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BRIEF SUMMARY: National Guard Service members tend to have a higher risk for mental health
difficulties, especially suicide risk, compared to active-duty and Reserve members. This study examined
social support (i.e., feeling valued, like someone cares, and that others will help in times of need) and unit
cohesion (i.e., connection with fellow unit members) as protective factors against mental health issues—
namely, depressive symptoms and suicidal ideation—in a sample of 877 National Guard Service members.
These Service members were from 40 different military units, so within-unit comparisons (differences
between individuals who are part of the same unit) and between-unit comparisons (differences between
units) were made. Social support appears to be a protective factor against depressive symptoms and
suicidal ideation at the individual and unit levels.
KEY FINDINGS

– Compared to other Service members in their own unit, those who reported greater social support
and unit cohesion also tended to report fewer depressive symptoms and were at lower risk of suicidal
ideation.
– Service members who were part of units that reported greater social support were also likely to report
fewer depressive symptoms and were at lower risk of suicidal ideation. However, unit cohesion was not
associated with depressive symptoms nor risk of suicidal ideation at the unit level.

IMPLICATIONS FOR FAMILIES

– Find simple ways to support Service members, such as being a listening ear, sending cards or packages,
or simply spending time together.
– Fostering and encouraging connections between Service members and their unit may help protect
against negative mental health consequences. This may be more difficult for National Guard members
given their differences in geographic location; therefore, alternative methods of communication may
need to be pursued (e.g., internet-mediated activities, video games).

IMPLICATIONS FOR HELPING PROFESSIONALS

– Help Service members identify and reframe supportive behaviors from their friends and family, which
may help them recognize interpersonal care and assistance more effectively.

IMPLICATIONS FOR POLICY MAKERS AND MILITARY LEADERSHIP

– Provide opportunities for informal social support (e.g., community gatherings) to support Service
members as they strive to connect with others in their unit.
– Promote relationship programs designed to increase the connection between Service members and
their unit members.
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SAMP L E C HARACT ERIST ICS

877 Service members in the Army (77.08%) and Air Force (22.92%) National Guard forces comprising 40
different units.
Participants were mostly men (83.6%), white (89.6%), and between 31-40 years old (36.3%).
The majority were enlisted (79%) and had been deployed once (65%).

METHODOLOGY

– Participants were recruited for this cross-sectional study through social media and email distribution from
military authorities.
– Service members anonymously completed online surveys on demographics, perceptions of social
support availability, unit cohesion (i.e., perceptions of unit support), depressive symptoms, and frequency
of suicidal ideation. Suicidal ideation was dichotomized such that participants were coded as either
having or not having suicidal thoughts.
– Reports of social support and unit cohesion were grand-mean centered to create unit-level scores for
both variables. Multilevel modeling was used to analyze the relationships among social support, unit
cohesion, and depressive symptoms at the individual and unit levels. Multilevel logistic regressions were
used to examine the associations among social support, unit cohesion, and risk of suicidal ideation at the
individual and unit levels.

STRENGTHS

– The exploration of strengths-based factors that could buffer against mental health difficulties is an
important topic that is explored in this understudied population.

LIMITATIONS

– Limited discussion of the substantive differences between social support and unit cohesion make
interpretations of the results unclear. In other words, potential explanations for why social support
appears to be helpful at the individual and group level while unit cohesion was only helpful at the
individual level are absent.
– Suicidal ideation was recoded to reflect the presence or absence of suicidal thoughts (i.e., dichotomous).
Therefore, there is less information on how social support and unit cohesion is related to the severity
and frequency of suicidal ideation.
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DIMENSIONS OF ASSESSMENT

A D E Q UAT E

— CREDIBLE: Research that is rigorous, transparent, consistent,
and generalizable. This dimension reflects an evaluation of the
study’s scientific methodology.
— CONTRIBUTORY: Research that is original, applicable, and has
the potential to enhance the well-being of military families. This
dimension examines the impact of the study.
— COMMUNICATIVE: Research that is coherent, understandable,
and readable. This dimension assesses how effectively the
authors convey the content of the study.
* These dimensions are adapted from the work of Mårtensson
et al. (2016). For more information on the REACH evaluation
framework and rubric visit: MilitaryREACH.org
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EXEMPLARY

ADDITIONAL INFORMATION

Underlined terms in red font are linked to the definition in the
Military REACH Dictionary. To explore more terms visit: https://
militaryreach.auburn.edu//DictionaryResult. Terms in blue font
are linked to additional resources.
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