	Suicide Warning Signs
How to spot the warning signs — and intervene effectively.
Pick up any newspaper and you'll read about another chilling homicide. Every day we hear about random violence, drive-by shootings, spousal abuse and high school tragedies that result in far too many senseless deaths.
But we usually don't hear about the even greater number of senseless deaths by suicide. In 1996, the most recent year for which statistics are available, there were approximately 20,000 murders and 31,000 suicides in the United States. And for each completed suicide, another 16 people made the attempt. 

Recently, Surgeon General David Satcher issued a "Call to Action to Prevent Suicide" — a campaign aimed at increasing public awareness, preventive services and scientific study. Raymond DePaulo, M.D., professor of psychiatry in the Johns Hopkins University School of Medicine and director of the Affective Disorders Clinic at Johns Hopkins Hospital, is involved in several areas of suicide research, including two multicenter studies investigating hereditary risk factors. But, he's quick to point out, heredity is just one piece of the puzzle. Suicide is a complex phenomenon that also involves brain chemistry, external stressors and the availability of lethal means. 

"Although we can't predict for sure who will commit suicide," says Dr. DePaulo, "four factors strongly influence the risk of suicide." Those factors are: 

· 
· [image: image1]Alcohol and substance abuse. People who abuse alcohol or drugs are often also depressed. Those substances may ease the pain temporarily, but they also reduce inhibitions, making impulsive suicidal acts more likely.
· [image: image2]Gender. Females attempt suicide more often than males — but males are four times more likely to complete the attempt.
· [image: image3]Age. Suicide rates increase through adolescence, plateau in adulthood and then increase again in old age, with the highest rates found in white men older than 65. Disturbingly, the suicide rate among young people aged 15 to 24 has nearly tripled in the past four decades.
"One of the great misconceptions is that traumatic stressors such as bereavement, loss of a job or diagnosis of a serious medical illness are enough to push people over the edge and cause them to commit suicide," says Dr. DePaulo. "But studies have shown that, unless clinically depressed or suffering from another type of severe mental illness, almost no one commits suicide in reaction to those types of hardships. Traumatic life events clearly can trigger suicidal behavior in people with clinical depression. We can't prevent most such traumatic events or even reduce their impact in the short run. The key is to recognize the depression and to treat it." 

 

What To Watch For
Mental health professionals have been looking for ways to prevent suicide for decades, but with little success. Current research is focusing on ways to identify and treat risk factors for suicidal behavior and to increase public awareness of the early warning signs. 

"At Hopkins," says Dr. DePaulo, "we're working to destigmatize depression and its treatment so that people feel more comfortable seeking help. We're also searching for ways to better identify people at high risk of suicide. For example, we're looking at impulsiveness — how quickly one moves from thought to action — as a moderating factor that may affect the risk." 

Another important factor is energy level. Ironically, notes Dr. DePaulo, the risk of suicide temporarily rises when a depressed person appears to be getting better. As depression lifts, energy level improves — but self-loathing and low self-esteem may remain. So people who still hate themselves finally have the energy to take suicidal action. Similarly, if a person suddenly starts feeling worse, the risk of suicide goes up as the individual reacts to another slide into the pain of depression. 

According to Dr. DePaulo, here are the warning signs to watch for — especially if they're accompanied by alcohol or drug abuse: 

· Emotional difficulties. Depression can manifest as a sense of impending doom, hopelessness, intense anxiety, self-loathing, apathy or numbness, as well as intense sadness. Impulsive behavior and rapid mood swings are also important risk factors. In addition, be especially watchful if a depressed person appears to feel either much better or much worse.
· [image: image4]Delusions. Many suicidal people have delusions of shame or guilt stemming from an imaginary transgression, or they may feel responsible for some imminent catastrophe.
· [image: image5]Comments about death or suicide. Contrary to popular belief, suicidal people usually say something about their intentions.
· [image: image6]Preparations for death. Some suicidal people make preparations, such as preparing documents, giving away sentimental possessions or writing letters to friends.
 

How You Can Help
      Take threats or talk of suicide seriously. "If you do see any of these warning signs in someone or if you suspect that someone may be suicidal," says Dr. DePaulo, "my advice is to stay with the person and seek professional help right away." If that person is on the verge of a suicidal act, take these crisis management tips from the National Depressive and Manic-Depressive Association: 

· Take the person seriously. Stay calm and listen, but don't underreact.
· [image: image7]Involve other people. Call 999 if necessary. Contact the person's physician, psychiatrist or therapist.
· [image: image8]Express concern. Give the person concrete examples of what leads you to believe that he or she is close to suicide.
· [image: image9]Listen attentively. Maintain eye contact. Use body language such as moving close to the person or holding his or her hand, if appropriate.
· [image: image10]Ask direct questions. Try to find out if the person has a specific plan and what method of suicide is being considered.
· [image: image11]Don't promise confidentiality. You may need to speak to friends, family members or health professionals.
· [image: image12]Acknowledge the person's feelings. Be empathetic, not judgmental.
· [image: image13]Offer reassurance. Stress that suicide is a permanent solution to a temporary problem, reminding the person that there is help and things will get better.


	


