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Community Gatekeeper Training:  
Suicide Identification & Referral  

For College Campuses  



Training Goals  
 
Recognize when a student may be  at risk for suicide.  
 
Identify warning signs and risk factors that may lead to 
suicide.  
 
Learn how to identify risk and connect to help  
 
 
 



 
Crisis Support Services  

of Alameda County 

Suicide 
Prevention 
& Crisis 
Intervention 

24-Hour Crisis Line  
1-800-309-2131 

National SP Lifeline Network 
1-800-273- 8255 (TALK) 

TextLine (4pm – 11pm Daily)   
Text keyword SAFE to 839863 



Who are Gatekeepers? 

 
 

Knows basic 
information about 
suicide 

Believes that suicide 
can be prevented 

Has the confidence 
to respond 

Is in frequent & daily 
contact with at-risk 

person 

  



Suicide Statistics (2010) 

41,149 people 
died by suicide 

in 2013 

1,100 are 
college -age  

(18-24)  

Suicide is the 
10th cause of 

death 

2nd cause of 
death on 
college 

campuses 

Firearms 
were 

responsible 
for 51.5% of 
all  suicide 

deaths  

(American Association of  Suicidology, 2013, Active Minds 2014) 



Mental Health Disorders  
and  Suicide  

Mental health diagnose are generally associated with a higher rate 
of suicide. Studies suggest that more than 90% of suicide deaths 
had one or more mental disorders or substance use disorder 
 
Mood Disorders & Anxiety Disorders are most commonly associated 
with suicide 
 
Approximately 1 in 5 people with Bi-polar disorder die by suicide  
 
People with schizophrenia die by suicide at approximately a 17% 
higher rate than the general population 
 
  
 

(American Association of Suicidology, 2013. NIMH, 2013) 



Most Common Mental Health 
Problems on College Campuses 

(American College Health Association, 2010 

• Depression 
• Anxiety Disorders 
• Eating Disorders 
• Substance Use  
• Non-Suicidal Self-Injury  

 
 



Top 10 Reasons why  
Suicidal* Students say they did not get services:  

(Downs & Eisenberg, 2012) 

• I prefer to deal with issues on my own  
• Stress is normal in college  
• I question how serious my needs are  
• I don’t have time 
•  Financial reasons  
• I worry what others will think of me  
• I question whether treatment is helpful  
• The problem will get better by itself 
 
*Students who had “serious thoughts about suicide” in the past 12 

months 



 
 

 

 

   

The Impact of  
Mental Health Challenges   

  
Mental health problems can negatively affect 

 many areas of students’ lives  
  

 
• Physical health  
• Academic achievement 
• Negative college experience  
• Negative across the lifespan 
• Low energy level 
• Decreased concentration  
• Lower GPA  
• Affects peers, family members,  
  faculty and staff.  (SPRC, 2014)  



Understanding Suicidal Behavior 



What makes us feel so 
uncomfortable talking about  

suicide? 



 
 

• Untreated or under-treated mental illness  
• Alcohol or other drug use  
• Aggressiveness  
• Barriers to effective clinical care (stigma, culture, religious) 
• Isolation or lack of social support  
• Unsupported financial/social loss  
• Exposure to media that normalized or glamorizes suicide  
• Lack of connectedness  
• Bullying  

(Active Minds, 2014)  

Suicide Risk Factors for  
College Students   



 
Suicide Warning Signs 

 
 

A person at acute risk for suicide will often show the 
following warning signs: 

 
Threatening to hurt or kill him or herself, or talking of wanting to 

hurt or kill him/herself, and/or 
Looking for ways to kill him/herself by seeking access to firearms, 

available pills, or other means, and/or 
Talking or writing about death, dying or suicide, when these 

actions are out of the ordinary  
 

If observed, it is important to seek help immediately by contacting: 
a mental health provider or calling 911 

(American Association of Suicidology, 2010)  



 
  Additional Suicidal Warning Signs 

Should you witness, hear, or see anyone exhibiting any one or more of 
these behaviors seek help by contacting a mental health professional or 

calling 1-800-273- TALK (8255) 
 
• Rage, anger, seeking revenge 
• Hopelessness 
• Feeling trapped 
• Feeling like a burden  
• Increased use of alcohol or other drugs  
• Withdrawing from family and friends 
• Stress, agitation, irritability 
• Dramatic mood changes 
• Lack of meaning/purpose in life 



Protective 
Factors  

Connection 
to family 

Connection 
to other 
supports  

Access to 
clinical care  

Problem 
solving 
skills  

Ability to 
regulate 

emotions 

Frustration 
tolerance   



 
Gatekeepers as Protective Factors  

• 2/3 of suicidal students say that 
encouragement from others is an important 
reason for seeking services. 

