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Background

Psychological autopsies are an essential tool in the field of suicidology as they offer
multifaceted insights into the complex factors leading to suicide. These investigations delve deep
into the diverse factors that influence suicide across various cultures and populations, shedding
light on socio-cultural elements, mental health challenges, operational dynamics, and
organizational aspects. As we examine findings from psychological autopsies conducted with
different populations, we uncover essential insights that underscore the necessity of tailoring
suicide prevention strategies to specific populations.

National fire service stakeholders have advocated for federally funded mental health
initiatives. Among them, in 2022, suicide was identified as a line of duty death, therefore
providing a death benefit for the families of those affected by suicide. As it stands, there is no
psychological autopsy program dedicated to identifying and understanding the specific dynamics
that contribute to firefighter suicide. Although there is advocacy for the inclusion of data
tracking, there is a need for a system with greater specificity. The fire service would benefit from
adopting a psychological autopsy system to improve prevention and intervention strategies to
address the firefighter suicide problem specifically.

Firefighter Suicide

Firefighters, like other first responders, face significant mental health challenges,
including elevated rates of Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) symptoms and suicidal
ideation. PTSD symptoms among firefighters are associated with increased suicide risk,
highlighting the importance of addressing mental health concerns within this population (Healy

& Vujanovic, 2021; Stanley et al., 2019).



PSYCHOLOGICAL AUTOPSIES

Sleep disturbance plays a crucial role in the association between PTSD symptoms and
suicide risk. Inadequate sleep is a dynamic that systemically is built into operations. Since there
is no national regulatory body that requires a specific work schedule with allocations for sleep,
the problem is pervasive. Sleep studies with firefighters have identified particular facets, such as
sleep efficiency and perceived sleep quality, moderate the relationship between post-traumatic
stress and suicidality, indicating the need for interventions targeting sleep disturbances to
mitigate suicide risk (Healy & Vujanovic, 2021; Serrano et al., 2023). Another relevant factor
that may increase risk with this population is firearm ownership, which is prevalent, with a
significant proportion reporting nonsecure firearm storage practices. Promoting secure firearm
storage practices is crucial to reducing the risk of firearm-related suicides among this population
(Stanley et al., 2023). Interorganizational collaboration within the fire service is essential for
practical suicide prevention activities. Having shared suicide intervention plans and practices
fosters cooperation and facilitates timely response to suicide emergencies, potentially saving
lives (Hedman, 2023). Women firefighters may experience higher rates of suicidal thoughts and
behaviors, emphasizing the need to understand their unique mental health needs. Promoting
access to specialized services and support is crucial, as they face distinct stressors compared to
their male counterparts. (Hom et al., 2018). Exposure to traumatic incidents during firefighting
careers is associated with an increased risk of mental health symptoms and suicidal ideation
among firefighters. Early detection and management of occupational stressors and trauma
exposure are crucial for reducing suicide risk in this population (Herzog et al., 2023).
Mindfulness-based practices may attenuate the association between PTSD symptoms and suicide
risk among firefighters. Suicide prevention initiatives should consider integrating

mindfulness-based interventions alongside evidence-based approaches (Stanley et al., 2019).
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Please note that research has not yet been conducted to explore the potential role of
organizational betrayals in this population.

In summary, research has identified issues related to post-traumatic stress, sleep
disturbances, firearm safety, organizational dynamics, and mindfulness-based interventions as
critical components of suicide prevention efforts among firefighters. These findings underscore
the importance of comprehensive, tailored approaches to support the mental health and
well-being of firefighters and reduce suicide risk within the profession.

Civilian Populations

Psychological autopsies have been used internationally to identify variables that
contribute to suicide amongst civilian populations. In South Asia, particularly Nepal,
psychological autopsies employing a mixed-methods approach (MPAC) unveiled socio-cultural
patterns in 39 suicide cases, pinpointing critical factors such as lack of education, poverty,
violence, and family disputes. Gender distinctions emerged, with female suicides frequently
associated with despairing circumstances such as spousal abuse, while male suicides were
correlated with financial setbacks and substance abuse (Hagaman et al., 2018). These findings
underscore the importance of culturally sensitive prevention strategies, given the low
communication of suicidal ideation to family members.

Similarly, a psychological autopsy study in Australia focusing on LGBT individuals
identified specific factors, including lack of acceptance, internalized homophobia, and earlier
coming out milestones. The research revealed elevated rates of depression, anxiety, and
substance use disorders among those who died by suicide compared to living controls,
highlighting the necessity for targeted mental health interventions within the LGBT community

(Skerrett et al., 2016).
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In rural China, psychological autopsies showcased the significant impact of physical
illness on suicide risk, with 63% of suicide cases having a physical illness compared to 41% of
controls. Notably, illnesses like cancer and stroke were particularly influential, with the risk
escalating with the number of comorbid conditions. These findings emphasize the critical
importance of integrating suicide prevention efforts with healthcare strategies in rural China (Jia
etal., 2014).

Research based on psychological autopsy within the general population has provided
valuable insights into factors that may put some groups at higher risk. These studies have
highlighted differences between populations and underscored the necessity for specialized
approaches to suicide prevention and intervention. These factors can encompass various
dynamics, including physical, mental, financial, relational, and occupational aspects of the
lifespan.

