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Understanding
Suicide

Suicide is far more 
common than most  
of us think. On average  
there is a death by  
suicide every ninety 
minutes across the  
UK and Ireland.

Michael Portillo from BBC Two’s  
Death of a School Friend

Feeling low?
Everyone experiences ups and downs, 
depending on what is happening in their 
lives. No one feels great all the time, and 
it is normal to feel low sometimes, as long 
as it doesn’t stay that way for too long. 

Realising things are not as good as they 
could be is a first step to doing something 
about it. If you are feeling low right now, 
please talk to someone about it. Talking 
puts you back in control and reveals the 
choices you have. Whilst it may not be 
possible to solve all the problems you are 
facing, you can explore ways to help you 
look after yourself day to day.

Many people feel pressurised into hiding 
their feelings out of embarrassment or 
concern not to burden family or friends. 
But hiding under a calm exterior only 
saves the problem for later and stress 
can build up until it becomes unbearable. 
Don’t leave it that long. 

Worried about someone?
If you are worried about a friend, 
colleague or family member, ask them 
how they are – they may really appreciate 
it. You don’t have to be able to solve 
their problem, or even to understand it 
completely, but listening to what they 
have to say will at least let them know  
you care.

Why do people take their own lives?
There is no single reason why people take 
their own lives. It is often as a result of 
problems building up to the point where 
the person can see no other way to cope 
with what they’re experiencing. The kinds 
of problems that might increase the risk 
of suicide include:
– Recent loss or the break-up of  

a close relationship
– An actual or anticipated unhappy 

change in circumstances
– Painful and/or disabling  

physical illness
– Heavy use of, or dependency on 

alcohol or other drugs

– History of earlier suicide attempts  
or self-harming

– History of suicide in the family
– Depression

When someone is feeling low or 
distressed, it may be that a seemingly 
minor event is the trigger for them 
attempting to kill themselves.

How can you tell if someone is at  
risk of suicide?
It’s important to recognise that everyone 
expresses their emotions in different 
ways. However, there is some behaviour 
that should be treated as a warning sign 
of mental health problems and therefore 
of suicide risk, in particular:
– Being withdrawn or unsociable
– Being low-spirited or depressed
– Finding it difficult to relate to others
– Taking less care of oneself
– Acting completely out of character, for 

example unusually cheerful
– Being tearful or fighting back the tears 

all the time
– Being excessively irritable
– Finding it hard to concentrate
– Feeling less energetic or  

particularly tired
– Eating much less or much more  

than usual
– Putting oneself down (self-mockingly 

as well as seriously), e.g. “Nobody 
loves me” or “I’m a waste of space”.

How common is suicide?
– On average, there is one death from 

suicide every 90 minutes across the 
UK and Ireland.

– In the UK, for people aged 15–24, 
suicide is the second biggest cause  
of death after road accidents.

– Suicide is three times more common 
amongst men than women.  
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Improving understanding and  
reducing stigma
One thing that can stop someone coming 
forward and seeking help is the fear 
that they will be perceived as ‘weak’ or 
that people will think there is something 
‘wrong’ with them. This is a case where 
stigma can literally kill.

What should I do if I know someone  
who is feeling suicidal?
Talking about feelings can make all the 
difference between choosing to live or 
die. Supporting someone in distress can 
be very difficult for you too. If you’re 
helping someone who feels suicidal, 
please take care of yourself as well.

If someone is talking about suicide, 
always take it seriously. If you feel able  
to, offer support and encourage them  
to talk about how they’re feeling. Ask 
direct questions and don’t be afraid of 
frank discussions.

Ask the person how they are feeling and 
listen to the answer. Remember that it 
is difficult to support someone who is 
suicidal on your own – encourage your 
friend to seek emotional support and talk 
to someone they trust – maybe friends, 
family, medical services, Samaritans. 

Contact Samaritans yourself. They may 
be able to contact the person you are 
worried about. 

What should I do if someone I know  
has died by suicide?
The death of anyone close can cause 
immense sadness and grief but a death 
by suicide is one of the most painful and 
complicated types of bereavement. It can 
raise many emotions like disbelief, anger, 
guilt and sadness. All of these are normal 
reactions and you need the chance to 
talk them through with someone you are 
comfortable with and whom you trust.

A death by suicide is extremely 
distressing to families – not only do 
they have to cope with a sudden, often 
unexpected death, but they also have to 
deal with the way their relative has died 
and the fact that there may be media 
attention surrounding it.

Make sure you share how you are feeling 
and use the support that is out there.

Where can I go for further sources 
of information?
There are several organisations that  
can give you additional information  
and advice. Contact Samaritans  
by phone on 08457 90 90 90,  
(1850 60 90 90 ROI) email  
jo@samaritan.org or call into one  
of the 201 branches nationwide  
for face-to-face support. Log onto  
www.samaritans.org to find your  
local branch and further information.

Where can I go for further sources of information?
If you wish to be referred to a counsxellor you may want to discuss this with our GP.

All content is provided for general information only, and should not be treated as a substitute for the medical advice of your own doctor or any other health care professional. The BBC is not responsible 
or liable for any diagnosis made by a user based on the content of this factsheet. The BBC is not liable for the contents of any external internet sites listed, nor does it endorse any commercial product or 
service mentioned or advised on any of the sites. Always consult your own GP if you’re in any way concerned about your health.

British Association 
for Counselling and 
Psychotherapy
Through the BACP you 
can find information about 
counsellors in your area.  If 
you want to be referred to a 
counsellor you may want to 
discuss with your GP.
01455 883300
www.bacp.co.uk 

Childline
Childline provide support 
services for children and 
young people. Phone the  
free, 24-hour helpline about 
any problem, at any time –  
day or night.
0800 1111
www.childline.org.uk

Cruse Bereavement Care
Cruse Bereavement Care 
exists to promote th wellbeing 
of bereaved people to enable 
anyone bereaved by death 
to understand their grief and 
cope with their loss.
0844 477 9400
www.crusebereavement.org.uk

Survivors of Bereavement by 
Suicide (SOBS)
SOBS’ aim is to provide a safe 
confidential environment in 
which bereaved people can 
share their experiences and 
feelings, so giving and gaining 
support from each other.
0844 561 6855
www.uk-sobs.org.uk
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