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Presenter
Presentation Notes
JimThis presentation will review what is known, and more importantly what isn't known, about firefighter suicide. Participants will learn about suicide prevention and suicide postvention, defined as an organized response in the aftermath of a suicide to facilitate the healing of individuals from the grief and distress of suicide loss, mitigate other negative effects of exposure to suicide, and prevent suicide among people who are at high risk after exposure to suicide. Content will include effective suicide prevention strategies, evidence-based treatments for suicide, resources for suicide loss, and new IAFF efforts to understand and address suicide.
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@IAFFNewsdesk #IAFF
@SarahABernes #IAFFRedmond
@b_dreiman 

Connect with Us

https://www.facebook.com/IAFFonline

https://www.youtube.com/user/IAFFTV

Presenter
Presentation Notes
SarahWelcome to those of you here in Nashville today, and welcome to those of you joining us online from across the US, Canada, and around the world. Connect with us using our handles and these hashtags. Feel free to check in on social media and tweet throughout this presentation and the conference. This presentation is being live streamed using facebook live and youtube. You’ll be able to find the recording there as well. 

https://www.facebook.com/IAFFonline
https://www.youtube.com/user/IAFFTV
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I. Prevention: Understanding fire fighter suicide

II. Intervention: Helping a member who is suicidal

III. Postvention: What to do if a member dies by suicide

IV. Question & Answer

Agenda

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Brandon
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Do you know a fire fighter 
who has died by suicide?

Do you know more than one 
fire fighter who has died by 
suicide?

The Personal Impact

Presenter
Presentation Notes
BrandonPlease stand if you personally know a firefighter who has died from suicide. Remain standing if you know more than one firefighter who has died from suicide. Image permission received from Paul Combs via email on 1/7/19.
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Prevention:
Understanding fire fighter suicide

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Sarah
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Risk factors are characteristics that make it more likely that 
individuals will consider, attempt, or die by suicide:
• Previous suicide attempt(s)
• Presence of mental health conditions 
• Alcohol or drug abuse
• Loss (relational, social, work, or financial)
• Exposure to trauma
• Family history of suicide
• Access to firearms or other lethal means

Risk Factors for Suicide

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Sarah, pose question to Brandon Uniquely fire service risk factors:Chronic pain- back, kneesGo to work to deal with trauma every day Conditioned to face deathSarah: Research tells us that firefighters experience high rates of certain behavioral health disorders, like PTSD, depression, or AUD
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Protective factors are characteristics that make it less likely 
that individuals will consider, attempt, or die by suicide:
• Connectedness to individuals, family, community, and 

social institutions
• Effective clinical care for mental, physical, and substance 

abuse disorders
• Problem-solving skills and ability to adapt to change
• Self-esteem and a sense of purpose or meaning in life

Protective Factors for Suicide

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Sarah, pose question to Brandon Uniquely fire service protective factors:Social supportsPeer programsFamily structure on the job, as close as blood familyGallows humorDiscuss runs on the way back from call Kitchen table
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Thwarted Belongingness
• Social connections vital
• Loss of reciprocal care

Perceived Burdensomeness
• “They will better off without me.”

Acquired Capability
• Increased pain tolerance
• Decreased fear of death

Interpersonal Theory of Suicide

Van Orden, KA, Witte, TK, Cukrowicz, KC, Braithwaite, SR, Selby, EA, & Joiner, TE (2010). The interpersonal theory of suicide. Psychological Review, 117, 575-600. 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
BrandonThe interpersonal theory of suicide is one theory describing how suicidal behavior occurs. 	3 constructs: thwarted belongingness, perceived burdensomeness, capability for suicide. Overlap of thwarted belongingness + perceived burdensomeness creates desire for suicide (suicidal thoughts). It’s only when the capability for suicide exists that lethal suicide attempts occur (suicidal behavior). We’ll look at each construct in more detail.  Thwarted Belonging:When a person loses social connections, the concern for the negative ripple effect diminishes or disappears.This is why social isolation is an ominous warning sign.Examples of pulling together: JFK - The Challenger - 09/11Examples abound of people who reconsider suicide because of the impact it will have on another.Absence of reciprocal care: “I have no one to turn to and I don't support others”Perceived burdensomeness:make the world a better place and to add value to those around us.When we feel effective, we view ourselves as contributors.Especially difficult for firefighters when they perceive that they are costing others opportunities.Leads to a perception that “they will be better off without me.”Liability: “my death is worth more than my life to others”Acquired ability to commit lethal act:Ever jumped into a cold swimming pool?Exposure to pain, injury, and violence may increase risk.Frequently a gradual process.
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Increasing Suicide Rates

