
 
Suicide Prevention - Be Great Wingmen 
 

Over the past year, I have stressed the importance of Airmen looking out for one another, 
especially in light of our alarmingly high suicide rate in 2004. I asked that we all make the extra 
effort to look for troubling signs in our co-workers -- that we be great wingmen. Our rates have 
gone down, but each loss that we take is one too many. The efforts of some great wingmen have 
saved the lives of some of our comrades in arms, but now I urge each of you to continue to 
provide mutual support. 

 
In my 39-year career, I have always been proud of how our Air Force takes care of its own. It 

sets us apart from those in the private sector and it is something I will deeply miss in retirement. 
This attitude is firmly rooted in the profession of arms and is part of our common Airman 
culture. Our inaugural Wingman Day occurred after four months in which 24 Airmen took their 
own lives. Discussing the stressors we experience, re-emphasizing available supportive services, 
and talking about what it takes to be a great wingman provided an opportunity for us to join 
together and examine how we can strengthen our common Airman culture at every level.  

 
Why has focusing on our wingman responsibilities contributed to lowering our suicide rates? 

I believe part of the answer lies in our core value of “Service Before Self.” The foundation of 
this value is respect -- respect for our Air Force, for ourselves, and for our fellow Airmen. As we 
give and gain respect, we develop our sense of what it means to be Airmen and create a 
community to support those who need our help. Airmen support and protect their fellow Airmen. 
Airmen help Airmen in need. Airmen work with Airmen to deliver precision results wherever 
and whenever needed. 

 
Being a great wingman means recognizing when other Airmen are in distress and having the 

courage to care. I am asking each of you to make being a wingman a habit and not just a slogan. 
Wingman Day isn’t nearly enough. While providing a good opportunity to reflect on how we 
take care of our own, simply scheduling one day a year is just a beginning. We must each make a 
conscious choice each and every day, ensuring that we are thinking, preparing, and acting in 
accord with our core values and serving as wingmen to our fellow Airmen, whether they are 
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active, reserve, guardsman, or civilian. We should ask ourselves daily, “Who are my wingmen, 
how are they doing, and what have I done to support them today?” That’s where “Service Before 
Self” begins -- with you and your teammates. That’s what makes our United States Air Force the 
greatest Air and Space force in the world. 

 
 

 


