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Key Points 

A. Most longitudinal studies support link between 

economic recession and increased suicidal risk 

B. Effects most pronounced for men; but women in 

higher occupational positions also vulnerable 

C. Not just about economic recession; risks with any 

economic shock including rapid economic growth 

D. Risk linked to uncertainty re jobs & ability to pay 

debts  

E. Those economically left behind during economic 

recovery can be especially vulnerable 

 



available on www.euro.who.int 

The impact of place on suicidal behaviour 
 
Socioeconomic disadvantage & suicidal behaviour 
during times of economic recession & recovery  
 
Social & labour market policies & suicidal behaviour 
 
Socioeconomic disadvantage and suicidal behaviour: 
psychological factors 
 
Explaining the relationship between socioeconomic 
disadvantage, self-harm and suicide: a qualitative 
synthesis of the accounts of those who have self-
harmed  
 
In their own words: How do people in the UK 
understand the impacts of socioeconomic 
disadvantage on their mental health and risk 
factors for suicide? 

https://www.samaritans.org/dying-from-inequality 



Source: Office for National Statistics 2014 

By start 2014 had 
recovered back to 
2005 GDP per head 
levels 



 Economic shocks not just 

during times of downturn.  

  

 More visible during 
downturn – opportunities for 
action  



Possible mechanisms linking recession and suicide 

Haw, Hawton, Gunnell & Platt; Int J Social Psychiatry 2015 61(1):73-81 

But these 
issues don’t 
disappear 
when 
downturns end 



 Economic cycles, socio-

economic disadvantage and 
suicidal behaviour 

  



In the main…… 

• Majority of studies published since 2000 indicate that 
unemployment is a key risk factor for suicidal behaviour in men  

• This higher risk is exacerbated during a downturn or period of 
economic growth.  

• Association between suicidal behaviour and unemployment is 
much weaker for women, although risk  more pronounced as 
more women occupy high positions in the workforce.  



Chang, Stuckler, Yip & Gunnell BMJ 17 September 2013 

UK: 298 (240 – 

356) additional 

suicides in men 

in 2009 

P<0.001 



Trends in the numbers of suicides and unemployment claimants in England, 2000-10, by sex.  

Ben Barr et al. BMJ 2012;345:bmj.e5142 

©2012 by British Medical Journal Publishing Group 



England & Wales: deprivation & suicide rates 

Coope et al 2014 Social Science & Medicine 

Rates consistently higher 

for men (above) and 

women (below) in more 

deprived groups 



Source: Cairns & Bambra in Dying from Inequality 2017 

Suicide rates and area deprivation 





Hawton et al 2016 

Rates of self-harm, economic change, and employment status 



Suicide rates in Ireland in the Celtic Tiger years  

Corcoran & Arensman E J Public Health 2011 

Marginalisation may be 
greater during booms 
due to widening 
inequalities? 



 Job insecurity, job 
survival, long term 
labour market impacts 



Impacts of job insecurity 

Source: Siegrist, McDaid , Freire-Gabal, Levi et al – ‘Santiago Declaration, 2013’ 



In Commission on Social Determinants of Health, 2008 



 Impacts of business 
downsizing, 
redundancy and being 
a survivor in workplace 





Downsizing, employment status & depression 

Brenner et al 2014 

Depressive symptoms 

relative to reemployed: 

 

Survivors of downsizing 

Odds Ratio: 2.04 P<0.004 

 

Unemployed after 

downsizing:  

Odds Ratio: 2.85 P<0.001 

 



Perception of downsizing process & likelihood of depressive symptoms 

Brenner et al 2014 

Relative to no chaos:  

Chaotic downsizing 2.79 

times more likely to 

experience depression 



 Risks to mental health 
even when economic 
shocks end - long term 
unemployment  

 



Causal and contextual relationship between long-term 
unemployment and suicide 

Garcy and Vagero American Journal of Public Health June 2013 



 Risks associated with 
financial distress & 
unmanageable debt 



Number of debts and source of debt impacts 
on mental health 

Source:Meltzer, Bebbington,Brugha,Farrell & Jenkins European Journal of Public Health 2013 



Contacts with StepChange 2015 

 

 



• 1 in 4 frontline debt collection 
staff reported  spoke to at least 
one customer they seriously 
believed might kill themselves 

• 657 conversations were held by 
these staff with customers 
believed to be at serious risk of 
suicide  

• 25% of frontline staff report being 
unsure what to do  

• 18% report organisation does not 
have a clear policy on response • 
24% unable to give out details of 
helping organisations  

• 37% believe haven’t received 
sufficient training 

 



Unmanageable debts and mental health 

• In an analysis of 20 EU countries including the UK and Ireland, during the 
recent recession a 0.54% increase in completed suicides was observed for 
every 1% increase in indebtedness (Reeves 2015) 

• Analysis of coroner records of 300 people who died by suicide in England 
in 2010 and 2011 revaled “4% of suicides entirely related to the recession, 
employment or financial-related difficulties and a further 9% where such 
difficulties contributed a lot to the suicide” Coope 2015.  

• In Catalonia 90% of women and 84% of men in mortgage arrears and 
threatened with eviction had poor mental health compared with rates of 
15% and 10% in the general population (Vasquez-Vera 2016) 

 



To conclude 

• Risks of suicide and poor mental health increase 

during times of economic change – linked to 

marginalisation and uncertainty on future income & 

opportunities 

• Risks associated with employment, linked to quality 

and security of employment, including for survivors 

• Financial distress is a risk factor for suicide – 

reported in many different country contexts 

• Specific issues around risk of eviction & loss of home 

but also about unmanageable unsecured debts for 

bills etc 



Potential policy considerations 

A. Consider more re social protection measures to 

cushion economic shocks to most vulnerable 

B. Providing psychological support for employees as 

part of redundancy process  

C. Consider what more can be done to mitigate job 

insecurity and support ‘survivors’ of any downsizing 

D. Consider what more can be done to intervene to 

support people with unmanageable debts 

E. Consider what more can be done to identify people 

at risk, as well as those having, unmanageable 

debts 

 

 

 

 

 