Military Populations

Psychological autopsies have been employed by the military to investigate suicides and to
glean insights into the psychological factors contributing to these tragic incidents (Litz & Miller,
2009). These assessments involve thorough postmortem evaluations of the deceased's mental
state, life events, and interpersonal relationships (Litz & Miller, 2009). Military psychologists
aim to identify risk factors and inform preventive measures through meticulous examination of
medical records, interviews with family and colleagues, and analysis of psychological
assessments (Litz & Miller, 2009). This comprehensive approach aids in understanding the
complex interplay of individual vulnerabilities and environmental stressors, thereby facilitating

the development of targeted interventions and support systems within military communities (Litz

& Miller, 2009).
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Turning our attention to specific occupational groups, psychological autopsies conducted
among military personnel offer crucial insights into the mental health challenges faced by service
members. Among Special Operations Forces (SOF) members, diagnosed mental illnesses,
stressors like relationship issues and financial problems, and near-term risk factors like isolation
and substance abuse are identified. Additionally, a potential link between neuro-inflammation
resulting from traumatic brain injuries (TBIs) and mental health disorders among SOF members
highlights the need for culture and training adjustments within SOF units to mitigate mental
health risks.

Inmate Populations

Psychological autopsies conducted among inmates in federal prisons reveal the
prevalence of suicide as a significant risk, often exacerbated by factors like policy violations and
inadequate mental health assessments (Skerrett et al., 2016). Shortcomings in emergency
response protocols within federal prisons contribute to the risk of inmate deaths, emphasizing the
critical need for operational reforms to mitigate suicide risks.

The psychological autopsy, a retrospective reconstruction of a decedent's life, holds
significant value, particularly in understanding the complex circumstances surrounding inmate
suicides. In the prison setting, where inmates face unique challenges and stressors, conducting a
psychological autopsy can provide invaluable insights into the factors contributing to suicide
(Skerrett et al., 2016). This process involves a thorough examination of incident reports,
institutional files, health records, and interviews with relevant individuals, aiming to uncover
precipitating events, presuicidal functioning, and motives behind the suicide. Maintaining
investigative integrity is crucial, necessitating impartiality and, in some cases, the involvement of

external experts.
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By systematically documenting and analyzing pertinent information, psychological
autopsies facilitate a comprehensive understanding of inmate suicides, enabling informed
interventions and policy improvements to mitigate suicide risks within correctional facilities
(Skerrett et al., 2016). Additionally, addressing ethical and legal considerations ensures the
ethical conduct of such investigations, safeguarding the rights and dignity of the deceased and
their families.

The California Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation (CDCR) Annual Report for
2022 highlights the role of psychological autopsies in informing the department's suicide
prevention plan (CDCR, 2022). Psychological autopsies are retrospective investigations aimed at
understanding the circumstances leading to an individual's suicide. In the context of CDCR,
these autopsies likely involve comprehensive reviews of inmate records, incident reports, and
interviews with relevant individuals to uncover factors contributing to suicides within
correctional facilities.

The report mentions that CDCR utilizes psychological autopsies as part of its Suicide
Prevention Program to gain insights into the underlying causes of inmate suicides (CDCR,
2022). By analyzing the findings from these autopsies, CDCR can identify patterns, risk factors,
and systemic issues that may contribute to suicide risk among inmates. This information is
crucial for developing targeted interventions and strategies to prevent future suicides within the
correctional system.

Furthermore, psychological autopsies likely play a vital role in the continuous
improvement of CDCR's suicide prevention efforts (CDCR, 2022). By regularly reviewing and
analyzing autopsy findings, CDCR can refine its policies, procedures, and training programs to

address identified risk factors and enhance mental health support for inmates. This process
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allows CDCR to adapt its suicide prevention plan based on empirical evidence and insights
gained from psychological autopsies.

Overall, the incorporation of psychological autopsies into CDCR's Suicide Prevention
Program demonstrates an ongoing commitment to evidence-based practices and a proactive
approach to addressing suicide risk among incarcerated individuals (CDCR, 2022). By
leveraging insights from these autopsies, CDCR aims to enhance inmate safety and well-being
within its facilities.

Performing Psychological Autopsies

Psychological autopsies are conducted by licensed mental health professionals who have
specific training in forensic psychology or psychiatry. These professionals specifically include
psychologists, psychiatrists, or other mental health practitioners trained explicitly in evaluating
the circumstances and mental state leading up to an individual's death. These qualified
professionals can conduct the autopsy and provide an appropriate report of findings consistent
with industry standards. Forensic psychologists also play a pivotal role by analyzing these risk
factors and informing comprehensive prevention approaches.

Data Collection and Risk Assessment Tools

Ongoing data collection on suicides within specific populations reveals trends, risk
factors, and protective factors. This information can be used to develop a population-specific risk
assessment tool, aiding mental health professionals in identifying risk levels and enhancing
intervention strategies and treatment plans. In the event variables change, best practices can

evolve to meet the population's current needs.
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Conclusion

Psychological autopsies are crucial in suicidology, providing deep insights into the
complex factors leading to suicide across different cultures and populations. These investigations
highlight socio-cultural elements, mental health challenges, operational dynamics, and
organizational aspects. By examining findings from various populations, we see the importance
of tailoring suicide prevention strategies to specific groups. Firefighters, for instance, face unique
mental health challenges, emphasizing the need for specialized approaches in suicide prevention
for this population.

Given firefighters' unique risk factors and challenges, investing in a National
Psychological Autopsy Program (NPAP) tailored for the fire service is imperative. Such a
program would offer critical insights into the specific risk factors contributing to suicide within
the firefighting and EMS professions, enabling the development of tailored prevention strategies
and interventions. By promoting early intervention, reducing stigma, and informing
evidence-based policies and procedures, an NPAP can significantly enhance firefighters' mental

health and well-being and ultimately save lives within the firefighting and EMS professions.
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