Problem Identification


The first step in developing a suicide prevention program is to define the scope and breadth of the problem.  National, local and law enforcement-specific data can be extremely useful and can provide a global understanding of the issues an agency may face.  These data also help establish benchmarks by which agencies can assess the level of their own suicide problem.

Suicide is now the fourth leading cause of death among select adult age groups in the United States (11 / 100,000 lives) where it claims more than 80 lives per day.  The rate in California is somewhat lower at approximately 9 / 100,000 lives.  Deaths by suicide now exceed deaths attributed to chronic liver disease and cirrhosis, primary hypertension, and homicide.  For those in law enforcement, the suicide rates are arguably even higher.  A number of studies suggest that law enforcement personnel are 40-60% more likely to die by their own hand than by work-related violence.  While line-of-duty deaths have decreased by 40% over the last four decades, the national rates of suicide among law enforcement have increased by 60% during the same time period.  

After reviewing national and local data, agencies will want to gather as much relevant information available in order to answer the “what, when, how and why” of the problem.  Details regarding what factors appear to have contributed to an individual’s suicide, including individual characteristics, behaviors and circumstances leading to suicide, triggering events, cultural components, intervention efforts and their support system can be very useful.  There is rarely a single causal event but rather a multitude of factors that lead to suicide.  It is critical that suicidal behavior, and analysis, be viewed on a continuum of severity ranging from suicidal ideations to completed suicide acts.  Though each suicide differs in many respects, the path leading to a suicide is often unobstructed.  Years of analysis at the Los Angeles Police Department, for example, suggests that there is often the same constellation of factors present in most suicides.  This includes depressive symptoms, alcohol abuse and the break-up of an intimate relationship.  Developing an understanding of those factors specific to your agency is critical in developing an effective suicide prevention intervention.
