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suicide prevention

If you or someone you know needs support now, call or text 988 or chat 988lifeline.org.

ave you ever stood around a workplace watercooler

and talked openly about a physical injury sustained

over the weekend? You may have squished a finger

while building a garden bed or strained your back
moving furniture. Maybe you even embellished a little to
bring in a larger crowd.

Now, have you ever talked openly about a mental health
struggle or experience with suicide?

It can be common to openly discuss with co-workers, su-
pervisors and others the physical aches and pains you feel.
But when it comes to mental health, those conversations are
much less open.

The World Health Organization’s definition of health in-
cludes physical, mental and social well-being.! Getting closer
to a state of complete well-being requires people to start fo-
cusing on all aspects of their health with the same respect
and openness. Mental health is health.

With that in mind, it’s important to recognize suicide as a
serious public health concern. Every year, more than 700,000
people globally die by suicide.? But there is hope. Suicide can
be one of the most preventable causes of death if timely ac-
tion is taken through empathy, listening and implementing
evidence-based and even low-cost interventions.

There are many workers waiting at that watercooler
wanting to talk. The good news is that those workplace wa-
tercooler talks among colleagues provide low-hanging fruit
for taking action. People spend most of their waking hours
at work, and you can make a difference by taking steps to
help those who are reaching out. These steps can include
participating in suicide prevention training, learning more
about the signs and symptoms of mental illness or suicide,
or even just asking your colleagues how they are doing and
really listening.

Where Do | Start?

As a benefits administrator, employer or HR leader, your
primary focus should be on establishing a workplace envi-
ronment that is supportive of mental health and on reduc-
ing the stigma of mental health issues. This is accomplished
with open communication, education for managers and su-
pervisors, and top-down support.’ You should also aim to
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set standards for how workers interact with one another and
encourage social support networks.

One of the first steps you can take is to build a blueprint.
The National Action Alliance for Suicide Prevention has put
together a template called the Comprehensive Blueprint for
Workplace Suicide Prevention.* The blueprint includes all
the elements and resources that an organization needs to
build suicide prevention practices into the workplace.

Each workplace is going to build comprehensive sui-
cide prevention and mental health support differently, so
it is important to ask yourself the right questions to know
where to start. The alliance suggests the following initial
questions.’

o What is the sense of urgency?

o How does the price of not doing suicide prevention
compare with the price of implementing suicide pre-
vention?

o Do major stakeholders (both within and outside of the
organization) support suicide prevention?

o How does leadership within the organization view sui-
cide prevention?

« How will suicide prevention align with intended orga-
nizational core values and goals?

o How will planning and implementation for suicide
prevention be supported and sustained?

Implementing Suicide Prevention
in the Workplace
Now that you have asked these questions, it is time to plan
and implement a suicide prevention blueprint. To start, your
organization can implement one of many free or low-cost
options within the workplace.
Quick suicide prevention ideas include the following.
« Post phone numbers for crisis lines in visible spaces.®
» Tap into existing employee assistance program (EAP)
services.
o Schedule employee training sessions.
« Provide workers with tools to self-assess mental health
concerns.
If your organization has an established EAP, its services can
tulfill many of the categories within the Comprehensive Blue-



print for Workplace Suicide Prevention, such as life skills and
social network promotion, education and advocacy, mental
health services and resources, screening, crisis management
and suicide prevention training.” EAPs allow you to lean on ex-
perts to assist in achieving the goal of promoting mental health
and suicide prevention resources within the organization.

Mental health and suicide prevention programming can
seem daunting. Blueprints provide the ideas and plans, but
your organization needs to map out how the specific ele-
ments within each blueprint category will be executed. A
simple way to do that is by tapping into turnkey, expert-
developed solutions.

Learning from trusted experts in the field can also help
you identify gaps in the suicide prevention framework at
your organization, learn more about the complex nature of
suicide and, more importantly, understand how to make
strides to accomplish the goal of preventing suicide. Learn-
ing from trusted experts can be something straightforward
such as setting up training for your employees.

Suicide prevention training programs can be a minimal-
to no-cost way to start these conversations with your organi-
zation. Training can be presented to employees in as little as
one hour or may be planned as more intensive, multiple-day
events. The key is to start.

The following organizations and training programs are
examples of the various types of training that you can imple-
ment within your organization to help achieve this goal.

o LivingWorks Start: This program lasts 60 to 90 min-
utes and teaches participants how to recognize the
signs of suicide and take life-saving action by connect-
ing someone to hope and support.

