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A B O U T  A B C T
ABCT is dedicated to bridging communication between scientific and 

clinical members and the media as well as the public. 

We do that in a few ways by

• respond to media inquiries about CBT-related topics by connecting interested journalists, writers, 
and producers with relevant ABCT experts.

• develop initiatives to assist ABCT members in communicating with the public about science and 
evidence-based practice. Possible video.

• develop resources to help communicate with the media for ABCT members, journalists, and the 
public at large if we offered compendiums of relevant resources ("Briefing Books") that provide 
information about the current science presented in layman's terms. 
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A B C T  M I S S I O N

The Association for Behavioral and 

Cognit ive  Therapies  (ABCT)  i s  a 

multidisciplinary organization committed 

to the enhancement of health and 

well-being by advancing the scientific 

understanding, assessment, prevention, 

and treatment of human problems through 

the global application of behavioral, 

cognitive, and biological evidence-based 

principles. ABCT is committed to a policy 

of equal opportunity in all of its activities, 

including employment. ABCT does not 

discriminate on the basis of race, color, 

creed, religion, national or ethnic origin, 

sex, sexual orientation, gender identity 

or expression, age, disability, or veteran 

status.
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LATE LIFE SUICIDE OFTEN FATAL, DIMINISHED 
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O L D E R  A D U L T S

A
ttempted suicides 

are less common 

in the geriatric 

p o p u l a t i o n  i n 

c o m p a r i s o n  t o 

younger cohorts.   

However, the proportion of suicide 

attempts that are fatal are more 

substantial, and among a burgeoning 

geriatric population is an issue of 

growing public concern.
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50% DEVELOP  

DEPRESSION FOR 

THE FIRST TIME 

AFTER AGE 65 

According to World Health Organization 

(2014), individuals who are age 70 years 

and older have the highest rates of death 

by suicide in most areas in the world. In the 

US suicide rates among all age groups have 

increased between 2000-2011, deaths from 

suicide for those aged 50-74 years have almost 

doubled. The prevalence of suicide increases 

with age, especially for males. In 2011, white 

males 85 years or older had a suicide rate of 

47.3/100,000 per year. Suicide rates in the 

elderly have decreased in the last few decades, 

but the fatality rate in older adults is the 

highest across all age groups. It is estimated 

that in the general population, 10 to 20 suicide 

attempts occur for every one death. In the 

geriatric population, the estimate is 4 suicide 

attempts for every 1 death by suicide. The 

high fatality rate has been associated with 

methodical planning of suicide attempts, 

paired with systemic medical conditions, and 

limited physiological reserve that makes older 

adults less likely to survive a suicide attempt. 

The Interpersonal Theory of Suicide suggests 2 

main reasons for suicidal ideation or behavior 

in older adults -  thwarted belongingness and 

perceived burdensomeness. 

PREVALENCE
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Factors such as living alone, loneliness, and 

social isolation resulting in limited social 

support contribute to a sense of thwarted 

belongingness is a psychologically painful 

mental state that results when the fundamental 

need for connectedness are un-met. People 

that experience are loss of belonging are 

more likely to engage in suicidal behaviors, 

use more immediate lethal means and are 

more likely to re-attempt death by suicide. In 

addition perceived burdensomeness a mental 

state characterized by thoughts that others 

would be better off if the person is dead are 

common in situations of physical impairment, 

family discord, and unemployment

BRIEFING BOOKS   /  SUICIDE

124124



Medical  i l lnesses,  pain,  disabil ity, 

hopelessness,  and decreased social 

connectedness have been noted to 

contribute to suicidality among older 

adults. A prior history of suicide attempts 

is a less relevant factor in older adults, as 

approximately 75% of aging adults who 

commit suicide have never made a prior 

attempt.  The prevalence of psychiatric 

disorders is high among geriatric patients 

who die by suicide. Up to 97% of suicide 

attempts have been linked to a psychiatric  

illness. Major psychiatric illnesses were 

found in 71%-95% of suicides, with 

depressive disorders the most common 

conditions, seen in 54% to 87% of suicides. 

The absence of a psychiatric history does 

not necessarily moderate the risk of suicide 

in the aging individual, as many aging adults 

who commit suicide never sought mental 

health treatment. Moreover, about 50% of 

older adults develop depression for the first 

time after the age of 65 years. Recognition 

of the various methods of suicide and their 

prevalence among seniors can help alert 

caregivers and family of available dangers 

in the environment. Firearms, hanging, 

and poisoning, are the most common ways 

older die by suicide. Awareness of recent 

purchase of guns or potentially poisonous 

substances, stock piling of medications 

or ‘getting affairs in order’ are important 

warning signs.

