
Fact	sheet	Fact	sheet	17

Suicide	and	men

Many factors can have a negative 
effect on men’s emotional wellbeing 
and increase their risk of suicide. 
When these factors combine, the risk 
of suicide increases. 

This	fact	sheet	provides	information	on	why	some	men	may	feel	
suicidal	and	what	can	be	done	to	help	prevent	suicide.

The importance of understanding 
male suicide

Suicide	is	four	times	more	common	in	men	than	women,	
and	in	2005,	1,657	men	took	their	own	lives	(ABS,	2007).	
This	is	a	tragic	loss	of	life	and	causes	terrible	grief	for	people	
left	behind.	Many	men	make	the	decision	to	suicide	very	quickly,	
showing	few	warning	signs,	so	it	is	essential	to	respond	quickly	
and	effectively	to	any	warning	signs.	Men	of	all	ages	and	
backgrounds	can	be	at	risk.	Statistics	tell	us	that	the	men	
who	are	the	most	at	risk	are:

•	 	young	or	in	their	middle	years	(20	to	44	years	old).	
Suicide	accounts	for	around	a	quarter	of	all	deaths	
among	men	in	their	middle	years;

•	 older	men	(over	75);

•	 	men	living	in	rural	or	remote	areas;

•	 	men	undergoing	traumatic	life	events.	Potentially	traumatic	
life	events	that	may	increase	men’s	likelihood	of	suicide	
include	relationship	breakdown,	separation	from	children,	
unemployment,	financial	stress	and	social	isolation.	
For	some,	these	events	can	lead	to	feelings	of	shame	
and	guilt,	which	can	further	increase	risk;

•	 men	in	prison	or	custody;	and

•	 men	from	Indigenous	communities.

What we know about men and suicide

Many	factors	can	have	a	negative	effect	on	men’s	emotional	
wellbeing	and	increase	their	risk	of	suicide.	When	these	factors	
combine,	the	risk	of	suicide	increases.	Some	of	these	factors	
include:

•	 	isolation,	loneliness,	lack	of	social	support.	This	can	stem	
from	unemployment,	ill-health,	geographic	distance	or	old	age;

•	 	social	exclusion.	Men	in	prison	or	custody	have	a	suicide	
rate	three	times	that	of	the	general	population;

•	 	work-related	pressures	including	high	expectations,	job	
insecurity,	or	a	huge	and	complex	workload	under	very	
difficult	conditions	(eg	farmers);

•	 work-related	injury	and	disability;

•	 	unemployment	or	retirement.	Without	work,	some	men	
lose	their	sense	of	identity	as	well	as	their	social	networks;

•	 	relationship	breakdown,	including	the	pain	of	losing	regular	
contact	with	their	children;

•	 legal	or	financial	problems,	such	as	debt	and	bankruptcy;

•	 chronic	illness	or	pain	–	more	common	among	older	men;

•	 suicide	by	a	family	member	or	close	friend;

•	 	alcohol	or	drug	abuse	–	one	in	three	people	who	attempt	
suicide	are	under	the	influence	of	alcohol;	and	

•	 	mental	illness	–	depression	and	psychotic	illnesses	
(such	as	schizophrenia)	are	both	major	risk	factors	for	suicide.	
Risk	increases	dramatically	after	discharge	from	hospital	
or	with	changes	to	treatment.	People	who	have	previously	
attempted	suicide	are	at	a	particularly	high	risk	of	suicide.



One	approach	to	reducing	suicide	rates	in	men	focuses	
on	addressing	traditional	help-seeking	behaviours	in	men.	
Men	traditionally	have	been	less	likely	to	seek	help	for	
emotional	problems	than	women.	Reasons	given	for	this	include:

•	 Men	may	not	recognise	symptoms	of	emotional	distress.

•	 	Many	men	prefer	to	work	things	out	themselves,	perhaps	not	
wanting	to	appear	weak	or	be	a	burden	on	others.	Some	may	
be	embarrassed	or	ashamed	about	their	distress.

•	 	Men	may	not	know	where	to	find	the	right	service	or	know	
what	services	can	offer.	In	some	areas,	particularly	rural	areas,	
these	services	may	not	be	available	locally.

•	 	Men	may	not	place	a	high	priority	on	allocating	time	to	seek	
help	and	resolve	issues.

•	 Many	services	may	not	appear	to	be	male-friendly.

•	 	Men	may	feel	uncomfortable	discussing	their	problems	or	
talking	about	their	feelings	–	particularly	in	rural	communities,	
which	place	a	high	value	on	self-sufficiency.