« LivingWorks safeTALK: This in-person, four-hour
training provides in-depth skills to recognize signs of
suicide, engage someone and ensure a connection to
safety.

o LivingWorks ASIST: This in-person, two-day pro-
gram teaches participants how to provide a skilled in-
tervention and develop a collaborative safety plan to
keep someone safe and alive. Living Works training
programs can be accessed at www.livingworks.net
/trainings.

o More Than Sad: Offered by the American Foundation
for Suicide Prevention (https://afsp.org/more-than
-sad), this training lasts up to two hours and teaches
parents, teachers or teens how to recognize signs of
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e Suicide is a serious public health concern but is one of the most
preventable causes of death if timely action is taken through
empathy, listening and implementing evidence-based and even
low-cost interventions.

e Employers that want to focus on suicide prevention should focus
on establishing a workplace environment that is supportive of
mental health and reducing the stigma of mental health issues.

e Free or low-cost ideas for suicide prevention include posting
phone numbers for crisis lines in visible spaces, tapping into
existing employee assistance program (EAP) services, training
employees on suicide prevention and providing mental health
self-assessment tools.

e A wide variety of organizations provide resources and training on
suicide prevention. Training programs can range from an hour or
so in length to a few days.

depression and other mental health problems, initiate
a conversation about mental health and get help.

« Talk Saves Lives: Also offered by the American Foun-
dation for Suicide Prevention (https://afsp.org/talk
-saves-lives), this education program is roughly one
hour and teaches participants how to recognize com-
mon risk factors and warning signs associated with
suicide and how to keep themselves and others safe.

o QPR Gatekeeper Training: This training offered by
the QPR Institute (https://qprinstitute.com) lasts 60 to
90 minutes and focuses on the skills of how to recog-
nize warning signs of suicide, offer hope and get help
for someone to save a life.

Additional education, support and resources are available

from the following organizations.

o American Foundation for Suicide Prevention (https://
afsp.org): A voluntary health organization that gives
those affected by suicide a nationwide (U.S.) community
empowered by research, education and advocacy to take
action against this leading cause of death. It hosts local
programs and events in all 50 states.

A great starting point: “Learn the Facts” tab on the
home page. Learn from one of the foremost expert or-
ganizations what has been learned about suicide
through research, suicide prevention interventions and
treatments, and find out what you can do to help
achieve a world without suicide.
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o Living Works (www.livingworks.net): International
(U.S., Canada, Australia offices) suicide prevention
training programs organization. Programs are avail-
able for individuals, communities and organizations.

A great starting point: “Saving Lives from Suicide”
tab on the home page. Learn more about why suicide
prevention matters and how you can help through a
community-based approach.

o Man Therapy (https://mantherapy.org): A multi-
agency effort that focuses on providing resources to
men to help with problems such as suicide and mental
health by showing working-age men that talking about
their problems and getting help is masculine.

A great starting point: “Head Inspection” tab on the
home page. This 20-question self-assessment provides
insight on where you excel and where you can improve
with your mental health.

o National Suicide Prevention Lifeline (https://
suicidepreventionlifeline.org): A national network of
crisis centers that provides free and confidential emo-
tional support to people in suicidal crisis or emotional
distress 24 hours a day, seven days a week.

A great starting point: “Learn” tab on the home
page. Learn about the risks, factors and warning signs
of suicide and how you can help, and read stories of
hope and recovery.

o Suicide Prevention Resource Center (www.sprc.org):
Federally supported resource center devoted to ad-
vancing the implementation of the National Strategy
for Suicide Prevention.

A great starting point: “About Suicide” tab on the
home page. Learn about risks and protective factors
for suicide.

Many state, local and tribal health departments also pro-
vide suicide prevention programming to workplaces de-
pending on grant awards and funding.

It is important to recognize that this is not an exhaus-
tive list of all suicide prevention resources applicable to the
workplace. Remember, you must understand your audience
and its needs, as well as your organization’s culture, when
implementing suicide prevention programming. Organiza-
tion climate culture surveys or needs assessments can aid
in better understanding the employee population. Don’t be
afraid to get creative when implementing suicide prevention
programming in your workplace. Suggestions include:



+ Hold training over the lunch hour and encourage em-
ployees to bring their lunch and learn with their co-
workers

o Open a meeting with an educational, while also hu-
morous, video on breathing, cooking or even yoga

« Encourage workers to invite their dependents to at-
tend training along with them to broaden your
reach.

Conclusion

Suicide is a serious topic, but it doesn’t have to be uncom-
fortable. Over the past two-plus years, many people have had
to learn creative ways to reach out and connect. Use existing
expert resources and templates to build something at your
workplace for those reaching out. Those people waiting at
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that watercooler will thank you for starting the conversation.
You can make a difference. ®
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