
Evaluation Challenges
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Suicide and Traumatised People
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Why do people take their own lives?
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Key questions for the science of suicidology 
are:
1.how do we define suicide? and 
2.how does that definition influence what we 
research, and
3.what we do to prevent suicide?
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Key issues for evaluators
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POTENTIALLY TRAUMATIC LIFE EVENTS



Why do people take their own lives?

The choice to take one’s 
own life occurs in many 

and varied circumstances
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Kelvin had recently separated from his wife of thirty years.  
Their three teenage daughters remained living with his wife and 
he had a shared custody arrangement brokered by the Family 
Court.  
He was a senior public servant, recognised by his colleagues as 
one of the brightest senior managers in his office.  By all 
accounts he was a mild-mannered man, with no history of 
mental illness, who often joined his colleagues for after-work 
drinks.  
One morning he wrote a farewell letter to his family, leaving it on 
his bed.  He drove one hundred kilometres to a major national 
park and took his own life.

EXAMPLES ONLY
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John played guitar and was an accomplished cartoonist.  He 
worked as a financial consultant and occasionally performed in 
the local amateur theatre company.  

He had a young family and was a local volunteer in the State 
Emergency Services.  He and his wife decided to have a trial 
separation.  He had seen his local doctor and, as a result, had 
been receiving regular counselling from a visiting psychologist.

However, because they lived in a regional town, there were 
limited community-based support services.  One evening, he 
took his own life.
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Rosemary was a career hospitality worker in her early thirties. 
The "fun of the party", she seemed to be enjoying her life as a 
single woman.

A very close girlfriend had taken her own life and Rosemary was 
emotionally upset for several months.  She moved overseas and 
worked in a variety of hospitality jobs until, motivated by her sad 
correspondence, a close friend flew to meet her and brought her 
back home to Australia.  She appeared to settle down amongst 
her friends again.  

Two months later, she was found dead by her own hand..
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Nicholas was an eighteen year old Indigenous Australian living 
outside of a remote community in Far North Queensland.  Like 
many of his friends, he was happy-go-lucky, rarely attended 
school as a youngster and was now unemployed.  

He had witnessed many aspects of remote community life 
including alcoholism, domestic violence, chronic unemployment 
and poverty.  One evening, at a social gathering involving card 
playing and drinking, Nicholas got upset with one of his relatives 
and threatened to take his own life.  

He was taunted by some of the adults to "go on then, go and do 
it".  That afternoon, Nicholas took his own life.

EXAMPLES ONLY



"#���
$���
�#����
%����%
�������
�
�&'('

Walter worked the land and had lived on the outskirts of a small rural town for 
all of his life.  He retired at 65 years of age and moved with his wife to a small 
coastal town for a happy retirement.  

Within two years, Walter was feeling restless and had survived two relatively 
minor health scares.  His wife had joined several local clubs and had been 
encouraging him to get out and mix more.  

He often complained to his wife that he missed the old days when he could talk 
to people who shared the same memories and had the same background as he 
did.  One evening, home alone and working in the garage, Walter took his own 
life.

EXAMPLES ONLY
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Bess and Barry are the parents of a young rural 
lad who took his own life.  They have always been
caring parents and they were shocked and totally taken by 
surprise with the untimely death of their son.

As far as they could see, their son gave no indications or 
warnings.

Bess and Barry are amazed that, despite so many years of 
research and of government funding and so many international 
conferences, no one can adequately or convincingly explain to 
them why this happened and why it keeps happening globally 
……

EXAMPLES ONLY
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But the stories themselves are 
based on actual events where the 

names and some of the 
circumstances have been changed



“The majority of people who take their own lives are not under the 
care of specialist mental health services, and around half have not 
had recent contact with their general practitioner.  

These individuals are not known to be “at risk” and there is little 
opportunity for clinical intervention.  

Family members and friends may be the only ones to know that a 
person is troubled or distressed, and their capacity to recognise, 
assess and respond to that distress is therefore vitally important”
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Why do people take their own lives?
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Life events modelling
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1. Transitions are the natural process by which humans 
respond to trauma and change. We have to go through 
several stages to fully adapt to major events in our work and 
personal lives. 

2. Bereavement, injury, separation or redundancy and new 
relationships, jobs or relocation radically change our lives. 

3. Good events as well as bad can destabilise our minds, 
requiring us to radically alter our understanding of the world. 

Transition – the human response to 
trauma and change
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4. Transitions take longer than most people realise, often with 
a period of deep inner crisis about 6 months later, until we 
can let go of the past and adapt fully to our new reality. 

