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Addressing Suicide In Primary Care



Disclaimer and Funding Statement
This presentation was prepared for the Mountain Plains Mental Health Technology Transfer Center 
(Mountain Plains MHTTC) under a cooperative agreement from the Substance Abuse and Mental 
Health Services Administration (SAMHSA). All material appearing in this presentation, except that taken 
directly from copyrighted sources, is in the public domain and may be reproduced or copied without 
permission from SAMHSA or the authors. Citation of the source is appreciated. Do not reproduce or 
distribute this presentation for a fee without specific, written authorization from the Mountain Plains 
MHTTC. For more information on obtaining copies of this presentation please email gberry@wiche.edu.

At the time of this presentation, Miriam E. Delphin-Rittmon, Ph.D. served as acting SAMHSA Assistant 
Secretary. The opinions expressed herein are the views of Debra Brownlee and do not reflect the 
official position of the Department of Health and Human Services (DHHS), or SAMHSA. No official 
support or endorsement of DHHS, SAMHSA, for the opinions described in this presentation is intended 
or should be inferred.

The work of the Mountain Plains MHTTC is supported by grant H79SM081792 from the Department of 
Health and Human Services, Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration.



The Mountain Plains Mental Health Technology Transfer Center

The Mountain Plains Mental Health Technology 
Transfer Center (Mountain Plains MHTTC) provides 
training and technical assistance to individuals who 
serve persons with mental health concerns throughout 
Region 8 (Colorado, Montana, North Dakota, South 
Dakota, Utah and Wyoming).

We belong to the Technology Transfer Center (TTC) 
Network, a national network of training and technical 
assistance centers serving the needs of mental health, 
substance use and prevention providers. The work of 
the TTC Network is under a cooperative agreement by 
the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Service 
Administration (SAMHSA). 





ADDRESSING SUICIDE IN 
PRIMARY CARE

OCTOBER 20, 2021

PRESENTER: DEBRA BROWNLEE, PHD



SOURCE MATERIAL

Suicide Prevention Toolkit for Primary Care Practices

• http://www.sprc.org/resources-programs/suicide-prevention-toolkit-ruralprimary-
care

• http://www.wiche.edu/pub/suicide-prevention-toolkit-for-primary-care-practices

Suicide Prevention Toolkit/American Indian Addendum

http://www.sprc.org/resources-programs/suicide-prevention-toolkit-ruralprimary-care
http://www.wiche.edu/pub/suicide-prevention-toolkit-for-primary-care-practices


WHY PRIMARY CARE?

• People are more likely to go to their primary care 
provider or a spiritual leader to address depressive 
issues. 

• They’re also more likely to report physical symptoms 
than mental health symptoms. 

• Suicide rates after visits to medical providers are high; 
and after discharge from hospital, even higher. 



EFFECTIVE PREVENTION STRATEGIES – 0 SUICIDE MODEL

Suicide Prevention Strategies in Primary Care 

1. Train staff to recognize and respond to warning signs of suicide (Applied 
Suicide Intervention Skills Training; Mental Health First Aid) (Pages 71-73)

2. Screen for and manage depression (Patient Health Questionnaire – 9; 
Columbia Suicide Severity Rating Scale) (Page 69)

3. Screen all patients for suicide risk 

4. Educate patients about warning signs for suicide 

5. Safety Plan/Temporarily restrict means for lethal self-harm (Page 70)



STATISTICS WORTH MENTIONING

• afsp.org (American Foundation for Suicide 
Prevention)

• sprc.org (Suicide Prevention Resource 
Center) – Suicide Prevention Toolkit/American Indian Addendum



THE APPROACH
 Communication is imperfect but mistakes in communication can usually be fixed.

 Be specific in describing what you are noticing and/or what your concerns are. 

 Your best skills involve being genuine, compassionate, and respectful.

 The more ill someone is, the more clear you have to be (e.g., you may have to take more time 
explaining why you’re asking the questions you are; what your intentions are, etc.…)

 Take your time. Most decisions don’t have to be made right away. (If they’re talking, they’re not acting)

• Remember, you are not the sole decision maker. You are able to access support through the National 
Suicide Prevention Lifeline, afsp.org (American Foundation for Suicide Prevention), sprc.org (Suicide 
Prevention Resource Center); and 911 is always an option if you aren’t sure a person can keep 
themselves safe.

 Put the National Suicide Prevention Lifeline Number in your phone contacts list (1-800-273-8255). 

 If you do call 911, tell the operator that this is a mental health crisis and ask if they can send someone 
trained to help with mental health issues.

National Suicide 
Prevention Lifeline

1-800-273-TALK 
(8255)



Activity: Take a minute to 
consider helpful/not helpful 

things to say



THE APPROACH

Examples of What to Say
 I’m concerned about you.

 It looks like you’re having a hard time 
concentrating, focusing, getting to appointments 
on time, etc.…

 You seem to be more anxious, sad, angry, etc… 
than usual (then give specifics: e.g., you look like 
you’ve been crying; you’ve been snapping/yelling 
more than usual; you’re trembling. 

 Would it help to talk? I’m here when you’re ready 
to talk. 

Examples of What Not to Say
 Get over it.

 You’re making a bigger deal of this than you 
need to.

 Calm down.

 You just need to…. What you should do is…

 Have you done what we talked about before 
(e.g., taken your meds, stopped drinking/drugs, 
etc…)



RESTRICTION OF MEANS (PAGE 70)

• Lock It Up Campaign http://www.kingcounty.gov/depts/health/violence-injury-prevention/violence-
prevention/gun-violence/LOKIT-UP.aspx LOK-IT-UP raises awareness about the importance of safe firearm 
storage, informs the public about safe storage options, and promotes the availability of safe storage devices. 
The Public Health Seattle King County website contains information for healthcare providers, including 
brochures and answers to important questions regarding gun storage. 

• Means Matter http://www.hsph.harvard.edu/means-matter/ The Means Matter website, created by the 
Harvard Injury Control Research Center at the Harvard School of Public Health, contains information on means 
reduction and why it is important. Means reduction statistics and programs are provided by state. 

• Safe Use of Prescription Pain Medication Brochure http://here.doh.wa.gov/materials/safe-use-of-prescription-
pain-medication/33_PainMeds_E15L.pdf A 3.5 x 8.5 informational brochure describing how to use 
prescription pain medication safely, dangers of not following the directions, possible signs of overdose, and 
how to safely dispose of unwanted or expired medication. May be downloaded free of charge in English and 
Spanish.



Thank you for joining us today!

Debra Brownlee, PHD
October 20, 2021



Stay Connected

mhttcnetwork.org/centers/mountain-plains-mhttc/home

@Mountain-Plains-MHTTC  

@MPMHTTC 

mhttcnetwork.org/centers/mountain-plains-mhttc/subscribe-our-mailing-list

https://mhttcnetwork.org/centers/mountain-plains-mhttc/home
https://www.facebook.com/MountainPlainsMHTTC/
https://twitter.com/mpmhttc?lang=en
https://mhttcnetwork.org/centers/mountain-plains-mhttc/subscribe-our-mailing-list
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