Presenter
Presentation Notes
BrandonWe’ve looked at suicide from a theoretical perspective, let’s look at the issue another way- through the data. Any discussion of suicide among a particular group, fire fighters included, must be grounded in an understanding of the national data. Overall, the U.S National Suicide rate rose 25.4% from 1999 to 2016.Overall, 47,173 Americans died by suicide in 2017Canada: “Latest research shows there were 4,157 suicides in 2017 in Canada and suicide is the 9th leading cause of death in Canada” 



10

Suicide Rates by Age and Sex in the US (2017)

Presenter
Presentation Notes
SarahThis chart shows suicide rates in the US in 2017 by age and sex. Clearly men die by suicide more often than women. Also shows us that some of the highest suicide rates are among working aged males. https://www.nimh.nih.gov/health/statistics/suicide.shtmlhttps://www.nimh.nih.gov/health/statistics/suicide.shtml 
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Rate of Suicide by Race, US 2000-2016

Presenter
Presentation Notes
SarahIn the last slide we looked at suicide rates by age and sex, this slide looks at suicide rates by race over time. You can see that white and American Indian/ Alaskan Natives consistently have the highest suicide rates; and they’ve been increasing over time. Brandon ties it together:According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, 96% of professional firefighters are male and 82% of professional firefighters are white. (years 2011-2015) 
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• Most of what is reported about fire fighter suicide is not 
supported by the science

• The following are not known:
• The rate of suicide among fire fighters
• If fire fighter suicide is increasing or decreasing
• If fire fighters are at higher risk for suicide than other 

comparable groups

• No reliable, national tracking system for fire fighter suicides

Data on Fire Fighter Suicide are Lacking

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Brandon:Don’t believe everything you hear or read in the news media or in trade publications. The IAFF will stick with the science. We are extremely concerned with getting the data right. SarahThere is a lot the research doesn’t tell us at this point. The general population is not an appropriate comparison group, because as we discussed suicide deaths occur most often among white males in middle age. 
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• H.R. 1646, reintroduced in 2019

• Introduced by Rep. Bera (D-CA) 

• Would develop system to collect data on 
first responder suicide; require annual 
report to Congress

• Would allow grant funding to establish or 
enhance peer-support programs

Helping Emergency Responders Overcome Act

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Sarah- first three bulletsThere is a bill introduced that could fix the lack of national dataHouse Bill currently has 51 cosponsorsShannon Meissner, IAFF Director of Governmental Affairs, who let me know a companion bill should be introduced in the Senate soon. Brandon-last bulletFunding for peer support programsImage free for use under creative commons: https://pxhere.com/en/photo/1367244 
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• Online reporting system

• Available to local union leaders

• Includes postvention resources

New Suicide Death Reporting System

User guide: http://services.prod.iaff.org/ContentFile/Get/38760

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Brandon:A lot we don’t know about fire fighter suicide, but fire fighters are incredibly resilient. The fact that suicide occur at all is reason enough for us to act.SarahThe IAFF does not need to wait; IAFF has created our own online reporting system When you log in, you will see every person who has ever been a member of your local. Please report deaths that have occurred in the past, and those that may occur in the future. BrandonThrough a better understanding of suicide in the fire service, we will be better able to advocate for appropriate resource and prevent it. When we know about suicide deaths of members, we can provide technical assistance about suicide postvention. We’ll discuss postvention later in this presentation. Image free under creative commons: https://pxhere.com/en/photo/714530

http://services.prod.iaff.org/ContentFile/Get/38760
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Intervention: 
Helping a member who is suicidal

Presenter
Presentation Notes
SarahWe want to ensure every one of our brothers and sisters who experiences suicidal thoughts gets the help they need. Suicide is complicated and involves multiple risk factors. It is not simply the result of stress or difficult life circumstances. Mental health conditions and substance abuse problems are treatable. 



16

Warning signs indicate an immediate risk of suicide:

• Talking about:
• Wanting to die or kill themselves
• Feeling hopeless or having no reason to live
• Feeling trapped or in unbearable pain
• Being a burden to others
• Seeking revenge

Warning Signs for Suicide

Presenter
Presentation Notes
SarahNow let’s talk about when you need to take action Warning signs indicate higher and more immediate risk than general risk factors.It’s time to actively assess and/or consult with a behavioral health specialist.



