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FACT SHEET: Talking with
someone about their
suicidality

Talking to a friend or family member about their thoughts of
suicide can be difficult. These conversations can make us feel
uncomfortable and helpless. We can be unsure what to say and
worry about saying the wrong thing. We can also worry that talking
about suicide might make the person more likely to suicide.
Research has demonstrated that talking about suicidal thoughts
doesn’t make someone more likely to suicide and is an important
step towards recovery. Below are strategies to help you support
someone when talking about their suicidal thoughts. 

Reflect: What do you know about the person? What support
options would you suggest? Plan to have the conversation at a time
that is convenient for both you and them. Where is the best place
to talk? It may be in a private meeting room, at a café or while you
take a walk through a local park.

Listen with compassion: Allow time and space for them to
explain how they feel. Work hard to understand their distress by
clarifying the problem, exploring the solutions they have tried, and
use nonverbal clues (e.g., eye contact, leaning forward) to convey
empathy. Do not minimise or avoid the depth of their feelings. Do
not argue about what the ‘should’ do. 

Take it seriously: Show that you believe the person and that you
take any talk of suicide seriously. Most people do not talk or think
about suicide lightly. There may be a serious risk of death.

Ask direct questions: Do not be afraid to ask a direct question
using clear language. After checking in with general questions
(such as "You seem very low and I'm worried about you, are you
doing ok?”), ask directly “Are you thinking of suicide?”. Remember,
asking a direct question will not give the person the idea to take
their own life. Ask whether they have talked to anyone about their
suicidal thoughts. 

Manage your emotions: We might feel upset, fearful or
uncomfortable at this disclosure. Prepare to manage these
emotions. Acknowledge that you will need to process these
emotions after the interaction, but in the moment, you need to
focus on compassionately connecting the person with support. 

Get help: As you talk with them, explore the solutions they have
tried, including personal, workplace and professional supports.
Work with them to identify other local options, while also
suggesting that you will stay with them while they call their General
Practitioner, or the Suicide Call Back Service (1300 659 467) or
LifeLine (13 11 14). 

Be realistic: Keep in mind that nothing is going to change quickly.
It will have taken a long time for the person to get to this place. It
will take more time to build up the supports and resources they
need. Even once they are linked in with support services, the
person's risk of suicide can remain for some time.

Stay connected: When someone is feeling suicidal, they can
withdraw from everyone. Being connected to other people who
care about them will help reduce the person's suicidal feelings.

Access your own support: You may need to talk through your
experience after providing support. Consider calling SP Peer Care
Connect (1800 77 7337), to talk with someone who has had a
similar experience or LifeLine (13 11 14). 

If there is an immediate risk that the person will harm themselves,
they will need emergency help. If this is the case, be prepared to
call for emergency support. 


