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TAKING ACTION TO PREVENT SUICIDE

Preventing Suicide through Policy Change
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Responses Should Correspond to Risk
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Prevention for Suicide

• Primordial - Reduce causes of adverse childhood experiences;  
Address social determinants affecting families; establish anti-bullying 
conditions in schools

• Primary - Create school ed/skill programs to build resiliency; ensure 
teens have supportive adults; establish trained peer supports for key 
populations

• Secondary - Screening/intervening for depression, stress; target 
highest risk populations, those leaving armed services or those 
facing discrimination
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Be Mindful of the Methods of Suicide Deaths

• Over the last decade, 

leading methods of 

suicide deaths are

• Firearms - increasing 

rapidly

• Suffocation/hanging -

increasing rapidly

• Overdoses/poisoning
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Counseling Can Be Effective

Runyan CW et al, “Lethal Mean Counseling for parents of youths 
seeking emergency care for suicidality”, West J Emerg Med. 

2016:17(1):8-14
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Social Conditions May Be Best 
Predictors in Some Cases



Social Conditions Matter
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Specialized Programs for Populations
Addressing Social Determinants as well as MH Services 

• Veterans: Veteran suicides 2X those 
of non-veterans (MA "SAVE" program-
peer-based support for vets & their 
families)  

• LGBTQ: LGB youth 5X as likely to 
attempt suicide (Trevor Project has 
specialized support & prevention 
services)
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“Trauma Informed” Schools

• Bethlehem, Pennsylvania:

• Teachers and principals trained

• Regular reports on data – positive incentives

• Results: Suspensions (down 17%); performance up 

16%

• Greenville, South Carolina:  

• Teachers trained; student leaders; on-site services

• Narrative change: from “what's wrong with student?” to 

“what conditions affected student?” & how to help

• Results: Suspension days (down 20%)  
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How is this related to equity?
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Population-Wide Approaches Are Needed

• Approaches to reach an entire 
population rather than an individual  

• Laws, regulations, policies that change 

the conditions for all

• Examples:  Anti-discriminatory policies; 
policies promoting economic 
opportunities; school mandates for 

health; incorporating behavioral health 
into school settings  
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Improving Social and Economic Conditions

• Earned income tax credits - In 
VT, 44K families received $27M in 
income assistance; poverty down

• Fair hiring practices - Ban the 
Box laws in DC; Minneapolis & 
Atlanta  increased employment; SC 

passed expungement law
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A Life-Course, Multi-
Sector Approach is 
Best 
• Focus on up- and mid-stream 

prevention as well as healthcare 

• Consider multiple simultaneous 

action steps at all stages of life 

• Involve populations at risk

• …and public health, education, 

labor, criminal justice, housing, 
social services, business, faith & 
community-based groups, & 
government policymakers
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National Resilience Strategy: Programs in 
Action

• The Pain in the Nation report highlights more 

than 60 research-based policies, practices, and 

programs

• The National Suicide Prevention Lifeline is     

1-800-273-8255

www.paininthenation.org/

www.tfah.org/

#SuicidePrevention #KPIHP


