
 

DEALING WITH SUICIDE 

When someone says that they are having thoughts about taking their own 
life or if someone behaves and says things that make you believe that they 
may be considering suicide, it can be both upsetting and frightening and 
may leave you not knowing what to do. If you have any concerns about the 
risk of suicide with someone in your team, taking action is always the best 
choice. 
 

Where an individual employee is talking about or threatening to take their own life, the key message 
is the importance of talking openly and with trust and supporting the person in accessing 
professional help. 

Warning signs 
Because of their ambivalence about living, it’s not uncommon for people contemplating suicide to 
give off warning signs about their intentions. However, this is not true of all individuals and it may 
not always be possible to identify any warning signs. Listed below are some of the common signs: 

• Having a preoccupation with death and dying. 
• Talking about suicide, making remarks such as “I wish I were dead” 
• Withdrawing socially – wanting to be on their own 
• Saying goodbye to people with the suggestion that they won’t be seeing them again. 
• Acting out of character for example recklessness or risk taking 
• Destructive behaviour 
• Misuse of alcohol and drugs. 
• Giving away personal possessions - putting personal affairs in order. 
• Loss of interest in day to day activities 
• Changes to sleep and eating patterns 
• Neglecting appearance or personal hygiene 
• Expressing feelings of being a burden, trapped, hopelessness 

Most suicidal people don’t want to die; they just want to stop the hurt and the pain, but sadly 
around 1 million people take their own life each year. If someone is intent on taking their own life 
there is only so much that others can do. If an employee or colleague ends their life, it’s important 
that you remember that you are in no way responsible for their behaviour; none of us can control 
the actions of others. 

DO 
• Offer support and encourage the employee to talk about how they are feeling. Talking about 

suicidal thoughts won’t push someone into harming themselves but talking about how they 
feel may actually reduce the risk 

• Ask direct questions and don’t be afraid of frank discussions 
• Take it seriously when someone speaks about suicide - acknowledge that any threat or 

attempt to take one’s life is a cry for help 
• Arrange for them to speak to the Employee Assistance Programme 



 

• Agree any actions that the employee would find helpful 
• Arrange to take employee to their GP surgery if possible 
• Contact Emergency Services if appropriate - where there is an imminent threat of suicide 

you should contact the emergency services or take the person to the accident and 
emergency department at your nearest hospital. Do not leave them alone. 

• Take steps to care for yourself - seek help and guidance from the Employee Assistance 
Programme (EAP) or the Occupational Health Service for support with the impact on your 
own wellbeing 

• Maintain an active and supportive interest in the persons wellbeing after professional 
support is accessed 

DON’T 
• Try to pressurise the person into talking if they don’t want to. However giving them the time 

and space to talk openly without interrupting, offering solutions or judging them can provide 
the first step in helping them cope. 

• Try to minimise the depth of their feelings using expressions such as "you have so much to 
live for” or “things will look better in the morning”” 

• Judge them or tell them “to snap out of it” 
• Agree to keep the “incident” a secret - suicidal thoughts/behaviour overrides all the normal 

rules of confidentiality 
• Over commit yourself or ignore your limitations - you are their manager, but it is not your 

responsibility to provide round-the-clock care for the person's life – hand over responsibility 
to the professionals 

Dealing with the impact of a colleague's suicide 
Many hours are spent at our place of work and therefore it’s inevitable that friendships are forged 
with the people we work alongside. When a co-worker dies it can have a tremendous impact on staff 
– when death is the result of suicide these feelings can be both intensified and prolonged. 

Coping with suicide is different from other types of bereavement reaction. Bereavement through 
suicide is likely to be complicated. It’s not uncommon for survivors to be consumed with guilt, 
rewinding events looking for clues as to how they may have prevented it. If the dead person’s 
intentions were known friends and colleagues are often left feeling inadequate or rejected. The 
death is likely to be followed by an inquest, and reported by the media, all adding to the distress. 

As a manager, personal resilience combined with sensitivity to the feelings of others will be needed 
to help staff deal with the loss but it’s vital that you use the support network that is available to you 
to take some of the pressure. This will allow you to continue to manage the day to day operation of 
your business which will need to continue despite what has happened while ensuring that you do 
not neglect your own emotional needs in this painful situation. Take advantage of your Employee 
Assistance Programme, they have a wealth of knowledge and experience and can provide a variety 
of services to help support staff at this difficult time. 

If you require further advice or feel that speaking to someone may be helpful, then please do not 
hesitate to contact one of our advisors, who are available 24/7 by calling the EAP free phone 
number. 
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