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The Impact of Social Isolation on Suicide

Clinical Considerations for Quarantine
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Prevalence of Suicide in the U.S.

• 10th leading cause of death

• The scope of suicide:

– 9.3 million adults with thoughts of suicide

– 2.7 million adults made suicide plans

– 1.3 million adults attempted suicide

– 44,965 died by suicide

– 1 death by suicide every 11.7 minutes
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Increases in Suicide Rates

Are linked to:
• Increased social isolation
• Disappointment regarding both social & economic 

well-being
• Fewer people seeking help
• Economic downturn
• Themes related to loss and lack of connection and 

support
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Interpersonal-Psychological Theory of Suicidal Behavior

The desire to die by suicide & the ability 
to make an attempt is increased by:

– feeling like a burden to others

– feeling lonely and disconnected

– overcoming fears related to pain, 
injury, or death       

Risk Factors for Suicide

• Stressors or loss leading to humiliation, shame, or despair
• Current and/or symptomatic psychiatric illness
• Inadequate or overwhelmed coping skills for acute distress
• Non-suicidal self-injury/self-inflicted injury
• Anxiety/insomnia
• Increased irritability and/or becoming easily frustrated
• Increased alcohol or drug use
• Social isolation and/or withdrawal from friends, family, supports
• Hopelessness/helplessness/lack of reason for living
• Access to lethal means/recently obtained a weapon
• History of trauma or loss e.g. abuse as a child, bereavement, or economic loss
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Risk Factors for Suicide

• Suicide attempt in the last 30 days
• Acts of furtherance/suicidal behaviors
• Intent on dying by suicide
• Suicidal planning
• Suicidal ideation
• Impulsivity
• Recent discharges from inpatient unit
• A past suicide attempt
• Family history of suicide
• Medical illness/morbidity
• Physical or chronic pain or impairment

Internal Protective Factors for Suicide

• Beliefs that discourage aggression and/or harming self or others

• Hopeful

• Future planning and/or identifies reasons for living

• Sense of responsibility to family, children, and/or pets

• Frustration tolerance

• Religious beliefs/spirituality

• Ability to cope with stress

• Optimistic outlook

• Positive coping skills

• Fear of death or the actual act of killing oneself

External Protective Factors for Suicide

• Engaged in treatment and/or willing to access treatment and support

• Maintains therapeutic relationships

• Supportive community, social network, family and friends supports

• Presence of pets for whom the individual has a strong affinity

• Able to identify natural and institutional supports

• Engages in work or school
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Suicide Mortality and Coronavirus Disease 2019:
A Perfect Storm?

• Economic Stress

• Social Isolation

• Decreased Access to Community & Religious Support

• Barriers to Mental Health Treatment

• Illness and Medical Problems

• Outcomes of National Anxiety

• Health Care Professional Suicide Rates

• Firearm Sales

• Seasonal Variation in Suicide Rates

Suicide Prevention Opportunities

• Physical Distance, Not Social Distance

• Tele–Mental Health

• Increase Access to Mental Health Care

• Distance-Based Suicide Prevention

• Media Reporting

Additional Considerations

• Optimistic Considerations e.g. reduction in suicides after 9/11

• Hidden deaths as a result of mass casualty events e.g. increase in suicide 
rates in the face of SARS or the earthquake and nuclear disaster in 
Fukushima, Japan

10

11

12



7/14/2020

5

References
Center for Disease Control and Prevention (2015). Suicide facts at a glance.

https://www.cdc.gov/violencePrevention/pdf/suicide-datasheet-a.pdf 

Chu, C., Buchman-Schmitt, J. M., Stanley, I. H., Hom, M. A., Tucker, R. P., Hagan, C. R., Rogers, M. L., Podlogar, M. C., Chiurliza, B., 

Ringer, F. B., Michaels, M. S., Patros, C., & Joiner, T. E. (2017). The interpersonal theory of suicide: A systematic review and 

meta-analysis of a decade of cross-national research. Psychological bulletin, 143(12), 1313–1345. 

https://doi.org/10.1037/bul0000123

Drapeau, C. W. and McIntosh, J. L. (2020). U.S.A suicide: 2018 official final data. American Association of Suicidology. 

https://suicidology.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/2018datapgsv2_Final.pdf

Harford, T. (2020). Cautionary tales: A tsunami of misery (Audio Podcast). Pushkin Industries. 

https://suicidology.org/whttps://timharford.com/2020/06/cautionary-tales-ep-10-a-tsunami-of-misery/p-

content/uploads/2020/02/2018datapgsv2_Final.pdf

Hawryluk, M. (2020). The hidden deaths of the covid pandemic. Kaiser Health News.

https://khn.org/news/death-records-coronavirus-casualty-count-the-hidden-deaths-of-the-covid-pandemic/

Lennon J. C. (2020). What lies ahead: Elevated concerns for the ongoing suicide pandemic. Psychological trauma: theory, research, 

practice and policy, 10.1037/tra0000741. Advance online publication. https://doi.org/10.1037/tra0000741

Orui, M., Suzuki, Y., Maeda, M., & Yasumura, S. (2018). Suicide rates in evacuation areas after the Fukushima Daiichi nuclear 

disaster. Crisis, 39(5), 353–363. https://doi.org/10.1027/0227-5910/a000509

13

References
Reger, M. A., Stanley, I. H., & Joiner, T. E. (2020). Suicide mortality and coronavirus disease 2019-A perfect storm?. JAMA 

psychiatry, 10.1001/jamapsychiatry.2020.1060.

Smith, K., & Victor, C. (2019). Typologies of loneliness, living alone and social isolation, and their associations with physical and 

mental health. Ageing and Society, 39(8), 1709-1730. doi:10.1017/S0144686X18000132

Tavernise, S. (2016). U.S. suicide rate surges to a 30-year high.  The New York Times.

https://www.nytimes.com/2016/04/22/health/us-suicide-rate-surges-to-a-30-year-high.html

Van Orden, K. A., Witte, T. K., Cukrowicz, K. C., Braithwaite, S. R., Selby, E. A., & Joiner, T. E., Jr (2010). The interpersonal theory of 

suicide. Psychological review, 117(2), 575–600. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0018697

Vitelli, R. (2020). Are we facing a post-COVID-19 suicide epidemic? Psychology Today. 

https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/media-spotlight/202006/are-we-facing-post-covid-19-suicide-epidemic

Wang, J., Lloyd-Evans, B., Giacco, D., Forsyth, R., Nebo, C., Mann, F., & Johnson, S. (2017). Social isolation in mental health: a 

conceptual and methodological review. Social psychiatry and psychiatric epidemiology, 52(12), 1451–1461. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s00127-017-1446-1

14

13

14


