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How to Talk About Suicide

According to the American Foundation for Suicide Prevention, suicide is currently
the tenth leading cause of death in the United States. Since 2010, the number of
suicides between individuals aged 15 to 24 have increased each subsequent year.
The rise of social media and online bullying is one commonly attributed factor to
teen and young adult suicide. With the popularity of TV series like 13 Reasons Why,
there is also a growing concern of suicide contagion, especially among young
people. The more one is exposed to suicide — in media, in one’s own family, or
among one's own peer group — the greater the risk for suicidal behaviors.

While suicide is not contagious in the way that a disease like, say, the flu is, there is
a concern that the more prominently suicide is featured as a plot device in movies
and television, or as a lyrical device in songs, that there may be a risk of
desensitization to the topic. In the series 13 Reasons Why, the young woman who
completes suicide leaves a series of tapes behind detailing the events and
individuals who played a role in her decision to take her own life. This raises the
question: Does a show like 73 Reasons Why demonstrate — and inadvertently
promote — suicide as a way to get back at one’s tormentors?

We should not be afraid to talk about suicide with our loved ones, especially and
most urgently if a loved one confides that they are having thoughts of harming
themselves. Open, honest, and informed communication about suicide does not
create a risk for suicide contagion or suicidal behaviors. Be aware that suicide is
most often the result of a number of factors and circumstances in someone’s life,
including mental health concerns, such as depression. We encourage you and your
loved ones to seek help — remember your Life Advisor Employee Assistance
Program is a resource for this and other concerns. And lastly, if you are concerned
about a loved one in your life, talk to them. Ask them in a direct but non-
judgmental way if they are having suicidal thoughts and plans, and if they are, seek
help from experts immediately — the local police, the emergency room, or crisis
services available in your area.
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