5. This process seems to affect everyone, in most cultures, after 
major life events. These occur 10-20 times in most people's 
lives. 

6. If understood and supported these events can be turning 
points and opportunities. 

7. If not they can lead to serious errors of judgement, 
depression, breakdown, broken relationships, careers and 
sometimes suicide .

Transition – the human response to trauma and change
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1. Avoid the self-fulfilling hypothesis

2. Focus strongly on risk management 
and duty of care towards your client 
audience

Evaluations involving vulnerable or sensitive groups
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1. Avoid the self-fulfilling hypothesis

Kessler Psychological Distress Scale (K10)  

 

  None of 
the time 

A little of 
the time 

Some of 
the time 

Most of 
the time 

All of the 
time 

1. In the past 4 weeks, about how often did you feel 
tired out for no good reason?      

2. In the past 4 weeks, about how often did you feel 
nervous?       

3. In the past 4 weeks, about how often did you feel so 
nervous that nothing could calm you down?       

4. In the past 4 weeks, about how often did you feel 
hopeless?       

5. In the past 4 weeks, about how often did you feel 
restless or fidgety?       

6. In the past 4 weeks, about how often did you feel so 
restless you could not sit still?       

7. In the past 4 weeks, about how often did you feel 
depressed?       

8. In the past 4 weeks, about how often did you feel that 
everything was an effort?       

9. In the past 4 weeks, about how often did you feel so 
sad that nothing could cheer you up?       

In the past 4 weeks, about how often did you feel 

THE DEMORALISATION SCALE

THE HOLMES STRESS SCALE

Beck Hopelessness Scale
Beck Depression Inventory
Beck Suicide Ideation Scale

dDwyNDkubmit Survey



"#���
$���
�#����
%����%
�������
�
�&'('

1. Avoid the self-fulfilling hypothesis

VALUING LIFE

VITALITY

MOTIVATION

SOCIAL
CONNECTEDNESS

SUICIDE IDEATION

Positive end of 
the continuum

Negative end of 
the continuum

DEPRESSION

BOREDOM

SOCIAL
ISOLATION
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1. Avoid the self-fulfilling hypothesis

VALUING LIFE

VITALITY

MOTIVATION

SOCIAL
CONNECTEDNESS

Positive end of 
the continuum
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1. Avoid the self-fulfilling hypothesis

2. Focus strongly on risk management 
and duty of care towards your client 
audience
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2. Focus strongly on risk management and duty of car e 
towards your client audience

DO NO HARM APPROACH
•Filter your respondent sample
•Empower
•Provide local safety nets
•Regularly monitor
•Regularly inform
•Provide an exit clause
•Provide closure

���������	��
�����	����
����	�����
����
���������
� ������
�������	
����

���������������

Suicide Bereavement 
Support Groups identified 
by bereaved person survey 
by Corporate Diagnostics  

in 2006
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NSW/ACT
1. Sydney  Metro

Sydney X 5
Glebe X 23
Elanora 
Eastwood
Burwood X 3
Strathfield X 2
Sutherland X 4

2 Narellan
3 Port Macquarie X 2
4 Woden ACT

TOTAL NSW 43
12

4

3

QLD
1 Brisbane Metro

Stafford
Mt Gravatt X 2
Daisy Hill
Cleveland 
Centenary Heights
Strathpine

2Maroochydore
3Hervey Bay
4Townsville
5Cairns X 5
6Mareeba

TOTAL QLD 16

1

2

4

56

3

NT

1. Darwin

1

WA
1. Perth Metro X 7
2. Ashendon

TOTAL WA 8

1 2

SA
1. Adelaide X 2
2. Berri

TOTAL SA 3

1 2

VIC
1. Melbourne Metro X 1

Albion X 2
Canterbury X 1
Mt Waverley X 2
Cranbourne X 2

TOTAL VIC  8

1
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2. Focus strongly on risk management and duty of car e 
towards your client audience Choosing suicide bereaved survey 

respondents

DO NO HARM APPROACH
•Filter your respondent sample
•Empower
•Provide local safety nets
•Regularly monitor
•Regularly inform
•Provide an exit clause
•Provide closure
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2. Focus strongly on risk management and duty of car e 
towards your client audience

DO NO HARM APPROACH
•Filter your respondent sample
•Empower
•Provide local safety nets
•Regularly monitor
•Regularly inform
•Provide an exit clause
•Provide closure
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2. Focus strongly on risk management and duty of car e 
towards your client audience
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DO NO HARM APPROACH
•Filter your respondent sample
•Empower
•Provide local safety nets
•Regularly monitor
•Regularly inform
•Provide an exit clause
•Provide closure
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2. Focus strongly on risk management and duty of car e 
towards your client audience

