Suicide Prevention in the South West

 CSIP Conference, 2 April 2009
Suicide is a difficult subject – only in recent years discussed more openly only decriminalised in 1961.

Scale
We are told that the suicide rate is falling – 

then we hear about Bridgend – a blip?





    sadly not – just that the media noticed;





    and was the coverage helpful?

Statistics: complex – see materials; fortunately I take a simple approach

Year


Suicides – Eng & Wales

= 1 every

1997 5816 (UK5993)


90 minutes

2006

      5554



96 minutes

2007

      5377



98 minutes

Proportions – 75% = males; hardly changed

Age pattern has – early 1990’s highest rates 75+ group; now decreased recent years highest rates in men in age group 15-44

women in age group 45-74

Only 25% have had recent contact with mental health services;

         50% with any health service.

         15% (approx) leave a note – many of those unclear

Attempts – more difficult to quantify-

10 yrs ago Samaritans estim 1 every 5 minutes

Recently estimated – 1 every 2 hours difficult to equate with deaths 98 mins apart

Samaritans – Media Guidelines 24,000 cases of attempted suicide by young people (age 10-19)

Saddest thing I heard as an Education Welfare Officer 11 year old; “I just felt I couldn’t go on.”

Who dies by suicide?
We have all heard:

“I never thought he / she was they type…” – probably some of us have said it

What is meant?

Only losers and inadequates die in this way?

31/12/97 – Lynda Lee-Potter – re the suicide of Nadia Sawalha’s estranged husband,

“She is now tormented by guilt. This no doubt is what her husband intended. Adults who commit suicide are cowardly and cruel. They want to wound those whom they blame for their own unhappiness and inadequacies. It’s a violent, savagely selfish form of revenge.”

Six months later: Paula Yates death:

“People who want to kill themselves need to find a reason for living”

Responses of the bereaved:

“My brother John committed suicide… A less cowardly or cruel person would be hard to find… John was manic depressive, as I am….Not long before his final breakdown, he said he wished he had an illness people could empathise with more readily.”

“My husband was 47 when he was made redundant. He went into severe depression, despite electroconvulsive therapy, a drugs mixture and assorted jobs over 5 years, he took his own life while I was out shopping, my first thought when I found him slumped in his car was not how cowardly and cruel he was but what a dreadful waste.”

There is only one “type” of person who dies by suicide – the human being and every suicide death is a dreadful waste.

Work over the last 12 years – contact with many survivors, face to face / phone.

Includes some with titles


   some with addictions


   full spectrum of financial status


   jobs – professionals, senior politician – unemployed

               all shades of ethnicity ( on phone don’t know – I don’t ask – irrelevant)

What I have heard from them has included some often repeated characteristics

artistic

sensitive and caring of others

Perfectionist

Workaholic

“Suicide recognises no age, social, ethnic or cultural boundaries” – SOBbS leaflet

Realities of suicide bereavement

Acres of paper has been covered by ‘experts’ writing about bereavement model – all familiar with the recipe:

Stages;
shock, numbness and denial


Anger and bargaining



Depression, despair and panic



Acceptance

The last of which should lead to:
Closure






Moving on (Sub-text – all back to normal)

Emotions: guilt, regret, loneliness, self reproach, hopelessness, confusion, depression.

And what is written is not always right – 

Suicide –

“Feelings of acute embarrassment” (Lawcare) - understatement

“explain that the person chose to do it” (Winston’s Wish) – not ‘chose’ decided
What makes suicide bereavement different?
(Refer to handout – Shock and Grief – will go into detail in p.m. Seminar)

Often –

Not acknowledged – disproportionality of the guilt

Not mentioned – relief, failure – both increase guilt feelings

Not recognised – destructiveness – challenge to fundamental life values and beliefs –

“My family’s tsunami, our Katriona all our old certainties, out normality destroyed”

“Set off a nuclear explosion in my heart” (JK)

Blame – externalised after other deaths – swirls around in the family


   destroys individuals and families

Social isolation – word used often by bereaved – stigma

1961 – Suicide was decriminalised; but inquest system still puts the bereaved on trail (England and Wales only)
Scotland – different system – can have its own problems – difficult to get information.

