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“The Greeks told the story of the minotaur, the 
bull-headed flesh-eating man who lived in the 
center of the labyrinth. He was a threatening 
beast, and yet his name was Asterion – Star. I 
often think of this paradox as I sit with someone 
with tears in her eyes, searching for some way to 
deal with a death, a divorce, or a depression. It is 
a beast, this thing that stirs in the core of her 
being, but it is also the star of her innermost 
nature. We have to care for this suffering with 
extreme reverence so that, in our fear and anger 
at the beast, we do not overlook the star.”

-Care of the Soul, Thomas Moore



SPRC COMPREHENSIVE APPROACH 
TO SUICIDE PREVENTION



BACKGROUND AND HISTORY



NATIONAL GUIDANCE FOR IMPROVED 
MESSAGING



CHARTING THE FUTURE OF SUICIDE PREVENTION

According to polling conducted by a national 
health research firm:

• 94% of Americans believe that many suicides 
are preventable with appropriate research, 
interventions, and services. (AFSP / Harris 
Poll)

• 94% would take action to help someone close 
to them who was thinking about suicide. (AFSP 
/ Harris Poll)

• 86% of the population believes that it is 
important to invest in suicide prevention. 
(Charting the Future)

Charting the Future of Suicide Prevention

https://sprc.org/sites/default/files/migrate/library/ChartingTheFuture_Fullbook.pdf


NEED FOR A CHANGE IN 
SUICIDE PREVENTION MESSAGING

• Emphasis on problem severity, not prevention
• Collectively, creating a “negative narrative” about suicide

• Too few stories of hope, recovery, resilience 
• Stories of suicide deaths are common

• Protective: news stories about coping with adversity without suicidal 
behavior 8 

• The field lacks a core message or frame
• We can be more proactive in shaping the conversation

National Action Alliance for Suicide Prevention
Expert Panel responses to current messaging: 



-Key Informant (Charting the Future of Suicide 

Prevention)

“We need to get people other than the choir to 
sing. We need journalist associations, employee 
assistance programs, chambers of commerce, 
defense lawyers, pediatricians, family 
practitioners, and others to get involved. They see 
people every day that may be at risk and we need 
them to partake in the conversation.”



SAFE AND EFFECTIVE MESSAGING ECOSYSTEM



“WERTHER” VS. “PAPAGENO” EFFECT 

How we communicate about 

suicide may influence a 

vulnerable person towards 

suicidal behavior. 

But positive messaging about 
suicide prevention such as 
coverage of positive coping in 
adverse circumstances, or 
information about resources 
may have protective effects. 

SuicidePreventionMessaging.org



RESEARCH ON THE WERTHER VS PAPAGENO EFFECT



PAPAGENO VS. WERTHER

POSITIVE OUTCOMES  

• Increased help-
seeking

• More awareness of 
resources, warning 
signs

• De-stigmatization of 
mental illness and 
suicide

UNINTENDED CONSEQUENCES

• Imitative behavior

• Reinforcing problem 
behaviors

• Inaccurate and/or 
stigmatizing perceptions

• Stereotypes

• Negative “narratives”

• Omitting critical information

www.SuicidePreventionMessaging.org  



RECOMMENDED LANGUAGE

• Died by/of Suicide 

• Took their own life

• Attempted suicide

• Activating 

• Committed / completed 
suicide

• Successful or 
unsuccessful (attempts)

• Triggering 

USE Avoid

Language use and suicide: An online cross-sectional survey
• www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6563960/ 

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6563960/
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6563960/


FRAMEWORK FOR SUCCESSFUL MESSAGING



STRATEGY



History and Policies: Suicide Prevention

What is your strategy for 
reducing suicide?

How does messaging fit into 
your efforts?

Decide “why” before “how”

Start with Strategy



Message Development Frameworks

“How” 

decision is 

here



SAFETY



• Unsafe messages can 
influence vulnerable people 
to imitate risky behaviors

• All messages on suicide and 
prevention should be 
filtered through a “safety 
lens”



Provide a 
Resource

Providing a suicide prevention resource is 
one of the most important components 
when messaging about suicide or suicide 
prevention. 

