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Overview of Suicide & the 
Older Adult 
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Education for Health Care Professionals 

Part 1: Understanding Suicide, Risks & 

Prevalence 
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● Suicide 

Intentional self-injurious behaviour which results in death. 
 

● Suicide attempt 

Intentional behaviour aimed at injuring the self to result in death 

which result in non-fatal consequences. 
 

● Suicidal ideation 

Contemplating a plan to commit suicide. 
 

● Passive suicide  

Self-destructive yet ambiguous actions including refusing to eat, 

drink or take life saving medications or permit medical treatment. 
(Arshad, 2018; Nugent, 2013) 

 
 

 

Definitions 

(Arshad, 2018; CAMH, 2018; CDC, 2017; CASP, 2018; Nugent, 2013)  
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(CASP, 2018 ; PHAC, 2016; World Health Organization, 2014) 

 

Suicide in Canada 

● In 2016, approximately 10 people died per day by suicide in 

Canada. Of the estimated 4000 deaths by suicide over 90% 

were individuals with mental health issues.   

● According to the Canadian Community Health Survey, 14.7% of 

Canadians surveyed said they had thought about suicide and 3.5% 

had attempted suicide sometime in their life. (CASP, 2018) 
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Suicide in Ontario – Ages ≥60  

(Centre for Suicide Prevention, 2017)  
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Suicide in Ontario – Ages ≥60  

(Centre for Suicide Prevention, 2017)  
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Methods Used  

(CAMH, 2018; CDC, 2017; Crisis Intervention and Suicide Prevention Centre, 2013; Statistics Canada, 2017)  
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As the graph illustrates males tend to attempt suicide using methods that 
are more likely to result in death compared to females, who tend to 
choose methods that are more likely to result in survival. This may signify 
a gender difference in utilizing suicidal behaviour as a cry for help.  

From 2000 to 

2009, the most 

frequent method of 

suicide in Canada 

was hanging at 

44%, poisoning 

accounted for 25% 

of suicides and 

firearms were used 

in 16% of suicides.  
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● Cheung et al. (2015) investigated suicide notes of older New 
Zealanders and found that a third of those who did leave 
notes provided health-related reasons for committing 
suicide. 73.3% of those individuals did have serious medical 
conditions. 

● Other significant findings included: 

 Reduced quality of life 

 Lack of functional independence 

● Fassberg et al. (2015) also found in a systematic review of 
physical illness, functional disability and suicidal behaviour in 
older adults that there is a consistent relationship between 
functional disability and suicide in older adults.  

Suicide Notes – The Reasons Why…  
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(Cheung et al., 2015; Cheung, no date; Fassberg et al, 2015) 
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Stressors Present in One Year Prior to 

Suicide Death in Toronto, 1998-2011 
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(Toronto Public Health, 2014) 
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● A 2009 report analyzing the economic burden of injury in 

Canada estimated that the: 

 direct costs of suicide/self harm were $829M per year 

 indirect costs of suicide/self harm were $2,127M per year 

● Direct costs included ambulance and police services, 

hospital, physician, autopsy, funeral and cremation.  

● Indirect costs included discounted future earnings because of 

years of life shortened and the loss of productivity for society 

from the individual who completed suicide and those affected 

by the suicide. (SMARTRISK, 2009) 

The Cost of Suicide in Canada 

(CSP, 2012; Government of Canada, 2016; SMARTRISK, 2009 ; WHO, 2014) 
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● The impact of a suicide often has far reaching ripple effects that can last 

beyond the immediate event. (CASP, 2018) 

● Young et al, 2012 state that “survivors of suicide loss are at higher risk of 

developing major depression, post-traumatic stress disorder, and suicidal 

behaviours, as well as a prolonged form of grief called complicated grief. 

Added to the burden is the substantial stigma, which can keep survivors 

away from much needed support and healing resources. Thus survivors may 

require unique supportive measures and targeted treatment to cope with their 

loss.”(Young et al., 2012) 

● In the Government of Canada’s 2016 publication, Working Together to 

Prevent Suicide in Canada it is stated that for every suicide there are at least 

7 to 10 survivors who are deeply impacted by the loss.(Government of Canada, 

2016) 

 

Impacts of Suicide 
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(CASP, 2018; Young et al., 2012; Government of Canada, 2016) 

 
Suicide doesn't end pain, 

It hands it to surviving loved ones 

Out of the Ashes, FB 
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● Studies have found that a high prevalence of older adults who attempt 

suicide have pre-existing mental health issues such as anxiety, bipolar 

disorder (O’Rourke et al., 2017), cognitive impairment (executive function), 

depression (Pu et al, 2017), PTSD and substance use disorder (Jahn, 2017). 

● Similarly, physical illness and disability is associated with increased risk 

particularly when such conditions result in pain, reduced independence 

and/or quality of life, and have a life limiting prognosis (i.e. AIDS/HIV, 

cancer (Fassberg et al, 2015), Parkinson’s disease (Nazem et al, 2008)).   

● Certain personality traits such as emotional instability, impulsivity, 

aggression and introversion are associated with increased suicide risk. 

● Having difficulty creating and sustaining meaningful relationships and 

having unrealistic expectations are also characteristics of those at 

increased risk. 

● Behaviours such as being socially isolated or emotionally closed off 

have been associated with suicide in later life. (CCSMH, 2014) 

Psychological & Physiological Risks 
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(CCSMH, 2014; Jahn, 2017; O’Rourke et al., 2017; Nazem et al, 2008; Pu et al, 2017) 
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Contextual Risk Factors >> 
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(Bulanda, no date; CCSMH, 2014; Statistics Canada, 2017; World Health Organization, 2014 

● A number of contextual risk factors 
impact older adults risk for attempting 
suicide.  

● The World Health Organization points 
out that there is cultural variability in 
relation to suicide risk, where some 
cultures have increased risks and others 
have protective factors. (World Health 

Organization, 2014)  This may be related to 
the fact that social isolation increases 
suicide risk and some cultures value 
social cohesion and support while 
others value individuality and 
independence. (Bulanda, no date; CCSMH, 2014) 

● Particular vulnerable populations such 
as aboriginal women, widowed women, 
immigrant and refugee populations, 
LGBTQ and those living in poverty. 
(Statistics Canada, 2017) 
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Contextual Risk Factors 
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(CCSMH, 2014 ;Hedna et al., 2018; Juurlink et al., 2006; Khan & Kingston, 2014; Lane, 2015 

● Individuals who lose their job or experience financial loss such as in 

the case of involuntary early retirement also have increased risk. As 

well as people who have experienced trauma, in childhood, their 

profession, during war, etc. (Khan & Kingston, 2014; Lane, 2015)  

● Taking specific anti-depressants are associated with heightened 

suicidal risk in older adults. (Juurlink et al., 2006; Hedna et al., 2018) 

● A family history of suicide also increases risk. (CCSMH, 2014) 
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● Older white men are statistically at highest risk of suicide 

among the older adult group 

● Some research indicates that older Asians also have high 

suicide rates (CCSMH, 2014) 

Demographic Risk Factors 
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(CCSMH, 2014) 
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Income – Global, 2012 
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(World Health Organization, 2014) 

There are a number of variables which could be related to these 

findings such as affordability of and access to counselling services, 

medications, and implications regarding  quality of life, etc. 
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● Married people are less likely to commit suicide. (Statistics Canada, 2017) 

● Having strong personal relationships, positive coping strategies and 

faith in religious or spiritual beliefs offer a protective value (WHO, 2014) 

Preventative Factors 

16 

(Statistics Canada, 2017; WHO, 2014) 
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