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opinions expressed herein are the views of Chad Pitts & Sarah Kemp-Tabbut and do not reflect the 
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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). 
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the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. 
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necessarily represent the official views of the 
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.



Before We Begin

• Suicide is an intense topic for some people. 

• If you need to take a break, or step out, please do so.

• Immediate Resources:

• National Suicide Prevention Lifeline: 988

• Service members and Veterans: Press 1 to connect with the Veterans 
Crisis Line.



ND HOPES : North Dakota Healthcare, Opportunity, Prevention, and 
Education in Suicide prevention

Project Goals

• Reduce suicide attempts and deaths by 10% over 5 years

• Strengthen multisectoral partnerships

• Increase access to and utilization of timely surveillance data

• Implement strategies and approaches that will fill the gaps



Objectives

By participating in this training, you will be able to:

• Understand the importance of lethal means safety when it comes to suicide.

• Utilize lethal means safety counseling basics with your clients.

• Basic understanding of Safe Storage Practices for Firearms

• Identify training and resources available to you



Very Special Thanks

• CALM America  www.calmamerica.org

• VA Rocky Mountain MIRECC Lethal Means Safety Counseling 
- MIRECC / CoE (va.gov)

http://www.calmamerica.org/
https://www.mirecc.va.gov/visn19/lethalmeanssafety/counseling/
https://www.mirecc.va.gov/visn19/lethalmeanssafety/counseling/


Facts About Suicide



Suicide is a Serious Public Health Problem

Facts About Suicide | Suicide | CDC

https://www.cdc.gov/suicide/facts/index.html


Suicide is a Complex Issue with No Single Cause

• Suicide is often the result of a complex interaction of risk and protective factors at the 
individual, community, and societal levels.

• Risk factors are characteristics that are associated with an increased likelihood of suicidal 
behaviors. Protective factors can help offset risk factors. 

• To prevent suicide, we must maximize protective factors while minimizing risk factors at 
all levels, throughout communities nationwide.



Risk and Protective Factors

Risk 

• Prior suicide attempt

• Mental health issues

• Substance abuse

• Access to lethal means

• Recent loss

• Legal or financial challenges

• Relationship issues 

• Unemployment

• Homelessness

Protective

• Access to mental health care

• Sense of connectedness

• Problem-solving skills

• Sense of spirituality

• Mission or purpose

• Physical health

• Employment

• Social and emotional well-being

Goal: Minimize risk factors and boost protective factors



ND vs. US Suicide Rates

Source:  CDC WISQARS



ND Homicide vs. Suicide Rates

Source:  CDC WISQARS



Veteran Suicide Methods

2022 National 
Veteran Suicide 
Prevention Annual 
Report, VA Suicide 
Prevention, Office of 
Mental Health and 
Suicide Prevention, 
September 2022

https://www.mentalhealth.va.gov/docs/data-sheets/2022/2022-National-Veteran-Suicide-Prevention-Annual-Report-FINAL-508.pdf
https://www.mentalhealth.va.gov/docs/data-sheets/2022/2022-National-Veteran-Suicide-Prevention-Annual-Report-FINAL-508.pdf
https://www.mentalhealth.va.gov/docs/data-sheets/2022/2022-National-Veteran-Suicide-Prevention-Annual-Report-FINAL-508.pdf
https://www.mentalhealth.va.gov/docs/data-sheets/2022/2022-National-Veteran-Suicide-Prevention-Annual-Report-FINAL-508.pdf
https://www.mentalhealth.va.gov/docs/data-sheets/2022/2022-National-Veteran-Suicide-Prevention-Annual-Report-FINAL-508.pdf
https://www.mentalhealth.va.gov/docs/data-sheets/2022/2022-National-Veteran-Suicide-Prevention-Annual-Report-FINAL-508.pdf
https://www.mentalhealth.va.gov/docs/data-sheets/2022/2022-National-Veteran-Suicide-Prevention-Annual-Report-FINAL-508.pdf
https://www.mentalhealth.va.gov/docs/data-sheets/2022/2022-National-Veteran-Suicide-Prevention-Annual-Report-FINAL-508.pdf


Access to Firearms

• 31.9% of adults own firearms (81.4 million Americans aged 18 or over)

• 56.2% of gun owners say they carry a handgun for self-defense in at least some circumstances

• Average gun owner owns 5 firearms (handguns most common)

• 42.2% of female and 57.8% are male

• One-third of Veterans store a firearm locked and unloaded.