Text Ayuda or Hola for Spanish



HISTORY AND POLICIES: SUICIDE 
PREVENTION

Example

• Normalizing of help-seeking
• Promotion of resource



Addressing Fears Related to Seeking Help
HT TPS://YOUTU.BE/82CK894OWXM

https://youtu.be/82CK894OwxM
https://youtu.be/82CK894OwxM


• Don’t normalize suicide by presenting it as a 
common event (e.g., epidemic, skyrocketing)

• Most people who consider suicide do not act 
on those thoughts.

• Presenting suicide as common may 
unintentionally remove a protective bias 
against suicide. 

Avoid 
“Normalizing” 

Statements



HISTORY AND POLICIES: SUICIDE 
PREVENTIONExamples

• Undefined audiences and 
goals 

• No call to action

• Oversimplification of causes

• Language
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Examples

• Focus on severity of 
problem, not on 
prevention

• No call to action

• Dark images and colors

• Language and use of data



Avoid 
Describing 
Methods

Avoid sharing details about how the suicide was 
carried out such as specific details about 
weapon or means used, location of wound, or 
the location of the incident.
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Examples

• Images of 
means/methods

• Focus on severity, no 
prevention message

• Language



What “causes” 
suicide?



Avoid 
Oversimplifying 

“Causes”

Rather than offering single reasons for suicide (breakup, 
job loss, etc.), frame suicide as a complex issue influenced 
by multiple factors. 

Oversimplification of suicide can 
mislead people to believe that it 
is a normal response to fairly 
common life circumstances. 



Suicidal behaviors in LGBT populations appear to be 
related to “minority stress”, which stems from the 
cultural and social prejudice attached to minority 
sexual orientation and gender identity. This stress 
includes individual experiences of prejudice or 
discrimination, such as family rejection, harassment, 
bullying, violence, and victimization. These negative 
outcomes, rather than minority sexual orientation 
or gender identity per se, appear to be the key risk 
factors for LGBT suicidal ideation and behavior.”

Talking About Suicide and LGBT 
Populations 

https://www.lgbtmap.org/file/talking-about-suicide-and-lgbt-populations.pdf
https://www.lgbtmap.org/file/talking-about-suicide-and-lgbt-populations.pdf


• Positive: highlights 
protective factors 
(supportive environments, 
family support) and risk 
factors 

• Focus on severity and 
misuse of data

• No resource



GUIDELINES AND TOOLKITS



Guidelines

National Recommendations for Depicting Suicide

theactionalliance.org/resource/national-recommendations-depicting-suicide


Social Media



- John Daniszewski, AP Vice President for Standards

“How and When We Report on Suicide”

“Reporting on suicide, like reporting on sexual abuse, 
is one of the areas in which we favor not saying all 
that we know.
However, in some versions, we also gave out more 
information about the method of death than required.
If police, prosecutors or family members announce 
publicly that a suicide was by pills, hanging, gunshot 
or other means, let’s keep such details to a minimum 
and not make it the lead of our stories on the deaths.”



ReportingOnSuicide.org

https://reportingonsuicide.org/


reportingonsuicide.cisco.com/

https://reportingonsuicide.cisco.com/


WORKING WITH MEDIA AS ALLIES

– “US” vs. “THEM”

– Have a Plan 

– Simplify the Process

– Help Them Help You

– Be Gracious (and humble)



MEDIA ENGAGEMENT PLAN

Purpose: 

• Active engagement of news media to 
promote safe messaging and  
recommendations for reporting on 
suicide. 

