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New Initiative Aims to Prevent Suicide
Every day, about 100 Americans die from suicide, which now accounts for twice as many deaths as homicide. Among U.S. military veterans alone, suicide attempts jumped from 10,888 in 2009 to 17,754 in 2011. To address this growing problem, the federal government recently introduced an initiative to prevent suicides, especially among military veterans and younger Americans.
Learn More >

The new plan uses Facebook, mobile computer applications (apps), and other community-oriented strategies to report concerns before a person tries to commit suicide. The community aspect of the initiative is essential because, "It takes the entire community to prevent suicides,” according to U.S. Surgeon General Regina Benjamin. “We all can play a role."

Here are several key elements of the plan:

· A new Facebook service lets users report suicidal comments that friends post online. Then the website e-mails the potential victim, encouraging him to call the hotline or chat with a counselor online. Both options ensure confidentiality and are designed to help people in crisis, who may not know how—or who—to ask for help. This new service helps connect Facebook users in distress with the right resources, when and where they need them most.
· Certain mobile apps and other new technologies also help connect people with counseling resources and related help. For example, the Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) and Department of Defense (DoD) Post-traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) coach mobile app provides education, symptom-trackers, self-assessment tools, and connections to support people with PTSD, which increases the risk of suicide. The free app has already won an award for innovation in telemedicine.
· An online Community Provider Toolkit delivers support, therapeutic tools, and resources to community-based healthcare providers, who treat veterans for mental health issues. The Toolkit aims to improve mental health services to veterans by enhancing care coordination between the community and the VA. It provides information about accessing, communicating with, and making referrals to the VA. It also includes tools to help veterans deal with various mental health concerns and offers information to help providers learn about military culture.
The initiative makes $55.6 million available in grants for suicide prevention programs, and President Obama has directed federal agencies to improve the delivery of mental health services for veterans, service members, and their families. Agencies have already responded. For example, the VA is hiring 1,600 new mental health professionals and 300 support staff and is increasing its crisis hotline staff by 50%.

Learning from the Past

Things have changed since the last large U.S. plan addressed suicide in 2001. Research has identified those at greatest risk and the best strategies to reach them. According to Surgeon General Benjamin, "We now know what we didn't know 15 years ago—or we didn't understand—which is that suicide is preventable. So prevention is where we're focusing now."
Benjamin states, "We didn't really talk about suicide much. We didn't bring up the idea of suicide. We were afraid it might give someone a new idea. Now we know that it's important to ask 'Have you have suicidal thoughts?' or 'Are you thinking about suicide?' and say 'If you are, there are ways to get help.'"
However, at-risk veterans who felt slighted during previous efforts to get help may pose challenges for providers trying to connect with them now. Kristina Kaufmann, executive director of the Code of Support Foundation, thinks it must be made clear to service members that the military is sincerely trying to improve care. Also, she says that some people “will never use anything connected to the VA, so that's why I think it's important to provide different options."

Although approaches to suicide have changed, Cheryl Sharp, a special adviser to the National Council for Community Behavioral Healthcare, notes that the subject of suicide is “still taboo” for many people. That’s why she thinks that any efforts to help people talk about how they feel are useful, especially if trained experts can promptly reach those at risk. She adds that the new initiative’s emphasis on technology can help people, especially ones who hesitate to ask for help in person and are more comfortable posting their troubles online. It gives them a “way to make some kind of connection. I think it's good."
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