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Home Time
By Tranda Watts

Multi-county Extension Agent

Beware of suicidal warnings
Suicide deaths are part of a grow-

ing problem in Kansas communi-
ties, the ninth leading cause of death
in Kansas in 1999.

It is not easy to talk or think about
suicide. Myth suggests that talking
about it causes suicide to happen.
The fact is, talking and recognizing
risk potential helps prevent suicide.

We all seem to go through a pe-
riod of feeling down or withdraw-
ing from friends and family at some
point. Why might an individual
consider taking their own life? Sui-
cide is caused by a combination of
risk factors, when the individual
may lack or refuse support from
family and community. These fac-
tors can include:

• Previous attempts. Those who
have tried suicide before are at a
much higher risk.

• Mental disorders, or mental and
substance abuse disorders occur-
ring together.

• Family history. Higher risk ex-
ists when a close family member
has attempted or completed suicide.

• Stressful life event or loss.
• Easy access to lethal methods,

especially guns.
• Incarceration.
• Exposures to others’ suicidal

behavior. There is evidence of sui-
cide clusters, local “epidemics” of
suicide with a contagious influence.
These clusters nearly always in-
volve previously disturbed people
who learn about the other deaths,
but rarely knew the victims person-
ally.

Suicidal behavior may stem from
feelings of helplessness. Those who
attempt suicide tend to be isolated.
They withdraw from friends and
from family communication, and
are likely to have many stressors:
family problems (divorce, remar-
riage, death of a family member,
marital discord), peer problems
(loss of friendships) and other

physical, mental or social chal-
lenges.

Everyone should be aware of the
warning signs of suicide, and notice
whether other risk factors are build-
ing. The following warning signs
are not in ranked order:

• Depressed mood.
• Substance abuse.
• Frequent episodes of running

away, criminal activity or being in-
carcerated.

• Expressions of suicidal
thoughts, or talk of death or the af-
terlife during moments of sadness
or boredom.

• Family loss or instability, sig-
nificant problems with family
members.

• Withdrawal from friends and
family.

• No interest in or enjoyment of
activities that once were pleasur-
able.

• Unplanned pregnancy.
• Impulsive, aggressive behavior,

frequent expressions of rage.
• Giving away prized posses-

sions.
It can be difficult to know what

to do when you learn someone is
thinking of suicide. The American
Association of Suicidology recom-
mends the following:

• Be direct. Talk openly about
suicide.

• Be willing to listen. Allow ex-
pression of feelings and accept
them.

• Be non-judgmental. Do not de-

bate whether suicide is right or
wrong, or feelings are good or bad.
Do not lecture on the value of life.

• Get involved. Become avail-
able. Show interest and support.

• Do not dare a person to do it.
• Do not act shocked; it will put

distance between you.
• Refuse to be sworn to secrecy.

Seek help and support.
• Offer hope of possible alterna-

tives.
• Take action. Remove means,

such as guns or stockpiled pills.
• Get help from persons or agen-

cies specializing in crisis interven-
tion and suicide prevention, such as
a community mental health center,
counselor, mental heath profes-
sional or clergy.

Surprisingly, those who are con-
sidering suicide may show a sudden
lift in mood after a period of sad-
ness, because they believe they
have found a solution to their prob-
lem.

A National Suicide Help Line is
available 24 hours a day by calling
1-800-SUICIDE. It provides a cri-
sis line staff to talk with individu-
als who are thinking of suicide.

Tranda Watts is multi-county ex-
tension specialist in food, nutrition,
health and safety for Decatur,
Gove, Norton, Sheridan, and Trego
counties. Call her at 785-443-3663
or e-mail twatts@oznet.ksu.edu.
For more information, contact the
county extension office, 475-8121.

1-800-999-6845
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