R I S K  &  P R O T E C T I V E  F A C T O R S

50% DEVELOP  

DEPRESSION FOR 

THE FIRST TIME 

AFTER AGE 65 
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R I S K  &  P R O T E C T I V E  F A C T O R S

SOCIAL SUPPORT 
MITIGATES   
SUICIDE RISK
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In light of the high prevalence of completed suicides 

in a burgeoning geriatric population, screening for 

suicide risk may need to be given a higher priority. 

Because aging adults often do not report suicidal 

thoughts spontaneously, it is helpful to use a 

screening instrument as a first step.  A suicide risk 

assessment involves more than informal surveillance 

or structured screening. A comprehensive, three-

stage process typically includes: 1) evaluation of risk 

and protective factors as well as warning signs, 2) an 

in-depth clinical interview to elicit suicidal ideation, 

behavior, planning and intent, and 3) a clinical risk 

formulation. Nature and extent of the patient’s 

suicidal thoughts, feelings, and specific plans. 

ASSESSMENT

•	 Presenting suicide events 

(past 48 hours)

•	 Recent suicide events  

(preceding 2 months)

•	 Past suicide events  

(2 months prior to present)

•	 Immediate suicide events 

(feelings, ideation, intent)
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G E T T I N G  " A F F A I R S  I N  O R D E R " 
S T R O N G  I N D I C A T O R  O F  R I S K
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P R E V E N T I O N

PREVENTION

Collaboration between family  
& caregivers with elimination 

of environmental hazards 

reduces suicide risk

C a r e f u l  f o l l o w  u p  o f  o l d e r  a d u l t s 

a t  p o t e n t i a l l y  i n c r e a s e d  r i s k  o f  

suic idal  behavior ,  i s  cr it ical  in  the 

p r e v e n t i o n   o f  s u i c i d a l  b e h a v i o r .   

Older Americans  living with depression and 

substance use, both  known risk factors for 

suicide, should be followed closely to reduce 

the number  that die from suicide. 
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P R E V E N T I O N

The statistics on Veteran suicide 
are high, with 20 Veterans tak-
ing their lives every day. In 69.4% 
of cases, firearms are the cause of 
death.  The rate of Veteran suicide 
has been on the increase since 
records first started in 2005, from 
16.2% to 21.5% in 2017. Between 
2005 and 2017, a total of 53,230 died 

by suicide, a number 13x greater 
than service members killed in 
action in Syria, Afghanistan, and 
Iraq (4,076). The overwhelming ma-
jority of military suicides (greater 
than 90%) are by male personnel 
who are typically younger than 35 
years of age.

Under-diagnosed and undertreated alcohol 

abuse and dependence is a key risk factor for 

suicide in older adults and an important aspect 

to prevent suicidal behavior.  Elimination of 

environmental hazards, and collaboration 

with family and caregivers with older adults 

at risk is also important. 
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TREATMENT
Effective suicide prevention in the elderly 

should not only focus on mitigating risk 

factors, but also enhancing protective factors.  

Understanding what the factors are and  what they 

can and cannot do. Significant others and caregivers 

may be asked to participate in the development 

of suicide prevention plans. The plans vary,  

depending upon the patient’s condition, 

stressors, living environment, resources, 

and  r i sks .  With  the  su ic ida l  person's  

permission, the risk of self-harm and death by 

suicide should be conveyed to caregivers, 
family, and allied healthcare providers. 
Sa fet y  cont rac t s  h ave  sad ly  not 
consistently demonstrated prevention of 
suicidal behavior or death. Identification 
of support groups, and development of 
social networks can help mitigate suicide 
risk in older adults. 
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The potential efficacy of any  
treatment plan in older adults 
with  suidical behavior needs to be  
considered  against  the risk of 
possible adverse effects. Effective 
pharmacological treatments are  
available for older adults with suicidal 
ideation associated with depression 
or substance use. With antidepressant 
medication and lithium associated with 
a reduced risk of suicide compared 
with placebo. In cases of severe suidical 
ideation and intent, paired with a 
long-history of recurrent episodes 
of depression Electroconvulsive 
Treatment (ECT) has shown  
efficacy, and is safe.  Older adults with first 
occurrence of depression associated with 
suicidal behavior or whose depression is 
recent, the difference benefit of medication 
is less robust.  
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"...effective 
treatment 
is available 
for suicidal 
behavior 
associated with 
depression..." 
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OLDER ADULTS  
SUICIDE FAQS

Are older people  

wanting to die by 

suicide depressed?

A m o n g  d e p r e s s i v e 
d i s o r d e r s ,  m a j o r 
depressive disorder has 
been associated with 
the highest likelihood of 
suicide. Depression is the 
most common psychiatric 
illness among older adults 
who die by suicide. 

Is the death of a  

spouse a sign of  

possible suicide?