17

Warning signs indicate an immediate risk of suicide:

• Behaviors:
• Looking for ways to kill themselves
• Increasing use of alcohol or drugs
• Withdrawing or isolating

• Mood:
• Anxious
• Agitated or anger
• Humiliation or shame

Warning Signs for Suicide

Presenter
Presentation Notes
SarahWarning signs fall into multiple categories– talking about suicide, a change in behavior, or change in mood
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Asking about suicide will not 
make someone suicidal. 

Are you having 
thoughts about 
killing yourself?

Presenter
Presentation Notes
BrandonAsking about suicide communicated that you care and are willing to listen. It communicates support and comfort with a difficult topic. The person may even feel a sense of reliefWe don’t ask because we’re afraid they’re going to say yes. What do you do if someone says yes?Do’s and don’t
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National Suicide Prevention Lifeline Network

1.833.456.4566

Presenter
Presentation Notes
BrandonTake out your cell phones, and program these numbers in. National networks of local crisis centersProvide free and confidential emotional support for people in suicidal crisis or emotional distress 24 hours a day, 7 days a week, 365 days a year
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Reducing access to lethal means is key.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
SarahMost suicide attempters (90%) do not go on to die by suicide. Separating someone from the method they intend to use for suicide is highly effective for prevention.Let’s look at some examples. 
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2003-2005: average of 28 suicides 
per year

2006: Policy change- weapons not 
brought home on weekends

2007-2008: average of 16.5 suicide 
per year

Israeli Defense Force (IDF) Firearm Access

40% 
decrease  

in suicide 
deaths, mostly 

due to 
decreased 

firearm 
suicides on 
weekends

Lubin, G., Werbeloff, N., Halperin, D., Shmushkevitch, M., Weiser, M., & Knobler, H. Y. (2010). Decrease in suicide rates after a change of policy reducing access 
to firearms in adolescents: a naturalistic epidemiological study. Suicide and Life-threatening behavior, 40(5), 421-424.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
SarahIDF has  mandatory draft for all 18–21-year-olds. Israel is a small country, and many IDF soldiers go home on weekends and took their weapons with them. Approximately 90% of all IDF suicides utilize firearms, and from 2003–2005 there were, on average, 28 suicides per year, of which 26.3 were suicides by firearm. In 2006, the IDF changed its policy requiring weapons to stay on base when soldiers took weekend leave. Researchers compared suicide rates before and after the policy change and found the suicide rate decreased by 40%, from an average of 28 per year to an average of 16.5 per year.Most of this change was attributed to a decrease in firearm suicide over the weekends. There were no changes in firearm suicide on weekdays. The authors did not find an increase in suicide by other means. Studies show when lethal means are made less available or less deadly, suicide rates by that method decline, and frequently suicide rates overall decline. Method substitution may occur in a small number of cases, but as long as the substituted method is less lethal, the person is more likely to live. 
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• Let the member know you are 
concerned and want to help keep 
them safe

• Always ask about firearm access
• Involve family and friends to help 

reduce access 
• Best option: temporary storage 

outside the home
• Let the member know reduced 

access is not permanent

Reducing Access to Lethal Means

https://theconnectprogram.org/resources/nh-firearm-safety-coalition/

Presenter
Presentation Notes
BrandonIf the person refuses, it should increase your concern.
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Free, online training from the Suicide Prevention 
Resource Center (SPRC):

1. Identify people who could benefit from lethal 
means counseling,

2. ask about their access to lethal methods, and 

3. work with them—and their families—to reduce 
access.