• Many studies have found that firearm access is an independent risk factor for suicide



Much of the focus in suicide prevention is on why a person 
attempts suicide. We seek to relieve the mental distress 

that leads to a suicide attempt.



But how a person attempts plays a crucial role in 
whether they live or die. 



Lethal Means Safety (LMS)

• Limiting access to lethal means methods of suicide, such as 
firearms and toxic medications.

• LMS is one of the few population level interventions that has 
been shown to decrease suicide rates.



Lethal Means Safety (LMS)

Steve is a 28 year old Veteran struggling with a painful breakup. 
Lately he has been missing work, withdrawing from friends, and 
drinking more. His roommate urged him to call 988 but he refused.

Two days later, he called his girlfriend, hoping to get back together, 
but

she wouldn’t speak to him. Feeling desperate, he went to the gun

safe…..



Lethal Means Safety (LMS)

Steve is a 28 year old Veteran worker struggling with a painful 
breakup. Lately he has been missing work, withdrawing from friends, 
and drinking more. His roommate urged him to call 988 but he 
refused.

Two days later, he called his girlfriend, hoping to get back together, 
but

she wouldn’t speak to him. Feeling desperate, he went to the gun

safe….. but the guns were gone.



Lethal Means Safety (LMS)

Steve is a 28 year old Veteran worker struggling with a painful breakup. Lately

he has been missing work, withdrawing from friends, and drinking more. His

roommate urged him to call 988 but he refused.

Two days later, he called his girlfriend, hoping to get back together, but she wouldn’t

speak to him. Feeling desperate, he went to the gun safe but the guns were gone.

• Frustrated, Steve drove to a friend’s house to borrow a gun.

• By the time he got there he had calmed down.

• He was still miserable, but no longer acutely suicidal.



Suicidal Crises are Often Very Brief

• Building in time and space between a suicidal impulse and the 
action may offer enough time for crisis to pass.

• In a study of suicide attempt survivors, the time from decision 
to action:



Why Means Matter

➢Suicidal crises are often brief.
➢Some methods, especially firearms, are far more lethal than others.
➢90% of those who attempt suicide and survive do not go on to die by 

suicide
➢Many people who are suicidal are ambivalent

Putting time and distance between a suicidal person and a highly 
lethal means (especially a firearm) can save a life



Why Firearms Matter Most

• They are the leading method among 
Veterans

• They are highly lethal
• They are highly accessible in many homes
• They are fast and irreversible



What made the difference for Steve?

Steve's roommate called the 
Veteran's Crisis Line when Steve 
refused. The clinician reviewed 
treatment options and created a 
safety plan that involved his 
friends. The clinician suggested 
that Steve store guns away from 
the home while he was in crisis. 
The clinician helped Steve develop 
a plan for temporarily moving the 
firearms to the friend's house. The 
clinician gained Steve's trust by 
having a general knowledge about 
firearms.



Common Ground

• Whether you are a gun owner or not, suicide prevention is an area on 
which people find common ground.

• Firearm instructors and gun rights advocates have begun advising that if a 
family member may be at risk for suicide, it is wise to temporarily store 
guns away from the home or otherwise inaccessible to them until they 
have recovered.

• If you are unfamiliar with firearms, you should take a basic firearm safety 
class to increase your familiarity with firearms and how to handle/store 
them safely.



Talking with Veterans about 
Firearms



Mental Health Stigma Among Veterans

• 42.9% of Veterans say they will be labeled as weak for seeking mental health care.

• Their careers will suffer if they seek help.

• The clinician will never undertand them and what they have been through.

(Sharp et al., 2015)



Talking with Veterans
• Change language used when working with a service member seeking help.

• Avoiding language that defines someone by their condition or assumes that condition can’t be 
managed or overcome

• Avoiding language that makes judgments or assumes intention

• Describing without downplaying or becoming overly graphic

• Using updated, culturally appropriate terminology

• Utilizing testimonials from senior military leaders

• Let them tell you their story

• Do not pry into it further

• Do appreciate that they shared

• Show love and acceptance

https://health.mil/Military-Health-Topics/Centers-of-Excellence/Psychological-Health-Center-of-Excellence/Clinicians-Corner-Blog/The-Power-of-Words-in-the-Battle-Against-Mental-Health-Stigma


Talking with Veterans about Firearms

• When talking with firearms owners about reducing access to 
prevent suicide, it is useful to have some knowledge of firearms. 
• You may want to take an introductory firearms class

• Typically found at local firearm retailers/ranges, online hunter 
safety, and Sheriff’s Office. 



Knowing the type of firearms your client has will determine the best type of safe storage method.

