
 

  

òI think it took awhile before I realized, and then when I started 

thinking about things and realizing that I was going to be like this for 

the rest of my life, it gives me a really down feeling and it makes me 

think like ñwhy should I be around like this for the rest of my life?ó 

- TBI Survivor 
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VISN 19 Mental Illness, Research, Education, and  

Clinical Center  
Denver VA Medical Center 

1055 Clermont Street 

Denver, CO 80220 

 This cliniciansõ information and resources guide was supported by a grant from the Colorado 

Traumatic Brain Injury (TBI) Trust Fund Education Program.  

Disclaimer:  This packet was designed to help guide clinicians in their work with TBI 

survivors who may be suicidal.  However, the information contained herein is not 

exhaustive, and clinicians are encouraged to seek out additional resources as needed.   This 

packet does not address all aspects of suicide or TBI.   

For additional information contact : 

 

 Jan Kemp, RN, PhD   Lisa Brenner, PhD  

 Jan.Kemp@va.gov   Lisa.Brenner@va.gov    

 585-393-7939    303-399-8020 ext. 2571  

   

 Beeta Homaifar, PhD   Jennifer Olson-Madden, PhD 

 Beeta.Homaifar1@va.gov  Jennifer.Olson-Madden@va.gov 

 303-399-8020 ext. 4237  303-399-8020 ext. 2509 

      

     Joe Huggins, MSW, MSCIS 

Joe.Huggins@va.gov 

303-399.8020 ext. 3096 
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There is a need for more resources that are specifically targeted toward TBI survivors who may be 

considering suicide.   

 

Based upon this need, researchers at the VA VISN 19 Mental Illness Research, Education, and 

Clinical Center (MIRECC) produced this information and resources guide. 

 

The target audience is clinicians and care providers working with TBI survivors.  

 

This guide includes: 

 

1. Basic information regarding suicide and suicidal behavior  

2. Basic information regarding TBI 

3. Findings regarding the increased risk for suicidal behavior post -TBI  

4. Tools for inquiring about potential suicidal behavior or history of TBI  

5. Treatment considerations based upon existing literature  

6. Prevention and treatment considerations based upon interviews of TBI survivors conducted by 

the authors  

7. Resources for clinicians, individuals with a history of TBI, and family members  

 

Introduction  
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Section: Suicide  
òThe worst feeling is like thereõs nowhere else to go or nothing else to try.ó  

- TBI Survivor 
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Suicide: Demographics 

 

Suicide is a major leading cause of death in the United States, accounting for   

approximately 33,000 deaths per year. 1 

 

In the United States, white males account for approximately 71% of suicide 

deaths each year.1 

 

Suicide rates are the highest for older white males. 1 

 

Men are four times more likely to die by suicide than women. 1 

 

Veterans are twice as likely to die by suicide compared to non -Veterans in the 

general population. 2 

 

Among Veterans, younger and older Veterans are more prone to die by suicide 

than middle -aged Veterans.3 
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Suicide Risk Factors4,5 
 

Risk factors: Common correlates of suicidal behavior.  

These include individual characteristics (e.g., age, gender), diagnoses (e.g., 

depression), and life events (e.g., divorce, unemployment).  

 

 

Previous suicide attempt(s)  

Current ideation, intent, plan, access to means  

Family history of suicide  

Alcohol/substance abuse 

Recent discharge from an inpatient unit  

Current or previous history of psychiatric diagnosis  

Co-morbid health problems  

Impulsivity and poor self -control  

Hopelessness  

Recent losses - physical, financial, personal  

History of physical, sexual, or emotional abuse  

Same-sex sexual orientation  

Age, gender, race, social status (e.g., elderly or adult, unmarried, white, male, 

living alone)  

 

Although risk factors are related to suicidal behavior,  
they do not necessarily predict individual behavior.  
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Protective factors: Factors that can protect one from suicidal behavior.  

Examples include social support, spirituality, and adaptive coping strategies.  
 

These protective factors are highlighted on a brochure to help Veterans, their 
family members, and friends learn that they can take the necessary  

steps to get help, titled:  
 

ACE: Suicide Prevention for Veterans and Their Families and Friends .  
 

This brochure can be downloaded from:  
http://www.mirecc.va.gov/docs/ACE_Package.pdf  

 

 
Family, friends, social support, close relationships, battle buddy  

Coping/problem -solving skills 

Ongoing health and mental health care relationships  

Reasons for living 

Cultural and religious beliefs that discourage suicide and support living  

 

Protective factors may not provide a sufficient buffer during periods of crisis.  

 

Suicide Protective Factors 

http://www.mirecc.va.gov/docs/ACE_Package.pdf
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Warning signs: The earliest detectable signs that indicate that there is a 

heightened risk for suicide within minutes, hours, or days. Warning signs refer to 
a personõs behaviors (e.g., buying a gun) or statements  

(e.g., òI would be better off deadó).5,6
 

 

The following suicide warning signs were developed by expert consensus.  These 
warning signs are highlighted on the VA Suicide Risk Assessment Guide5 which is 

presented in part on page 28. They are also highlighted on the brochure entitled, 
ACE: Suicide Prevention for Veterans and Their Families and Friends.  

 

These signs require immediate  attention:  

Thinking about hurting or killing self  

Looking for ways to kill self  

Seeking access to pills, weapons, or other means 

Talking or writing about death, dying, or suicide  

 

The presence of these signs requires contact with a professional:  

Inability to sleep or sleeping all the time  

Withdrawing from friends, family, and/or society  

Increasing alcohol or drug use 

Acting recklessly or engaging in risky activities  

Rage, anger, seeking revenge 

Avoiding things or reliving past experiences  

Anxiety or agitation  

Dramatic changes in mood 

No reason for livingñno sense of purpose in life  

Feeling trappedñlike there is no way out  

Hopelessness 

Suicide Warning Signs 
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Section: Traumatic 

Brain Injury (TBI)  
òThe worst part is, with traumatic brain injury, people canõt see it.  And they see 

on the outside that I move around.  I do this, and I do that, but they donõt see the 

struggle inside: the memory loss, the struggles to remember, the struggles to 

forget.ó - TBI survivor 




