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Suicide:  What You Should Know
Bipolar Basics

Suicide is a serious risk for people with bipolar disorder. By learning more about suicide, you'll be taking an active step in understanding more about your illness.

What are the risks?

· Most suicide attempts occur during a depressed or mixed episode.

· Suicide may also occur during an episode of mania, or when a person is going into or coming out of depression or mania, even if they seem to be feeling better.

· About 25% to 50% of people with bipolar disorder make at least one suicide attempt. 

· Nearly 1 in 5 patients with bipolar disorder commit suicide.

· People with bipolar disorder who misuse alcohol or drugs have an increased risk of suicide.

Understanding suicidal thoughts

It’s important to know that suicidal thoughts can be symptoms of an illness—not “who you are.”

· Suicidal thoughts may not just go away on their own.

· Suicidal thinking is usually a sign that you need to get help.

Other things you may find helpful when you have suicidal thoughts

· Get treatment and stay with it. Appropriate treatment can help people with bipolar disorder get better. Going to your doctor, taking your medicines, understanding your symptoms, and taking good care of yourself are part of taking an active role in your treatment.




· Consider finding someone you can talk openly with about your feelings, thoughts, and reactions when you are depressed. Other than your doctor or therapist, you might talk to your family members, trusted friends, or clergy.

· Avoid use of street drugs and alcohol. Death by suicide can result from sudden, uncontrolled impulses. It is important to avoid anything that contributes to these impulses.

· Learn to recognize your warning signs of changing moods. Warning signs may be different for different people. Over time, you may be able to learn how to be sensitive to them, instead of becoming angry or disgusted with yourself.

· Connect with other people. It may seem difficult to do, but social time with others may help you feel better.

· Participate in productive, enjoyable activities. Getting involved in meaningful activities may help your mood. You may even feel better connected to life, and it may boost your morale. 

· Do something physical. Physical activities may have a positive effect on your mood and help you feel better. Remember to first ask your doctor before starting any exercise program.

· Keep a journal of your thoughts. Some people find it helpful to keep a journal.

If you are thinking about suicide:

· Call 911 and get help immediately before you act on these thoughts.

· Talk with your doctor or therapist.

· Don't stay alone.

· Call the National Hopeline Network at 1-800-SUICIDE (1-800-784-2433) or check your phone book for a local crisis hot line if you need someone to talk to.

If someone is considering suicide

· Get communication started. Express your concern. Be supportive.

· Ask direct questions. Find out if the person has a specific plan for suicide, and what method is being considered.

· Listen attentively. Maintain eye contact. 

· Acknowledge the person's feelings. Listen to the person’s thoughts and feelings without being judgmental. Be empathetic.

· Offer reassurance. Remind the person that there is help, and things can get better.

· Monitor use of medicines. Make sure the patient is taking their medicines as prescribed to guard against overdose.

· Work with professionals. Keep the doctor or therapist informed if you believe someone is considering suicide. It is best to get the patient’s agreement, but don’t wait for permission if there is a risk of immediate self-harm.
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If someone threatens suicide

· Take the person seriously. Stay calm and do not overreact.

· Don't leave the person alone until you are sure they are safe. If you have to leave, get another friend or family member to stay until help arrives.

· Make sure guns, knives, and medicines are not in reach.

· Involve appropriate people. Don’t promise confidentiality. Contact the person’s doctor, therapist, the police, a crisis intervention team, or others who are trained to help. 

· Consider hospitalization. Voluntary or involuntary commitment may be necessary for the patient’s safety. Keep in close consultation with the patient’s doctor.

· Treat it as an emergency. Call 911, if necessary, and give examples of why you believe the person is considering suicide.

Friends and family members can experience emotional stress when dealing with a suicidal person. You can offer encouragement and support but you can’t make them better. Pay attention to your own feelings and seek help if you need it.

Some signs that a person may be at risk for suicide:*

· Talking about suicide or wanting to die

· Feeling pain so deeply that one would do anything to get rid of it

· Feeling hopeless; that nothing will ever change or get better

· Feeling that nothing one does makes any difference

· Feeling like a burden to family and friends

· Abusing alcohol or drugs

· Getting one’s affairs in order (e.g., organizing finances or giving away possessions)

· Writing a suicide note

· “Rehearsing” suicide: talking about specific methods or plans

· Getting into situations where there is a risk of getting killed

· Becoming isolated or disengaged from others

* This is not a complete list.

This is general information only. Please call your doctor or therapist for additional information.
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