Counseling on Access to Lethal Means (CALM)

https://go.edc.org/CALMonline

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Brandon

https://go.edc.org/CALMonline
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• IAFF suicide intervention training under development
• Evidence-based intervention: Safety Planning 
• Will be available online to IAFF-trained peer supporters

Coming Soon: Suicide Intervention Training

Presenter
Presentation Notes
SarahPartnership with Dr. Nathan Kimbrel at Duke University and Dr. Barbara Stanley at Columbia University, the IAFF is creating as new suicide prevention training with funding from FEMA. Represents the best available science for suicide intervention. In one study, veterans who received a safety plan were half as likely to exhibit suicidal behavior and more than twice as likely to attend mental health treatment during the next 6 months Advanced peer support skills; available in 2020. Stanley B, Brown GK, Brenner LA, et al. Comparison of the Safety Planning Intervention With Follow-up vs Usual Care of Suicidal Patients Treated in the Emergency Department. JAMA Psychiatry. 2018;75(9):894–900. doi:10.1001/jamapsychiatry.2018.1776
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Postvention:
What to do if a member dies by suicide

Presenter
Presentation Notes
BrandonIdeally your department has thought abought how to handle suicide deaths before one occurs. 
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Suicide postvention is an organized response in the 
aftermath of a suicide to: 

1) facilitate the healing of individuals from the grief and 
distress of suicide loss; 

2) mitigate other negative effects of exposure to suicide; and

3) prevent suicide among people who are at high risk after 
exposure to suicide.

What is Postvention?

National Action Alliance for Suicide Prevention, Survivors of Suicide Loss Task Force (2015). Responding to Grief, Trauma, and Distress After a Suicide: U.S. 
National Guidelines. Washington, DC.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
BrandonGood suicide postvention is good suicide prevention
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1. Verify the death

2. Coordinate resources

3. Disseminate information

4. Identify and support those most impacted

5. Commemorate the deceased

6. Enhance behavioral health programming

Tasks of Postvention

Adapted from: Berkowitz, L., McCauley, J., Schuurman, D. L., & Jordan, J. R. (2011). Organizational postvention after suicide death. Grief after suicide: 
Understanding the consequences and caring for the survivors, 157-178.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
SarahImage from: https://pixabay.com/en/checklist-clipboard-questionnaire-1622517/
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• Verify the details: who, when, where, how, other 
circumstances

• If the death occurred on department or union property:
• Contact law enforcement
• Keep scene clear 
• Send representative to assist with family notification

1. Verify the Death

Presenter
Presentation Notes
BrandonTimely verification is important. Verify from a source you trust. This exact verification steps you take will depend on where the death occurred and how you learned about it. Information travels quickly. Discuss what is and isn’t known about the death. Members will look to you to provide accurate information. This will help to dispel rumors. 
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• What policies and SOP’s apply? 
• What resources are available? Who should be involved?

• Human resource department
• Employee assistance program (EAP)
• Mental health clinicians
• Local mental health agencies or crisis center
• Clergy
• Peer support team

2. Coordinate Resources

Presenter
Presentation Notes
BrandonConsider using peers from a neighboring department if your peers were close with the deceased.Treat suicide deaths like other deaths.
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• Follow existing death notification 
procedures

• Avoid providing information about 
the method used

• Identify a media spokesperson
• Provide a written statement
• Notify IAFF district and 

state/provincial leadership, 
headquarters

3. Disseminate Information

Presenter
Presentation Notes
SarahAvoid oversimplifying- suicide is the result of a set of complex factors; not result of one single factor. Photo by Rahul Chakraborty on Unsplash
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Statement should include:
• Factual information about the death
• Acknowledgement it was a suicide
• Condolences to family and friends
• Plans to provide support
• Information about funeral 

arrangements
• Media contact

Provide a Written Statement

Presenter
Presentation Notes
SarahProviding the same information to everyone will help prevent rumors.Respect family’s wishes to protect the privacy of the deceased, but be realistic about how difficult it can be to keep something like this quiet. Being open about the manner of death can make grieving easier and can make support more available.You may want to provide one public statement, and a separate statement for members that includes more information about resources and where to get assistance
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The way media cover suicide 
can influence behavior:
• negatively by contributing to 

contagion, or 
• positively by encouraging 

help-seeking.

Talking to the Media

http://reportingonsuicide.org/

Presenter
Presentation Notes
SarahProvide these recommendations to reporters. Research has shown that graphic, sensationalized, or romanticized descriptions of suicide deaths can contribute to contagion Media coverage that details the location and manner of suicide with photos or video increases the risk of contagion.Media should avoid oversimplifying the cause of a suicide. This gives the audience a simplistic understanding of a complicated issue. Media should include information about helpful resources

http://reportingonsuicide.org/
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All members

• Who is likely to be impacted by this person’s death?