DO NO HARM APPROACH
•Filter your respondent sample
•Empower
•Provide local safety nets
•Regularly monitor
•Regularly inform
•Provide an exit clause
•Provide closure
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2. Focus strongly on risk management and duty of car e 
towards your client audience

DO NO HARM APPROACH
•Filter your respondent sample
•Empower
•Provide local safety nets
•Regularly monitor
•Regularly inform
•Provide an exit clause
•Provide closure
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2. Focus strongly on risk management and duty of car e 
towards your client audience

DO NO HARM APPROACH
•Filter your respondent sample
•Empower
•Provide local safety nets
•Regularly monitor
•Regularly inform
•Provide an exit clause
•Provide closure
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2. Focus strongly on risk management and duty of car e 
towards your client audience

DO NO HARM APPROACH
•Filter your respondent sample
•Empower
•Provide local safety nets
•Regularly monitor
•Regularly inform
•Provide an exit clause
•Provide closure
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1. Engaging and evaluating vulnerable 
groups

2. What are traumatic life events?
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1. Engaging and evaluating vulnerable groups
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1. Engaging and evaluating vulnerable groups

“I realize this possibly is not going to fit 
your report by being 53 years ago –

however as a child who experienced the 
loss of my father to suicide in a rural 

town and did not receive any 
counselling, 

I have had to over the years seek help 
and understanding of a happening that 
is as taboo - even the Anglican church 

at that time would not bury him”

5667
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1. Engaging and evaluating vulnerable groups
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1. Engaging and evaluating vulnerable groups
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1. Engaging and evaluating vulnerable groups
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1. Engaging and evaluating vulnerable 
groups

2. What are traumatic life events?
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Factors that most influence the journey 
from potentially traumatic life event to 

moving forward

1. At the point of occurrence
2. Over time

Evidence-based discussion about the 
impact  of traumatic life events
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1. At the point of occurrence
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Patients are 200 or more times more likely to be at risk of suicide 
after clinical treatment (see Goldacre, M., Seagroatt, V., & Hawton, K.;1993).

Furthermore the risk of suicide is more likely after leaving 
psychiatric inpatient care than before a person begins this type of 
treatment.   The risk is elevated in the first:

Day (Hoyer et al, 2004)

Week (Appleby et al., 1999a; Qin & Nordentoft, 2005)

Month (Goldacre et al., 1993)

Year (Geddes et al., 1997; Appleby et al., 1999b) 

There is increasing evidence that the major risks in suicide can occur after 
a medical or mental ill health intervention.
1.

2.
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1. At the point of occurrence
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1. At the point of occurrence



Factors that most influence the journey 
from potentially traumatic life event to 

moving forward

1. At the point of occurrence
2. Over time
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Differential impact of type of trauma over time
( How I Feel Survey)
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Differential impact of type of trauma over time
( How I Feel Survey)

5�� �"�������0� ��� �	�����$�

5�� �"�������.������� ���$�

5�� �"���������� ��� ��� ���$�
��/

�����������	����
���
���
���
	�
�����������
������� ��������
��	�"

• 
�������������������������
������ ��
����������� �� ��
����������

• ��;���"���������"��		��

�������������	�����������
 
� ���
����������

• ��;��������		��

����
�	���������������
����������� � ��������������
• 
�����������������	����������
�����
�����������		�� ������

� ���
����������
• ������������		��

������	����������
�����
��������� ��		��������

� ���
����������

������������),��



Types of potentially traumatic life events

SITUATIONAL TRAUMAS
•relationship problems/ 
conflict
•separation/divorce
•domestic violence/physical 
abuse/ assault/ sexual 
abuse/rape/bullying
•unemployment/economic 
hardship/ business or 
educational failure

PERSONAL TRAUMAS
•injury/accident/ illness/operation 
to self
•injury/accident/illness/ operation 
to loved one
•death from illness of loved one
•sudden death of loved one
•suicide bereavement

SOURCE: Corporate Diagnostics 2009, StandBy 
Replication Project – Final Evaluation Report.
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1.
2.

3.

4.

So which potentially traumatic life events 
do not dissipate easily over time?



Getting the message across
Knowing what to do
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Key issues for evaluators
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Government 
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Evaluation Challenges
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Suicide and Traumatised People
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Thank you for your attention and interest


