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By Helene Schumacher 18th March 2019

In countries around the world, women are more likely to
be diagnosed with depression and to attempt suicide. So
why is the male suicide rate still several times higher than
female?

ix years ago my brother took his own life. He was 28 years old.

Tragically, suicide is not as rare as one might think. In 2016, the last year
global data is available from the World Health Organization (WHO), there
were an estimated 793,000 suicide deaths worldwide.Most were men.

In the UK, the male suicide rate is its lowest since 1981 – 15.5 deaths per 100,000.
But suicide is still the single biggest killer of men under the age of 45. And a marked
gender split remains. For UK women, the rate is a third of men’s: 4.9 suicides per
100,000.

It’s the same in many other countries. Compared to women, men are three times more
likely to die by suicide in Australia, 3.5 times more likely in the US and more than four
times more likely in Russia and Argentina. WHO’s data show that nearly 40% of
countries have more than 15 suicide deaths per 100,000 men; only 1.5% show a rate
that high for women.

The trend goes back a long way. "As long as we've been recording it, we've seen this
disparity," says psychologist Jill Harkavy-Friedman, vice-president of research for the
American Foundation for Suicide Prevention, a health organisation that supports
those affected by suicide.

Suicide is a hugely sensitive, complex issue with a tangled multitude of causes – and
the very nature of a death by suicide means we can never fully know the reasons
behind it.

Still, as mental health awareness has grown, there is greater public understanding
about potential contributing factors. One of the questions that has persisted, though,
regards this gender gap. It seems especially large given that women tend to have
higher rates of depression diagnoses.

Why are men struggling? (Credit: Getty)

Women also are even more likely than men to attempt suicide. In the US for example,
adult women in the US reported a suicide attempt 1.2 times as o[en as men. But
male suicide methods are ofen more violent, making them more likely to be
completed before anyone can intervene. Access to means is a big contributing factor:
in the US for example, six-in-10 gun owners are men – and firearms account for more
than half of suicides.
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Men may also choose these methods because they’re more intent on completing the
act. One study of more than 4,000 hospital patients who had engaged in self-harm
found, for example, that the men had higher levels of suicidal intent than the women.

Why are men struggling – and what can be done about it?

Risk factors

One key element is communication. It’s too simplistic to say women are willing to
share their problems and men tend to bottle them up. But it is true that, for
generations, many societies have encouraged men to be “strong” and not admit
they’re struggling.

It ofen starts in childhood. “We tell boys that 'boys don't cry',” says Colman O’Driscoll,
former executive director of operations and development at Lifeline, an Australian
charity providing 24-hour crisis support and suicide prevention services. “We condition
boys from a very young age to not express emotion, because to express emotion is to
be 'weak'.”

Mara Grunau, executive director at the Centre for Suicide Prevention in Canada,
points out it’s how we talk to our children and how we encourage them to
communicate about themselves too: "Mothers talk way more to their girl children than
their boy children... and they share and identify feelings” more, she says. “We almost
expect women to be emotional.”

From a young age, we condition men to think that crying is a sign of weakness (Credit:
Getty)

But men may be less likely to admit when they feel vulnerable, whether to themselves,
friends, or a GP. They also can be more reticent than women to see a doctor. A UK
British Medical Journal study found general primary care consultation rates were
32% lower in men than women. (Consultation rates for depression, assessed by
whether patients received antidepressant prescriptions, were 8% lower in men than
women).

"Men seek help for mental health less ofen,” Harkavy-Friedman says. “It's not that
men don't have the same issues as women – but they're a little less likely to know they
have whatever stresses or mental health conditions that are putting them at greater
risk for suicide."

Men seek help for mental issues less oFen (Credit: Getty)

If a person is not even cognisant they have a condition causing their distress, then
they’re less aware anything could be done to help them. Only a third of people who
take their own lives are in mental healthcare treatment at the time, says Harkavy-
Friedman.

Dangerously, rather than seeking help through established channels, some men may
attempt to “self-medicate”.

"There tends to be more substance use and alcohol use among males, which may just
reflect the distress they're feeling – but we know it compounds the issue of suicide,"
says Harkavy-Friedman.

Indeed, men are nearly twice as likely as women to meet criteria for alcohol
dependence. But drinking can deepen depression and increase impulsive behaviours
and alcoholism is a known risk factor for suicide.

There tends to be more substance and alcohol use among men, which can be a dangerous
attempt to ‘self-medicate’ (Credit: Getty)

Other risk factors can be related to family or work. When there's an economic
downturn that results in increased unemployment, for example, there tends to be an
associated increase in suicide – typically 18-24 months afer the downturn. One 2015
study found that for every 1% increase in unemployment there is a 0.79% increase in
the suicide rate.

Having to worry more about finances or trying to find a job can exacerbate mental
health issues for anyone. But there are elements of social pressure and identity crisis,
too. "We're brought up our entire lives to judge ourselves in comparison with our peers
and to be economically successful,” says Simon Gunning, the CEO of Campaign
Against Living Miserably (Calm), a UK-based award-winning charity dedicated to
preventing male suicide. “When there are economic factors we can't control, it
becomes very difficult."

There can also be a spiralling effect. In the US, for example, health insurance ofen is
linked to employment. If a person is being treated for depression or substance use,
they may lose that care when they lose their job.

Another risk factor is a sense of isolation, as physician Thomas Joiner writes in his
book Why people die by suicide. This can manifest itself in every walk of life. The
outwardly successful professional who has prioritised career advancement to the
detriment of all else, including social relationships, may find himself "at the top of the
pyramid, alone,” says Grunau.  

One potential risk factor is a sense of isolation (Credit: Getty)

Of course, it is important to remember that while an external factor might precipitate
suicidal behaviour in a person who's already at risk, it’s never the sole cause.