4. Identify and Support Those Most Impacted

• Assign a family liaison
• Offer to pack up decedent’s locker
• Ask what support is most useful

• Check in with each member 
• Cover shifts so they can attend funeral

• Provide psychoeducation
• Refer to vetted resources

Family

Crew and 
close friends

Presenter
Presentation Notes
BrandonLike any other death- don’t avoid the family because you don’t know what to say. If you would bring dinner or send flowers for a car crash, do that for a suicide death as well. Treating suicide like other deaths help reduce shame, blame, and stigma. Practical assistance for the family: easy to heat meals, help with errands like laundry, lawn careWhat other members might be particularly impacted by this person’s suicide?Members who went to recruit school with the decedentMembers who ran the call on the decedentPeer team members who had assisted the decedentMembers who have lost other loved ones to suicideMembers who have had suicidal thoughts themselvesEmphasize that help is available.Ensure getting help is easy, safe, and confidentialOnly refer to resources that have been vetted
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Suicide Bereavement Support Groups
• AAS: http://www.suicidology.org/suicide-survivors/sos-directory
• AFSP: https://afsp.org/find-support/ive-lost-someone/find-a-

support-group/
• CASP: https://www.suicideprevention.ca/Survivor-Support-

Centres
• SAVE: https://save.org/save-support-groups/

Healing Conversations: Survivor Outreach Program
• AFSP: https://afsp.org/find-support/ive-lost-someone/healing-

conversations/

Supporting the Family

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Sarah

http://www.suicidology.org/suicide-survivors/sos-directory
https://afsp.org/find-support/ive-lost-someone/find-a-support-group/
https://www.suicideprevention.ca/Survivor-Support-Centres
https://save.org/save-support-groups/
https://afsp.org/find-support/ive-lost-someone/healing-conversations/
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• Memorialize in the same ways you would for other deaths
• Honor how the person lived rather than how they died
• Plan ahead for: deceased’s birthday, anniversary of death

5. Commemorate the Deceased

Presenter
Presentation Notes
BrandonLosing someone to suicide can make us feel helpless. Memorial activities should then focus on supporting a sense of agency and have a life-affirming focus. 
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• Series of handouts on suicide 
grief and loss

• Additional handouts under 
development

• Download from the conference 
app, IAFF website, or “Report a 
Suicide Death” page

New Postvention Handouts

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Brandon
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• IAFF online Behavioral Health 
Awareness course (2 hours)

• IAFF in-person Peer Support 
Training (2 days)

• Wellness-Fitness Initiative 4th

Edition, Chapter 5
• NFPA 1500 Standard on Fire 

Department Occupational Safety, 
Health, and Wellness Program, 
Chapter 12

6. Enhance Behavioral Health Programming

Presenter
Presentation Notes
SarahThrough end of July 2019– 6,878 people have completed the online course.Through end of July 2019-- 4,618 people have attended the IAFF Peer Support Training. 1582 Standard on Comprehensive Occupational Medical Program for Fire Departments
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Find Your State Suicide Prevention Coordinator

https://www.sprc.org/states

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Sarah

https://www.sprc.org/states
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Find Your Local Crisis Center

https://suicidepreventionlifeline.org/our-network/
http://www.crisisservicescanada.ca/en/need-help/looking-for-local-resources-support/

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Sarah:Earlier we talked about the national suicide prevention lifeline and how it’s a network of 160+ crisis centers. You can find the center closest to you and they can assist you with prevention and training activities and postvention if you lost a member. 

https://suicidepreventionlifeline.org/our-network/
http://www.crisisservicescanada.ca/en/need-help/looking-for-local-resources-support/
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Find a VA Suicide Prevention Coordinator

https://www.veteranscrisisline.net/get-help/local-resources

Presenter
Presentation Notes
SarahEvery VA medical center across the country has a suicide prevention coordinator, and some have multi-person teams. 

https://www.veteranscrisisline.net/get-help/local-resources
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Question & Answer



42

Your evaluations help us improve our workshops and presentations
Complete your evaluations using the IAFF Frontline App:
1. Open the Frontline App and click on the “   … ”  symbol in the top left 

corner by the logo
2. Select “sign in” and login with your iaff.org username
3. Click the “Events” icon and select REDMOND
4. Select “Sessions” and click on the workshop you attended
5. Click “Session Evaluation”
6. Complete the evaluation
7. Click “Submit”

We Need Your Feedback! 

For the overall evaluation, follow steps 1, 2 and 3
Then click “More”, then “Information” and 
“Overall Event Evaluation”.
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