
FACT SHEET: Talking publicly
about suicide

Communicating about suicide can help raise awareness and 
support of suicide prevention efforts. It can also provide the 
opportunity to identify those who may need extra support and 
connect them to services. However, talking carelessly can cause 
considerable distress for those impacted by suicide. It can also 
increase stigma, discrimination and fear around suicide and 
mental health, making it less likely those in need will 
seek help. Although you may want to an 'create impact', using 
images or language that depicts suicide can initiate trauma 
responses in your audience. This must be avoided if you want 
an effective presentation. The following information will assist 
you in understanding factors relevant to safe  messaging.

What is Safe Messaging? 

Safe messaging avoids harmful impacts to the audience and 
protects suicide prevention goals. Safe messaging reduces 
stigma and encourages help-seeking. Deep respect and 
understanding are reflected through language, image selection 
and the style of delivery. 

Know Your Audience

The context and audience are central to the development of an 
effective communication strategy. Factors that are valuable to 
consider are the audience’s personal experiences (including 
specifically of suicide), occupational role, mental health and suicide 
literacy, emotional and/or psychological readiness and 
preparedness to discuss suicide, social and cultural identity, 
audience expectations, and objectives in engaging with the 
communication. 

Preparing Your Message

Your message will inform the lens through which you apply your 
communication strategy. For example, a scientific talk on suicide 
will differ greatly from a talk you are giving on your personal 
experience with suicide. 

Introduce support and self-care options prior to 
commencement.
Use safe, inclusive language (e.g., person-centred, identity-first 
language).
Present direct and purposeful messages, meet the needs of the 
audience. 
Acknowledge diversity and communicate in a culturally safe 
manner. 
Recognise the multidimensional contexts of suicide. 
Provide a psychologically safe environment. 
Present a picture of hope and include information about help-
seeking pathways.
Select trauma informed language and imagery with the 
audience in mind.
Do not use images that depict actual or implied means/
methods of suicide, injury or trauma/distress responses.

When communicating about suicide, follow these guiding 
principles:

Responding to Unintended Audience Distress

Although we work strongly to avoid distressing our audience, it is 
possible that someone may experience distress in response 
to your presentation. Recognise this risk by introducing strategies 
for self-care and where to access support before you begin. You 
should also normalise the potential impacts early in the 
presentation, and similarly, apologise should distress become 
apparent, suspending the talk if necessary, reconnecting the 
audience with available support options. Consider additional 
options for support when delivering an online presentation.

Should your talk raise concern for multiple attendee’s, you need to 
seek feedback and consult with an organisation experienced in the 
development and delivery of safe suicide prevention messages, 
such as SRAA, Roses in the Ocean and Mindframe Media. Do not 
deliver another presentation until you know what went wrong.
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