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Improving the Safety of
Lethal Means Prevents Suicide

About half of Americans who died by suicide

in 2016 used a firearm, while just more than a
quarter suffocated or hanged themselves. The
remaining quarter either poisoned themselves
or used other means.' Researchers have
consistently found that when you reduce access
to or improve or enhance the safety of the
means by which individuals attempt suicide, you
reduce suicide.?**>¢ Also, individuals generally
do not seek other ways to attempt suicide if the
safety of one method is improved — a so-called
substitution effect.®”#

Key Findings

Firearms

People with access to firearms were more than three
times as likely as those without access to die by
suicide.? Reducing access to firearms could reduce
related suicides by 32% among youths and by 6.5%
among adults.' Safer storage of firearms in the
home, practiced by only 22.5% of Veterans who own
firearms,'" may help. People who kept their firearms
locked or unloaded were at least 60% less likely than
those who stored their firearms either unlocked,
loaded, or both to die from firearm-related suicide.'

Countries that promote firearm safety have fewer
firearm-related suicides.' States that implemented
firearm safety measures have seen suicides decrease
2%-5% without a substitution effect. An estimated
600 suicides per year could be prevented if all states
had a waiting period.™

From Science

to Practice

Using Research to Prevent Suicide

Poison

Several studies have documented the effectiveness
of restricting the sale of medications and improving
packaging and dosing safety in preventing
SUiCide.5'8’9'15’16’17

Suffocation

Suicide by suffocation or asphyxiation may be harder
to address due to the number of readily available
household objects that can be used. Modifications
to the designs of relatively weak anchor points may be
helpful.” VA medical centers’ use of the Mental Health
Environment of Care Checklist has led to a sustained
reduction in inpatient suicides, including hanging-
related suicides.?

Other Means

The fourth most common means of suicide in the U.S.
is jumping from tall structures. Studies have found
that the installation of physical barriers, such as rails
or fences, at suicide hotspots prevented suicides and
generally did not result in a substitution effect.?'*

Implications

Reducing access to the means individuals use to
attempt suicide, or improving the safety of those
means, saves lives. People who attempt suicide

by less lethal means are more likely to survive.
Also, many people who attempt suicide are not
determined to die.?* Ninety percent of people who
attempt suicide and survive do not later go on to
die by suicide.”




Improving the Safety of Lethal Means Prevents Suicide

Ways You Can Help

Ask Veterans at low risk for suicide whether they keep firearms in their homes. Discuss ways they can protect
themselves and others in their home from unintentional harm, including by safely storing firearms. Safe storage
means storing firearms unloaded and in a secure location, such as a firearm safe, when not in use. Avoid sounding
judgmental; begin conversations with open-ended questions (e.g., “Do you have any concerns about the accessibility
of your weapons?”). Focus on Veterans' health. Mental health professionals are equipped to advise Veterans about
the potential health risks of firearms and collaboratively brainstorm harm-reduction measures.

Counsel Veterans at risk for suicide, and their families or other household members, on temporarily storing firearms outside
the home until it is again safe, if viable according to state law.? If not possible, discuss other ways to reduce access to lethal
means (e.g., suggest removing firing pins or having someone other than the Veteran hold the keys to their gun safe).

Discuss safe storage or disposal of opioids and other drugs with Veterans before they reach a crisis point. The VA Center
for Medication Safety has information on safe medication disposal: www.pbm.va.gov/vacenterformedicationsafety/

vacenterformedicationsafetyprescriptionsafety.asp.

There is no single cause of suicide. It is often the result of a complex interaction of risk and protective
factors at the individual, interpersonal, community, and societal levels. To prevent Veteran suicide, we
must maximize protective factors and minimize risk factors at all of these levels.

References

1

Xu, J., S. L. Murphy, K. D. Kochanek, B. Bastian, and E. Arias. 2018. Deaths: Final data

for 2016. National Vital Statistics Reports Vol. 67 No. 5. Atlanta, GA: Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention.

Barber, C.W., and M. J. Miller. 2014, Reducing a suicidal person’s access to lethal means of
suicide: A research agenda. American Journal of Preventive Medicine 47, no. 3:5264-72.

Large, M. M,, and O. B. Nielssen. 2010. Suicide in Australia: Meta-analysis of rates and
methods of suicide between 1988 and 2007. Medical Journal of Australia 192, no. 8:432-37.

Mann, J. J, A. Apter, J. Bertolote, et al. 2005. Suicide prevention strategies: A systematic
review. JAMA 294, no. 16:2064-74.

Spittal, M. J., J. Pirkis, M. Miller, and D. M. Studdert. 2012. Declines in the lethality of suicide
attempts explain the decline in suicide deaths in Australia. PLoS One 7, no. 9:e44565.

Anestis, M. D., E. A.Selby, and S. E. Butterworth. 2017. Rising longitudinal trajectories in
suicide rates: The role of firearm suicide rates and firearm legislation. Preventive Medlicine
100:159-66.

