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Why what we do matters



) @ òb`kk enq gdkoó hr `mx contact made to Samaritans for support, whether by phone, text, email, face
to face in branch, in prisons or through our outreach work. This figure is based on the 2015 calendar
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Samaritans at a glance
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Why this report?

No single reason why people take their own lives

Suicide is a complex behaviour, resulting from a wide range 
of psychological, social, economic and cultural risk factors 
ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜ ŀƴ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩǎ ƭŜǾŜƭ ƻŦ Ǌƛǎƪ

Socioeconomic disadvantage is a key risk factor for suicidal 
behaviour

Samaritans commissioned this report to explain why and 
to propose actionsto reduce this risk
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Improving access

Å September 2015 launched free helpline number 
in UK ς116123

Å 16% rise in number of people who called 
Samaritans last year

Å Campaign in ten areas of high socio-economic 
deprivation and suicide



116 123
This number is FREEto call

jo@samaritans.org

samaritans.org

Chris, PO Box 90 90
Stirling  FK8 2SA

visit us ςfind your nearest

branch on our website

facebook.com/samaritanscharity twitter.com/samaritans



Stephen Platt

Emeritus Professor of Health 
Policy Research, University of 

Edinburgh
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Dimensions of socioeconomic 
disadvantage

Unemployment 

Economic recession

Socioeconomic position

Area-based socioeconomic disadvantage

Individual- and area-level disadvantage: a noxious mix
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Unemployment

Compared to employed people, those who are 
unemployed are 2-3 times more likely to take their own 
lives or to be admitted to hospital following self-harm

There a direct causal effect of unemployment on suicide 
at the individual level

Å But not possible to exclude possibility that personal characteristics 
increase the risk of both unemployment and suicidal behaviour

Unemployment rates and suicide rates are significantly 
associated over time

Å As the unemployment rate increases, the suicide rate increases
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Economic recession

Economic recession: a sustained decline in economic 
output [GDP]and/or a sudden, sharp increase in 
unemployment

There is a positive association between economic 
recession and suicide, particularly in middle- and high-
income countries

Economic recession appears to have a greater impact on 
suicide risk among malesthan among females
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Socioeconomic position

Overwhelming evidence of an inverserelationship 
between socioeconomic position and suicide risk

Å the lower the socioeconomic position, the higher the suicide rate

Systematic review and meta-analysis of 14 studies of 
suicide (covering Canada, Denmark, Finland, Hong Kong, 
Norway, Sweden and USA)

Å suicide risk in the lowest socioeconomic status (SES) group is nearly 
three times higher than in the highest SES group

Å this significant difference in risk was not  found among women 
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Area-based socioeconomic 
disadvantage

People living in more socioeconomically deprived areas are more likely 
to engage in suicidal behaviour

/ƻƳǇŀǊŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ŀŦŦƭǳŜƴǘ ŀǊŜŀǎ Χ

Χ suicide rates are two to three times higher in the 
most deprived areas

Χ rates of hospital-treated non-fatal self-harm are 
twice as high in the most deprived areas
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Explaining area-based disadvantage: 
compositional versuscontextual effects

Compositional: variation in (health) outcome (e.g. suicide) 
between areas can be explained in terms of the 
characteristics (e.g. social, psychological, genetic) of 
residents of those areas

Contextual: variation in (health) outcome (e.g. suicide) 
between areas can be explained in terms of the 
characteristics (e.g. physical, cultural, economic, social, 
political) of the areas



ΨƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜ ƭƛǎǘ ƭŜǾŜƭ ōǳǘǘƻƴ 

Suicidal behaviour: the importance of 
compositional and contextual factors

The combination of what a place is like and who lives in that 
place can help to explain the differences in suicidal behaviour
between areas of high and low deprivation 

Scottish study found particular vulnerability among the most 
personally disadvantaged living in the most socioeconomically 
deprived areas

Å10-fold risk compared to least disadvantaged living in most 
affluent areas 
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Socioeconomic determinants of 
suicidal behaviour

Societal level

Community level

Individual level



ΨƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜ ƭƛǎǘ ƭŜǾŜƭ ōǳǘǘƻƴ 

Socioeconomic determinants of 
suicidal behaviour: societal

economic recession

Å particularly when associated with steep rises in unemployment

weak social protection

Å especially inadequate unemployment benefits

poor (or non-existent) active labourmarket programmes

weak (or non-existent) employment protection

austerity measures

cuts in mental healthcare spending

high level of socioeconomic deprivation
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Socioeconomic determinants of 
suicidal behaviour: community

lack of local job opportunities

closure or downsizing of local workplaces

level of socioeconomic deprivation in local area 

lack of local support agencies

reduced community cohesion

threat of violence
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Socioeconomic determinants of 
suicidal behaviour: individual

adverse labourmarket circumstances

Å unemployment, underemployment, precarious employment, job 
insecurity

financial strain

Å low income, poverty, bankruptcy, loss of home, unmanageable debt 

low socioeconomic position

Å being in a manual (especially unskilled) occupation, poor educational 
attainment, insecure housing

living in an area of deprivation