Goals:

• Promote recommendations for reporting 
on suicide and suicide prevention to local 
media

• Coordinate trainings and activities to 
engage diverse voice in suicide 
prevention

Made up of members of 
the Media Sub-
Committee, with 

additional support from 
advisory team members

Provide reminders 
about reporting 

recommendations as 
events unfold

Monitoring for news and 
entertainment media 
pieces about suicide 

and suicide prevention

Review submissions, 
determine level of 
response (if any)

Coordination of 
response to media 

outlet



MATERIAL
S

• Local version of “Recommendations for Reporting 

on Suicide” 

• Full and quick reference guide

• Speaker/Interview List

• Media Advisory Template 

• In light of recent events

• Template Letters to Media: Concerns and Support

• “Thank you for covering the issue of suicide, but 

next time could you please…”

• Take-home Points: Media and Public Information 

Officers

• Positive Message Sample Posts for Social 

Media/Online Articles



Prevention



Prevention examples



Prevention examples



Prevention examples



Not everything that prevents suicide must be about suicide prevention



Addressing Fears Related to Seeking Help
HT TPS://YOUTU.BE/82CK894OWXM

https://youtu.be/82CK894OwxM
https://youtu.be/82CK894OwxM


Intervention



Screening vs. 
Assessment

“What MOST school personnel actually 
conduct is a screening rather than a 
comprehensive risk assessment. It is 
important to know which is being conducted 
and most important is that schools have a 
consistent policy on how to proceed…. 

Many schools prefer to refer outside of 
school for the comprehensive assessment to 
determine risk AFTER conducting a brief 
screening. This allows the outside providers 
to determine if hospitalization and/or 
further treatment are warranted.”
-Terri A. Erbacher, Ph. D. 

Suicide Prevention in Schools: A Toolkit for Empowering School Districts: 
https://theactionalliance.org/sites/default/files/action_alliance_recommended_standard_care_final.pdf 

https://theactionalliance.org/sites/default/files/action_alliance_recommended_standard_care_final.pdf


What is Safety Planning?

The purpose of the Safety Planning Intervention is 
to provide people who have experienced a suicidal 
crisis with a specific set of coping strategies and 
resources to use in order to decrease the risk of 
suicidal behavior. 

suicidesafetyplan.com/ 

suicidesafetyplan.com/


Counseling on Lethal Means

After completing this course, you will be able to: 

• Explain that reducing access to lethal means is an evidence-based 
strategy for suicide prevention.

• Explain how reducing access to lethal means can prevent suicide.
• Identify clients for whom lethal means counseling is appropriate.
• Describe strategies for raising the topic of lethal means, and feel 

more comfortable and competent applying these strategies with 
clients.

• Advise clients on specific off-site and in-home secure storage 
options for firearms and strategies to limit access to dangerous 
medications.

• Work with your clients and their families to develop a specific plan 
to reduce access to lethal means and follow up on the plan over 
time.

https://zerosuicidetraining.edc.org/enrol/index.php?id=20 

https://zerosuicidetraining.edc.org/enrol/index.php?id=20


Postvention



Communicating with the 
School Students, Staff and the Community

Possible Scenarios

• Option 1: Death has been ruled a suicide

• Option 2: Cause is unconfirmed (ask that rumors not 
be spread)

• Option 3: Family has requested cause of death not be 
disclosed 

• Addressing rumors of suicide

• Since the subject of suicide has been raised…it’s complex but 
mental illnesses such as depression are usually the cause



YOUTH CREATING CHANGE: 

Youth Creating Change is a non-profit organization (501 c3) dedicated to 
placing young people’s voices and creativity at the center of suicide 
prevention and mental health programming. Our mission is to educate 
young people about mental health, suicide prevention, and other critical 
health and social justice issues through the creation of art and film projects; 
to facilitate healing and belonging through creative expression; and to 
support schools and communities through curriculums, trainings, and 
awareness activities in creating safe spaces where young people feel seen, 
heard, and supported in reaching out for help.

YOUTHCREATINGCHANGE.ORG







“REACHING OUT”

https://vimeo.com/331095316

https://vimeo.com/331095316


“THIS ISN’T THE END”

vimeo.com/208747236

https://vimeo.com/208747236
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Thank you for attending!
StanPCollins@gmail.com
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