Lin, J.J,, and T. H. Lu. 2011. Trends in solids/liquids poisoning suicide rates in Taiwan: A
test of the substitution hypothesis. BMC Public Health 11, no. 1:712.

Nordentoft, M., P. Qin, K. Helweg-Larsen, and K. Juel. 2007. Restrictions in means for
suicide: an effective tool in preventing suicide: The Danish experience. Suicide and Life-
Threatening Behavior 37, no. 6:688-97.

Anglemyer, A, T. Horvath, and G. Rutherford. 2014. The accessibility of firearms and risk
for suicide and homicide victimization among household members: A systematic review 21
and meta-analysis. Annals of Internal Medicine 160, no. 2:101-10.

20

Shenassa, E. D, S. N. Catlin, and S. L. Buka. 2003. Lethality of firearms relative to other 22
suicide methods: A population based study. Journal of Epidemiology & Community Health
57,no0.2:120-24.
Simonetti, J. A, D. Azrael, A. Rowhani-Rahbar, and M. Miller. 2018. Firearm storage practices 23
among American veterans. American Journal of Preventive Medicine 55, no. 4:445-54.
Shenassa, E. D., M. L. Rogers, K. L. Spalding, and M. B. Roberts. 2004. Safer storage
of firearms at home and risk of suicide: A study of protective factors in a nationally 24
representative sample. Journal of Epidemiology & Community Health 58, no. 10:841-48.
Kapusta, N. D., E. Etzersdorfer, C. Krall, and G. Sonneck. 2007. Firearm legislation reform
in the European Union: Impact on firearm availability, firearm suicide and homicide rates 25
in Austria. The British Journal of Psychiatry 191, no. 3:253-57.

26

Edwards, G., E. Nesson, J. J. Robinson, and F. Vars. 2018. Looking down the barrel of
a loaded gun: The effect of mandatory handgun purchase delays on homicide and
suicide. The Economic Journal 128, no. 616:3117-40.

Hawton, K., H. Bergen, S. Simkin, et al. 2013. Long term effect of reduced pack sizes of
paracetamol on poisoning deaths and liver transplant activity in England and Wales:
Interrupted time series analyses. The BMJ 346:f403.

Kim, H., S.W. Kwon, Y. M. Ahn, H. J. Jeon, S. Park, and J. P. Hong. 2018. Implementation
and outcomes of suicide-prevention strategies by restricting access to lethal suicide
methods in Korea. Journal of Public Health Policy:1-12.

Studdert, D. M., L. C. Gurrin, U. Jatkar, and J. Pirkis. 2010. Relationship between vehicle
emissions laws and incidence of suicide by motor vehicle exhaust gas in Australia,
2001-06: An ecological analysis. PLOS Medicine 7, no. 1:¢1000210.

Yau, R. K., and M. J. Paschall. 2018. Epidemiology of asphyxiation suicides in the United
States, 2005-2014. Injury Epidemiology 5, no. 1:1.

Gunnell, D., O. Bennewith, K. Hawton, S. Simkin, and N. Kapur. 2005. The epidemiology
and prevention of suicide by hanging: A systematic review. International Journal of
Epidemiology 34, no. 2:433-42.

Watts, B. V., B. Shiner, Y. Young-Xu, and P. D. Mills. 2016. Sustained effectiveness of the
mental health environment of care checklist to decrease inpatient suicide. Psychiatric
Services 68, no. 4:405-07.

Cox, G.R., C. Owens, C,, J. Robinson, et al. 2013. Interventions to reduce suicides at
suicide hotspots: A systematic review. BVIC Public Health 13, no. 1:214.

Pirkis, J., M. J. Spittal, G. Cox, J. Robinson, Y. T. D. Cheung, and D. Studdert. 2013.

The effectiveness of structural interventions at suicide hotspots: A meta-analysis.
International Journal of Epidemiology 42, no. 2:541-48.

Lim, M., S. U. Lee, and J. I. Park. 2014. Difference in suicide methods used between
suicide attempters and suicide completers. International Journal of Mental Health
Systems 8, no. 1:54.

Bryan, C.J., M. D. Rudd, A. L. Peterson, S. Young-McCaughan, and E. G. Wertenberger.
2016.The ebb and flow of the wish to live and the wish to die among suicidal military
personnel. Journal of Affective Disorders 202:58-66.

Owens, D,, J. Horrocks, and A. House. 2002. Fatal and non-fatal repetition of self-harm:
Systematic review. The British Journal of Psychiatry 181, no. 3:193-99.

McCourt, A. D., and J. S. Vernick. 2018. Law, ethics, and conversations between physicians
and patients about firearms in the home. AMA Journal of Ethics 20, no. 1:69-76.

U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs

Veterans Health Administration

Office of Mental Health and Suic

Prevention


http://www.pbm.va.gov/vacenterformedicationsafety/vacenterformedicationsafetyprescriptionsafety.asp
http://www.pbm.va.gov/vacenterformedicationsafety/vacenterformedicationsafetyprescriptionsafety.asp

	Bookmarks from Literature Review Lethal Means-04-26-2019.pdf