Types of Firearms

• Handgun 

• Ammo manually 
inserted into rotating 
cylinder. 

• Best Locking Device: 
Trigger Lock

• Handgun 

• Ammo is automatically 
fed into the chamber 
from the magazine.

• Best Locking Device: 
Cable Lock

Revolvers Semi Automatic Pistols



Knowing the type of firearms your client has will determine the best type of safe storage method.

Types of Firearms

• Long range firearm

• Many kinds of rifles: 
single shot, pump 
action, semi-
automatic, and black 
powder.

• Best Locking Device: 
Cable, Trigger, and 
Chamber Lock

• Short Range

• Shoot a spray of shots 
verse a single bullet.

• Many types: pump 
action, double 
barreled, semi 
automatic, and single 
shot.

• Best Locking Device: 
Cable, Trigger, and 
Chamber Lock

Rifles Shotguns



Safe Storage Practices

• Store all firearms Unloaded

• Ammo stored septate

• Use an external locking device (Trigger, Chamber, Cable, Biometric, etc)

• Store firearms in a dedicated firearm safe

• Safe Storage needs to be integrated into clients Safety Plan

• Will a friend or family member store the firearm when in crisis?

• Is there a local retailer, gunsmith, etc. that can take the firearm?

• Example language “Is there a gunsmith that can clean or make adjustments to your firearm during 
this time?”

• If firearms are remaining in the home, ensure they are safely stored.



Resources

• VA

• CALM

• VA S.A.V.E

• Safety Plan App

• Suicide Prevention Resource Center

• Governors Challenge

• Data Dashboard

• PsychArmor Trainings

• Military Culture Training

• Star Behavioral Health Training

• National Shooting Sports Foundation

• Firearm Safety Training

• ND HOPES 

• Veterans Resources

• Gatekeeper Trainings

https://zerosuicidetraining.edc.org/enrol/index.php?id=20
https://governorschallenge.psycharmor.org/
https://mobile.va.gov/app/safety-plan
https://sprc.org/training/
https://lookerstudio.google.com/reporting/0f845a02-2566-4b3f-a0a0-19cec27cbdca/page/gSTgD
https://governorschallenge.psycharmor.org/
https://www.starproviders.org/providers-tier-training/#search
https://www.nssf.org/safety/
http://www.ndhopes.com/
https://mobile.va.gov/app/safety-plan


Questions?

Chad Pitts
ND HOPES Program Manager
Chad.Pitts@und.edu

Sarah Kemp-Tabbut
VA Community Engagement and 
Partnerships Coordinator
Sarah.Kemptabbut@va.gov


	Slide 1
	Slide 2: Veteran Lethal Means Safety for  Suicide Prevention
	Slide 3
	Slide 4
	Slide 5
	Slide 6
	Slide 7
	Slide 8
	Slide 9
	Slide 10: Veteran Lethal Means Safety for Suicide Prevention
	Slide 11: Disclaimer
	Slide 12: Before We Begin
	Slide 13: ND HOPES : North Dakota Healthcare, Opportunity, Prevention, and Education in Suicide prevention
	Slide 14: Objectives
	Slide 15: Very Special Thanks
	Slide 16: Facts About Suicide
	Slide 17: Suicide is a Serious Public Health Problem
	Slide 18: Suicide is a Complex Issue with No Single Cause
	Slide 19: Risk and Protective Factors
	Slide 20: ND vs. US Suicide Rates
	Slide 21: ND Homicide vs. Suicide Rates
	Slide 22: Veteran Suicide Methods
	Slide 23: Access to Firearms
	Slide 24
	Slide 25
	Slide 26: Lethal Means Safety (LMS)
	Slide 27: Lethal Means Safety (LMS)
	Slide 28: Lethal Means Safety (LMS)
	Slide 29: Lethal Means Safety (LMS)
	Slide 30: Suicidal Crises are Often Very Brief
	Slide 31: Why Means Matter
	Slide 32: Why Firearms Matter Most
	Slide 33: What made the difference for Steve?
	Slide 34: Common Ground
	Slide 35: Talking with Veterans about Firearms
	Slide 36: Mental Health Stigma Among Veterans
	Slide 37: Talking with Veterans
	Slide 38: Talking with Veterans about Firearms
	Slide 39: Knowing the type of firearms your client has will determine the best type of safe storage method.
	Slide 40: Knowing the type of firearms your client has will determine the best type of safe storage method.
	Slide 41: Safe Storage Practices
	Slide 42: Resources
	Slide 43: Questions?