 
• 90% of suicidal students who did not initiate 

services on their own say that other people 
were an important influence. 
 

 
(Healthy Minds Survey) 

 



The Next Steps 

•  Learning to Ask  

• Planning for Safety 



BREATH 

LISTEN STAY CALM 

Before you begin the conversation 



Helpful Guidelines 
• The emphasis is the person’s experience and 

feelings  

•Active listening 

• Convey sense of confidence and safety 

•No assumptions, no judgments 

•No arguing, distracting, trying to “cheer up” 

• Know your role, and also your limitations 



Asking the Tough Questions 
 

•Asking people about suicide or other self-
destructive acts can be frightening.   

 
•A suicidal person is typically relieved to be asked. 
 
•Asking if someone is suicidal will not make them 

more suicidal (won’t “plant a seed”) 
 



 It’s OK to ask…. 
• Ask DIRECTLY  and OPENLY 
                  “Are you feeling suicidal?” 
•  Ask about a plan? Do they have the means? 

•  Ask if they have already hurt themselves.  

•  Have you ever tried to kill yourself before? If 

   yes ask when? What happened?  

• Degree of psychological pain: 

 “Why do you want to die?”  
 



 
 

 

It’s OK to ask directly…. 

• Do you feel so hopeless that 
you think about killing 
yourself?’ 

• ‘You said that you feel like 
there is no way out, have you 
been thinking about suicide?’ 

• ‘Are you feeling suicidal?’ 

• ‘Is there a way to end your 
emotional pain without ending 
your life?’ 



 
 

 

Convey a Message of Hope 

• Recovery is possible 
 

• Remember most crises are temporary;  there is a beginning, 
middle and an end. 
 

• You are taking this seriously, are concerned, and that you want 
to help! 
 

• With help comes hope  
 

• Treatment and other supports are available on campus 
 

 



 
 Planning for Safety  

  

 

 

 

 

  

 At Risk 
Student  

Use 
Campus 

Resources  

Use 
Community 
Resources 

Call 
Emergency 

Personal  Remove 
Means 

Determine 
Supports  



Case Study  

Joan is a 19 year old Caucasian female. She started at  
Ohlone after high school. In her junior year of high school 
she attempted suicide by overdose and was hospitalized  
for a short time. The suicide attempt was due to academic 
stress and relationship problems.  
 
Joan is a student in your class. Until recently she had been an excellent student.  
Over the last few weeks you have noticed that she has not turned in her  
assignments and has missed several classes. You have spoken to her about her  
late assignments and she let you know that she has been very stressed out.  
During this conversation she told  you that her boyfriend broke up with her and 
her parents are making her “crazy”. She seemed overwhelmed and told you she  
“didn’t think she could take much more of this”.  Since this conversation you 
have noticed that Joan seems distracted in class, appears unkempt, is withdrawn, 
tired, and has lost weight.  
 
Last Monday in the middle of class Joan stood up, gathered her books and began to 
leave. When asked where she was going she said in a loud, angry voice “I’ve had  
enough! I just can’t stand all this noise. I need to end it now” and she left the room. 
  



What should you do for Joan? 
 
 

• Does Joan have any risk factors? 

• Does Joan have any warning signs?  

• What are her current stressors?  

• How would you approach Joan? 

 



 
 Safety Tips  

• Don’t leave person alone 
• Restrict access to the means if possible.  
• Follow Protocols 
• Call a Crisis Hotline for support and/or consultation 

 
  LOCAL 24-Hour Crisis Line National Suicide Lifeline  
  1-800-309-2131       1-800-273-TALK  
 
Contact additional support: 
• CAMPUS MENTAL HEALTH SERVICES  
  



 
 Last Thoughts  

The most important question to a potentially suicidal person is: 
 

 “Where do you hurt and how can I help?” 
 

 Edwin S. Shneidman 
 



 
 

Active Minds – www.activeminds.org 
 
American Association of Suicidology – www.suicidology.org 
 
Suicide Prevention Resource Center – http://www.sprc.org  
 
The Suicidal Mind – Edwin S. Shneidman  
 
National Alliance on Mental Illness, - www.nami.org 

Resources 
 

http://www.activeminds.org
http://www.suicidology.org
http://www.sprc.org
http://www.nami.org


 
Contact Information 

 
 
 

Mailing Address: PO Box 3120, Oakland CA 94609 

Mercedes Coleman, Director Community Education  
mercedescoleman@crisissupport.org 
510-420-2473 
 
Cristina Rita, Community Education Coordinator 
crita@crisissupport.org 
510-420-3203 
 
Matt Podkomorski, Community Education Speaker 
mpodkomorski@crisissupport.org 
510-420-2487 
 
 

mailto:mcoleman@crisissupport.org
mailto:crita@crisissupport.org
mailto:mpodkomorski@crisissupport.org
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