“Millions of people lose their jobs, almost all of us have lost a relationship and we
don't end up dying by suicide," says Harkavy-Friedman.

Possible solutions

There are no straightforward fixes for an issue this complex. But a number of
programmes, policies and nonprofits are making inroads.

In Australia, for example, mental health and suicide prevention groups are trying to
shif the cultural paradigm. One initiative that has gained traction is RU OK? day,
which encourages people to support those struggling with life by starting a
conversation. Another approach is the “shoulder-to-shoulder principle” – encouraging
men to talk while otherwise occupied, like watching football or going for a bike ride.
Mates in Construction, a training and support programme, raises awareness of high
suicide rates in the industry and shows construction workers how they can help be part
of the solution.

Overall, there's an emphasis on "making it okay for men to talk about how they're
feeling – and for that to be acknowledged as a sign of strength”, says O’Driscoll.

In Australia, the programme Mates in Construction is raising awareness of the industry’s
high suicide rates (Credit: Getty)

Technology is presenting new options too. Not everyone might want to unburden
themselves to another person, even over a helpline. But artificial intelligence – such as
chatbots – might allow a vulnerable person to communicate and get the help they
need without fear of judgement.

Another strategy is to focus on the impact a suicide has on loved ones. Calm’s
campaign Project 84 – so named to represent the 84 men who die weekly by suicide in
the UK – stresses the devastation lef behind. This can counteract the sense by some
men that "it's the ‘right’ thing to take themselves out of the equation", Gunning says.
He emphasises: "Staying is always an option."

Staying is always an option (Credit: Getty)

Other solutions have to do with simply making suicides more difficult to complete.
Afer barriers were installed on the Clifon suspension bridge in Bristol, England, for
example, one study found that deaths from jumping the bridge halved – and there
was no evidence that suicides from jumping from other sites in the area increased in
response.

Still, more work obviously has to be done.

O’Driscoll compares how there’s ofen more attention paid to reducing road fatalities
than to suicide prevention, despite suicide taking more lives. In Australia, for example,
the overall suicide rate in 2015 was 12.6 per 100,000 – the highest rate in more than a
decade –compared to 4.7 per 100,000 for road deaths.

More research is needed too. “Clearly,” says Harkavy-Friedman, “there are differences
between women and men in our biology, our hormonal structure and the way our
brains develop and function.” But men and women are ofen studied together, and
despite attempts to statistically control for the differences, it is not enough. She
believes we need to study men and women separately.

But there are positive signs. Harkavy-Friedman notes a huge change on the
professional side, recalling at the beginning of her career it was hard to get a paper
accepted on suicide because it was thought that you couldn't prevent suicide, she says.
Now, we know that to be wrong.

She also points to more government involvement than ever before. On World Mental
Health Day in 2018, the UK government announced its first suicide prevention
minister. "The UK has been ahead of the game, every step along the way," she says,
adding that she believes there has been a decrease in the UK suicide rate because a
national strategy has been implemented.

The situation is getting better, but there is more work to be done (Credit: Getty)

For Grunau too, the situation is unquestionably getting better. "We are seeing
momentum we've never seen,” she says. “You can actually talk about suicide and
people still flinch, but they're more willing to have the conversation."

That has had positive effects, as the decline in UK suicides shows. Still, it’s not enough.
Any life lost to suicide – whether male or female – is a life too many.

If you or anyone you know is affected by this story, here are some resources that can
help. 

The International Association for Suicide Prevention has a list of global agencies that
may also be able to provide immediate support.

In the UK and Ireland:

The Samaritans are open 24 hours a day. Call 116 123 or email jo@samaritans.org

The Campaign Against Living Miserably (Calm) offers support to men. Call 0800 58 58 58
between 17:00 and 00:00 every day or visit their webchat page here.

In the US:

If you are in crisis, please call the National Suicide Prevention Lifeline at 1-800-273-
TALK (8255) or contact the Crisis Text Line by texting TALK to 741741.

In Australia:

Call Lifeline on 13 11 14 or  chat online, nightly seven days a week.

In Canada:

If you are in crisis, call 1-833-456-4566 (4357) or text 45645. For more information
about suicide prevention, visit Centre for suicide prevention.
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By Mark Ellwood 14th July 2022

Our world is awash with a rainbow of colours, but certain
shades can have a surprising impact on our ability to
concentrate, our mood and even the flavours we
experience.

 few years ago, a strange trend started to sweep through prisons in
Europe and North America. They began painting some of their cells pink.
It became so common that in 2014, one in every five prisons and police
stations in Switzerland had at least one detention cell that was painted a

garish, flamingo pink.

The decor wasn't intended as an aesthetic choice or to make millennial offenders feel
more comfortable, but rather to leverage a well-known scientific study from the
1970s. That's when researcher Alexander Schauss persuaded a naval correctional
facility to paint a few of its detention cells pink, theorising from his own experiments
that the colour might positively influence occupants' behaviour, soothing and
calming their agita. The results he achieved suggested he was right – a memorandum
written by the Bureau of Naval Personnel stated confines needed only 15 minutes of
exposure to the pink cell for their aggressive behaviour and potential for violence to
abate. Tests in other detention centres appeared to back up his findings, and once
they were published in 1979 and 1981, the shade he used – initially made using a pint
(473ml) of semi-gloss red outdoor trim paint with a gallon (4,546ml) of pure white
indoor latex paint – began being deployed for its mood-changing properties in jails
around the world.

The pink tone – officially designated P-618 but called Baker-Miller Pink by Schauss
afer the directors of the Naval detention centre he first tested it in – has become
known by various names around the world where it has been used, from "Drunk Tank
pink" to "cool down pink".
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