Psychiatry Res. 2014;217:67–71.

 38. Van Orden KA, Witte TK, Cukrowicz KC, Braithwaite SR, Selby EA, Joiner TE 
Jr. The interpersonal theory of suicide. Psychol Rev. 2010;117:575–600.

 39. Dovrat R. Adaptation of disadvantaged soldiers to military service in 
the I.D.F: Pentagon Reports. Final technical report A706892. Springfield: 
National Technical Information Service; 1995.

 40. Mizrachi N. From badness to sickness: the role of ethnopsychology in 
shaping ethnic hierarchies in Israel. Social Identities. 2004;10:219–43.

 41. Harter S. The development of self-representations during childhood and 
adolescence. In: Leary RM, Tangney PJ, editors. Handbook of self-identity. 
New York: Guilford Press; 2003. p. 610–42.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1943-278X.1993.tb00178.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1943-278X.1993.tb00178.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.comppsych.2014.09.019
http://dx.doi.org/10.1176/appi.ps.58.11.1396
http://dx.doi.org/10.1136/bmj.325.7355.74


Page 10 of 10Shelef et al. Disaster and Mil Med  (2016) 2:5 

•  We accept pre-submission inquiries 

•  Our selector tool helps you to find the most relevant journal

•  We provide round the clock customer support 

•  Convenient online submission

•  Thorough peer review

•  Inclusion in PubMed and all major indexing services 

•  Maximum visibility for your research

Submit your manuscript at
www.biomedcentral.com/submit

Submit your next manuscript to BioMed Central 
and we will help you at every step:

 42. Baumeister RF, Leary MR. The need to belong: desire for interper-
sonal attachments as a fundamental human motivation. Psychol Bull. 
1995;117:497–529.

 43. Lazarus RS. The coping theory and research: past, present and future. 
Psychosom Med. 1993;1993(5):234–47.

 44. Lazarus RS, Folkman S. Stress, appraisal and coping. New York: Springer 
Publishing Company; 1984.

 45. Houston K, Hawton K, Shepperd R. Suicide in young people aged 15–24: 
a psychological autopsy study. J Affect Disord. 2001;63:159–70.

 46. Pompili M, Ruberto A, Girardi P, Tatarelli R. Suicidality in DSM-IV cluster B 
personality disorders. an overview. Annali dell’Istituto superiore di sanità. 
2003;40(4):475–83.

 47. Bertolote JM, Wasserman D. Development of definitions of suicidal 
behaviors, from suicide thoughts to completed suicides. In: Wasserman 
C, Wasserman D, editors. Oxford textbook of suicide prevention. a global 
perspective. New York: Oxford University Press; 2009. p. 87–90.

 48. Esposito-Smythers C, Spirito A. Adolescent substance use and suicidal 
behavior: a review with implications for treatment research. Alcohol Clin 
Exp Res. 2004;28:77S–88S.

 49. Suominen K, Isometsä E, Suokas J, Haukka J, Achte K, Lönnqvist J. Com-
pleted suicide after a suicide attempt: a 37-year follow-up study. Am J 
Psychiatry. 2004;161:562–3.

 50. Kessler RC, Heeringa SG, Stein MB, Colpe LJ, Fullerton CS, Hwang I, 
et al. Thirty-day prevalence of DSM-IV mental disorders among non-
deployed soldiers in the US army: results from the army study to assess 
risk and resilience in service members (Army STARRS). JAMA Psychiatry. 
2014;71:504–13.

 51. Nock MK, Deming CA, Fullerton CS, Gilman SE, Goldenberg M, Kessler RC, 
et al. Suicide among soldiers: a review of psychosocial risk and protective 
factors. Psychiatry. 2013;76:97–125.

 52. Fergusson DM, Horwood LJ, Swain-Campbell N. Cannabis use and psy-
chosocial adjustment in adolescence and young adulthood. Addiction. 
2002;97:1123–35.

 53. Beautrais AL. Risk factors for suicide and attempted suicide among young 
people. Aust N Z J Psychiatry. 2000;34:420–36.


	The contribution of the socio-demographic characteristics on suicidal ideation among Israeli soldiers
	Abstract 
	Background: 
	Methods: 
	Results: 
	Conclusions: 

	Background
	Methods
	Participants
	Materials and procedure
	Measures
	Suicide ideations

	Demographic variables
	Soldiers’ status
	Combat duty

	Psychological variables
	Family variables
	Social variables
	Statistical analysis
	Ethics approval

	Results
	Discussion
	Conclusions
	Authors’ contributions
	References