B e r e a v e m e n t  m o s t 
common precipitating 
life event associated with 
suicide/ Loss of spouse is 
a risk factor for suicidal 
behavior.

Is dementia the  

reason for suicide  

in  older people?

Suicidal thoughts and 
behaviors may pose a risk 
factor for the development 
of major neurocognitive 
disorders. Older adults  
who attempted suicide 
had an increased risk 
of  developing  major 
neurocognitive disorders 
later in life. The risk was  
independent of major 
depressive disorder and 
medical comorbidities 
( e . g . s u c h  a s  f r o n t o 
temporal dementia).
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Why are more older 

males dying by sui-

cide than females?

Among elderly males, 
significant differences 
are  found between 
the young-old  (65-
74), middle-old (75-85) 
and oldest-old (85+), 
r e s p e c t i v e l y  w i t h 
increasing incidence 
w i t h  g r e a t e r  a g e . 
T h e  i n c i d e n c e  i s 
significantly greater 
in older males than 
older females, across 
all geriatric age groups 
Suicide and serious 
illness or disability has 
been found to be more 
common in men than 
in women (65% v 44%, 
P= 0.05), physical illness 
was associated with 
a fourfold increase in 
the suicide rate in men. 
Studies suggest that 
physical illness may be 
a stronger risk factor 
for suicide in men than 
in women.

Are opioids the  

reason for suicide in 

older adults?

Opioids such as fentanyl, 
hydromorphone,  and 
morphine, show some 
correlation with suicide,  
people with severe pain 
were found to be at 
increased risk of suicide. 
Prior prescriptions of 
these drugs, even at the 
right doses correlated 
with subsequent suicide. 
Medication regiments 
which have adverse effects 
on memory, mood, energy, 
and level of arousal can 
contribute to suicidality. 
Non-recommended use 
of benzodiazepines have 
shown a correlation with 
death by suicide, even after 
controlling poisoning-
related suicides. Possibly 
because the effect of 
d r u g s  l a s t s  l o n g e r , 
and benzodiazepines 
contributes to sedation 
exacerbating the impact 
of suicidal behavior.

Is chronic illness  

why older people  

try to end their life?

Suicidal behavior after 
age 65 is associated with 
funct ional  d isabi l i ty 
and specif ic  medical 
conditions. Particularly 
m a l i g n a n t  d i s e a s e , 
neurological disorder, 
pain, COPD, liver disease, 
male genital disorders, 
and arthritis/arthrosis. 
Serious systemic illness 
i n  a n y  o r g a n  i s  a n 
independent risk factor 
for suicide. The medical 
illnesses found highly 
associated with greater 
risk of suicide are (i) 
visual impairment, (ii) 
neurological disorders, 
and (iii) malignant disease. 
The relative suicide risk is 
increased 5 fold in older 
adults with  5 or more 
illness or more illnesses.
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Awareness of risk factors & routine assessment 

essential to decrease suicide rates in older people 
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IMPACT OF COVID
COVID-19 has had a profound effect 
on the lives of all older adults. It has 
resulted in fear of contagion, social 
isolation, chronic stress, anxiety and 
depression for many. Older adults with 
pre-existing physical and psychological 
condition have felt the impact of the 

pandemic more pronouncedly. The 
likely impact of COVID on suicide rates 
in older adults may not fully emerge 
until after the pandemic has passed. 
In the interim active outreach to 
older adults at possible risk is strongly 
encouraged. 

SUMMARY
In the US, across all age groups, older 
adults that die by suicide represent 
the smallest group, however in terms 
of the likelihood of suicidal behavior 
being fatal older adults represent the 
largest group. Pre-existing medical and 
physical vulnerabilities paired with 
the meticulous and often insidious 
approach that older adults have to 
suicide planning, means they are at 
a very high risk of death. White older 

males, with access to firearms are the 
most vulnerable group, although the 
incidence of older females dying by 
suicide is on the increase, by more fatal 
means and in previous eras. Awareness 
of risk factors and routine assessment 
are key to the reduction in the number 
of older adults dying by suicide. For 
those known to be at risk treatments 
are available. 
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ABCT Press Office

Responsible for all ABCT publications 

and ABCT's website. Coordinates projects 

with the Publications Committee. Handles 

press relations for ABCT. In Executive 

Director's extended absence, serves as 

Deputy Director.

Email: teisler@ABCT.org

A B C T 
P R E S S  O F F I C E

Media Finding Experts

ABCT has a list of speakers and subject matter experts on topics such as PTSD, 

anxiety, suicide, and more. Details available on the website or by contacting the 

ABC Press Office.

David Teisler, CAE
Director of Communications & Deputy Director
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U S E F U L  R E S O U R C E S

www.theactionalliance.orgwww.afsp.org

www.suicidepreventionlifeline.org

www.veteranscrisisline.net
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