What helps
Start with what doesn’t

1 Expectation that we will have “got over it” in months.

Reality – in that timescale barely even started – shock insulates; particularly if no inquest yet held – emotions ‘holding their breath’

2 Support that does not recognise that “Suicide is different” reality – it has huge additional issues / particular nuances

2004 – Colin Murray-Parkes – admitted that he had not understood these differences when he first outlined his model.

But still far too much training done to old model.

3 Legal processes – public intrusion into private tragedy:


                                     Post-mortem – indignity and mutilation




 
 Press
intrusiveness – children not protected





 Public pillorying of the bereaved at inquest

4 Perception that they chose to die


(Refer to Help is at Hand – to be recommended, very helpful BUT p22 – advice about telling children – wrongly uses the word ‘chose’)
So what does help?
Queen Mother: “It’s not that it gets better, it’s that we get better at it.”

1) Breaking isolation – knowing you are not along –

Starting to create a ‘patchwork quilt’ of support

Having access to help straightway – 6/8 week waiting list – not appropriate

SOBbS
(or WAY Foundation

or Compassionate Friends)

Internet

Info – (e.g. Guideline for dealing with media)

Helpline – talk to someone, receive information

Group – Contact with others who KNOW – share similar circumstance

Support Days Important for those who cannot get to a group

Residentials important for those who cannot get to a group

BUT remember not everyone has a computer

Or – has never used one before

Or -  it was their computer

Or – it may be weeks before able to use – lack of concentration

Or – no belief that there is any help, so why look

2) Officials involved should supply information about support straight away –
Do not assume that someone else will / has – better twice than not at all;

Do not make decisions for them;

Do not worry about the coroner’s verdict – probably months away.

Allow the bereaved to make the choice that is right for them – at a time of their choice just knowing that we are there helps.

3) Finish with some survivors voices – how they felt about the help they found

Survivors Voices:

2006

First Timer

“Not sure whether I really wanted to go throughout the journey up, worrying about a gloomy weekend.
I found instead an incredibly joyful experience, with lots of affection and laughter and understanding – and hopefully I will have made some long term friends.

A really relaxing “battery recharging weekend.”

2007

A regular

“It is so difficult to put into words what these weekends mean to me. Seeing old friends and meeting new ones in a warm, friendly and safe environment gives me the strength to get through another year…having ‘you guys’ is a comfort and gives me hope and inspiration for the future.

2008

Two Voices:

“The fun that we had on the special candelit dinner evening is a reminder to me that I am allowed to let myself go and enjoy myself without feeling guilty…we are allowed to laugh, to joke and that we can learn to ‘trust’ again.
“Food and fellowship, laughs tinged with sadness, but hope for new beginnings. The memory tree, the lovely Church service when the Vicar dedicated the tree with a moving prayer.

The retreat can be a bloke thing!”
‘Sticks and stones may break my bones, but words will never hurt me’.

Significant words and their meanings

Word


Derivation


Meaning
Bereaved / bereft
O.English


Rob; leave desolate

Choice


Latin/O.Eng/Fr


Option / Alternative / Preference 

Choose





select / pick / elect /opt for / prefer /wish
Commit

Latin>M.Eng


Perpetrate (crime)

Stigma
Greek

Mark made by pointed instrument – a brand


Oxford Dictionary
A mark or sign of disgrace or discredit

Stigmatise


Describe as unworthy or disgraceful   

Suicide
Latin

Self + killing


Oxford Dictionary
Intentional self-slaughter

Taboo
Polynesian
Boundary / limit set by God – beyond which it is forbidden to go


Biblical equivalent = abomination


Oxford Dictionary
Setting apart a person or thing as accursed / sacred



Ban / prohibition



Exclude / prohibit by authority or social influence

Trauma
Greek
Wound


Oxford Dictionary
Emotional shock



Ordeal / anguish / injury

Victim
Latin
Person / thing injured or destroyed

(A word never to be used in relation to suicide)
