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Who am I and what do I do?

• Associate Professor of Social Work at the University of Cincinnati

• National Lead Researcher for the Hope Squad Program

• Principal Investigator (field/clinical) for Clarigent Health

• Shared Decision-Making and Suicide Prevention



Disclaimers…
DISCLAIMERS…

•My slides are not super fancy.
• All my clip art/pictures are from 

the public domain.
• I say “Y’all” sometimes. Alabama 

cannot stake a claim on “Y’all”.



Suicide Stats- 2020
https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/products/databriefs/db362.htm

• Suicide was the 10th leading cause of 
death in the United States.

• Men died by suicide 3.6x more often than 
women. Women were 1.4x more likely to 
attempt suicide.

• On average, 132 Americans died by 
suicide each day.

• 1.4 million Americans attempted suicide.

• 48,344 Americans died by suicide.

• 2nd leading cause of death for ages 10-34

• 4th leading cause of death for ages 35-54

• Suicide deaths and attempts cost $69 
billion in combined work-loss and medical 
cost in 2015.

• 10.3% of Americans have thought about 
suicide

• 54% of Americans have been affected by 
suicide

https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/products/databriefs/db362.htm


What is community?

• How do we define “community”?
• Is it a place?
• Is it a group of people?
• Is it a system?

• I believe it can be any and all of these things, but what does it take to 
BE COMMUNITY?
• In my humble opinion…it’s a sense of a shared mission.



What is the shared mission of suicide 
prevention?
• To reduce suicide rates.
• To reduce suicide attempts.
• To reduce suicidal thoughts and behaviors.
• To increase and support protective factors.

• Today, I’m going to talk with you about the protective factor of 
COMMUNITY.



We are all here for 
you, Norm.



Evidence of community support

• There is a great deal of evidence that community support provides a 
protection against suicide.
• Some examples from the suicide prevention research literature are 

religious communities, schools, peer networks, trusted adults (for 
adolescents), a sense of belonging, social capital, and connectedness.

• However, large-scale community programs are under studied.
• So, drawing from other literature, I would like to offer some creative 

ways that we can build community support from other examples.



But first…what is suicide and how can 
community make an impact?
• Suicidality comes from deep, personal, pain and despair.
• I believe that a sense of tribe and community can help.
• The story of The Tangled Necklace.



MISSION #1-
PERVASIVELY ADVERTISE 
A SENSE OF SAFETY

We’re all probably familiar with 
Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs, right?
The most important need we have is 
to feel safe.
How do we create a safety net for 
people who are suicidal?
We advertise TWO IMPORTANT 
THINGS:

I accept you and your feelings of 
suicidality, AND
Although I do not have all the 
answers, I am here for you and 
you are not alone.



Mission 1

• Where is suicide prevention 
messaging happening? Do you 
see it on billboards? Do you 
see brochures or posters 
outside of mental health 
centers???

• How about a sign or billboard 
that says: 

I WANT YOU TO LIVE. I REALLY DO. 
IF YOU’RE FEELING SUICIDAL, WE 
WANT TO TALK TO YOU AND 
MAKE YOU FEEL LIKE YOU’RE 
GOING TO BE OKAY. WE ARE 
SUICIDE STOPPERS.
www.suicidestoppers.org

http://www.suicidestoppers.org/


MISSION 2: Make it EVERYBODY’S BUSINESS
• One of the biggest lies suicidality tells it’s victims is:

“You’re a burden”, and
“No one wants to hear about your problems”

* One of the biggest lies people tell themselves about other people’s 
emotional health is:

“That’s their personal business and I shouldn’t get involved”



An excellent example of getting 
involved in other people’s health 
business…



Six Feet Apart, Eight 
Days a Week. I DO NOT 
WANT TO HOLD YOUR 
HAND and WEAR YOUR 
MASK.



Due to COVID-19, we are embarking upon a 
new community paradigm
• We wear masks to protect others as well as ourselves
• We socially distance to protect others, as well as ourselves
• We disinfect our spaces to protect others, as well as ourselves.

• I think we can translate this to suicide prevention. I think we can 
change our mindset from suicide being a “personal problem” to being 
a community support opportunity.



What other community programs have been 
effective in change?



According to two 
meta-analyses, 
neighborhood 
crime watch 
programs are 
effective in 
reducing crime by 
16-25%.
Campbell Collaboration, 2016



CRIME STOPPERS

• Neighborhood crime watch preventionists (Crime Stoppers) aren’t 
professional law enforcement. 
• They collectively decide they want to reduce the crime in their 

neighborhood, they organize, they come to consensus on their 
methods, and they implement.
• And it’s effective in reducing crime.



Suicide Stoppers?

• What if citizens in areas where suicide rates are high decided they want to 
organize to prevent losing their beloved community members? 
• What if suicidal people in these communities knew they were cared for 

enough that their entire neighborhood was checking in on them regularly, 
and also making plans with, enjoying time with, talking about the future 
with, sharing stories, and time with, those who are struggling to live? 
• What if everyday, someone from your neighborhood asked you, on a scale 

from 1-10, how suicidal are you feeling today? Then comfortably talked 
about your distress with you?
• What if we developed a program called SUICIDE STOPPERS?



MISSION 3: Make it fun 
and engaging

• Suicide is a scary thing. In a study I conducted with parents of 
adolescents serving in a school-based suicide prevention program, 
when asked about the primary reasons they didn’t also immerse 
themselves in suicide prevention in their communities, was fear. 
Suicide is death, and death is frightening.
• To make us more mission-oriented about saving lives from suicide, we 

have to make suicide prevention activities fun and engaging.

•HOW IN THE WORLD DO WE DO THAT?



Do you remember…



2.5 million uploads of ALS Ice Bucket videos, and 220 
million dollars raised.



What if we did something similar? How about 
a Tug of War Against Suicide Challenge?



Sure, I made this up, 
but think about it…

• Think about the ALS Ice Bucket Challenge, and how many millions of 
individuals and groups took that on?
• Now, think about how fun a Tug of War can be? And it also signifies 

the entire mission of suicide prevention- that you do not have to use 
just your own strength, but the strength of the team, your tribe, your 
community, to win against the feelings of suicide.
• People who are feeling suicidal often think they are alone in their tug 

of war with their emotional pain, but what if we started a campaign 
that offers an actual activity that suggests YOU ARE NOT ALONE IN 
THIS FIGHT??



Mission 4: Everyone is your neighbor, Dude.

• Let me tell you a story about Peanuts and the Airplane.



Why are insurance companies the ones 
advertising being a good neighbor?



The Casserole 
Paradox

Feeling Suicidal? I’ll 
cook for you!

Feeling down and you don’t want 
to clean up? I’ll lend a hand!



One single program that puts all of these 
concepts in action.
Recent results from a comparison study reveal 
that Hope Squads are identifying and referring 
high-risk peers and that Hope Squad schools have 
less stigma



This is Suicide Prevention Awareness Month

• One thing that has always bugged me about months to raise awareness is 
that it compartmentalizes these issues
• Mental Health Awareness Month
• Suicide Prevention Month
• And so on…

•EMOTIONAL HEALTH AND SUICIDE 
SHOULD BE ON OUR RADAR EVERYDAY. This 
is the ONLY WAY we will truly combat suicide.



Join us in the Tug of War 
against SUICIDE!

#Tugowar againstsuicide #waragainstsuicide

@SUICIDESTOPPERS 
#suicideprevention #tugowartostopsuicide

#suicidestoppers