Suicide prevention 
interventions with men

The	following	could	be	used	as	a	guide	to	planning	and	
providing	effective	suicide	prevention	interventions	with	men:	

•	  Build community capacity to respond to men’s needs – 
Ensure	that	communities	and	individuals	can	recognise	men	
at	risk	and	take	appropriate	action	to	keep	them	safe.

•  Take a positive approach –	Focus	on	good	health	and	
problem	solving	rather	than	illness	and	problems.	Run	awareness	
and	education	campaigns	on	how	men	can	effectively	deal	with	
stress	and	stay	healthy,	both	mentally	and	physically.	Embed	
suicide	prevention	messages	within	this	approach.

•  Value men –	Acknowledge	and	celebrate	men’s	strengths	
and	abilities	and	the	roles	they	play	in	families	and	communities.	
Don’t	focus	on	deficits	and	problems.

•  Take a practical, action-oriented approach –	Focus	on	
self-management,	problem-solving	and	practical	and	technical	
skills	(eg	training	in	employment	or	financial	skills	and	mentoring	
programs).	For	recently	separated	men,	consider	programs	on	
parenting,	household	management	and	adjusting	to	change.	
Make	opportunities	for	retired	men	to	socialise	and	contribute	
practically	to	the	local	community.		

•  Equip men with skills –	Build	awareness	of	suicide	risk	
and	the	stresses	men	face,	and	equip	individuals	to	deal	with	
stress,	manage	anger,	and	retain	a	sense	of	control	over	their	
lives.	Provide	opportunities	to	practise	good	coping	strategies	
in	a	safe	environment	and	help	men	to	recognise	when	to	use	
these	strategies	to	keep	themselves	safe.	Encourage	men	to	
talk	openly	about	emotional	issues.

•  Provide supports and structures –	for	men	in	high	risk	
groups	to	help	prevent	suicide	and	equip	men	with	the	skills	
to	get	them	through	difficult	times.	If	you	know	a	man	at	a	high	
risk	of	suicide	–	identify	the	danger	quickly	and	respond	rapidly	
and	effectively	(see	the	Living	Is	For	Everyone	Fact	sheet	23:	
I	know	someone	who	is	feeling	suicidal).

Focussing on men’s 
help-seeking behaviours

•  Be proactive	–	Often	men	admit	to	needing	help	only	if	
approached	directly.	They	tend	not	to	initiate	the	action	
themselves.	Give	them	a	hand	to	access	services,	
perhaps	by	going	with	them.	If	you’re	concerned	about	a	
man’s	safety,	ask	him	about	his	thoughts	and	feelings	directly	
and	be	prepared	to	probe	a	little	if	his	first	answer	is	simply		
‘I’m	OK’.

•  Make programs and services male-friendly	–	There	are	
a	number	of	things	to	remember:	hold	meetings	or	services	at	
places	and	times	that	suit	men	and	in	ways	that	speak	directly	
to	men;	check	that	the	information	and	materials	that	are	
provided	are	male	friendly	(for	example	reading	materials	in	
waiting	areas	should	not	be	women’s	magazines)	and	make	
sure	that	services	are	named	appropriately.	Men	are	much	
more	likely	to	access	help	if	it’s	not	branded	as	mental	health	
or	counselling.	

•  Provide opportunities for men to talk –	about	issues	in	
a	safe	environment.	Mensheds	Australia	is	a	good	example	
of	this	(www.mensheds.com.au).

•  Take programs and services to men	–	Use	locations	where	
men	normally	get	together:	workplaces,	pubs,	sporting	and	
service	clubs.	Train	staff	to	recognise	men	who	need	help,	
do	what’s	necessary	to	keep	them	safe	and	to	direct	them	to	
appropriate	services.

•  Promote positive help-seeking messages –	such	as	
‘There’s	always	someone	you	can	talk	to’	or	‘Talk	to	a	mate’.

•  Convey positive messages –	publicise	community	
events	and	promote	24	hour	crisis	support	lines	for	men	
(eg	Mensline	Australia).

•  Build networks of like-minded men	–	or	link	men	into	
existing	networks.	Networks	help	to	counter	isolation	and	they	
can	provide	social	support.	They	also	give	men	opportunities	
to	talk	about	health	issues	and	develop	healthy	ways	to	cope	
with	stressful	life	events.

•  Promote screening of men for depression and other 
mental illnesses	–	Depression	and	other	mental	illnesses	
are	a	major	risk	factor	for	suicide.	
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•  Australian	Bureau	of	Statistics	(ABS)	2007,	Suicides	2005,	
Cat.	No.	3309.0,	ABS,	Canberra.

•  beyondblue,	the	national	depression	initiative:	
Ph:	1300	22	4636;	www.beyondblue.org.au

•  Black	Dog	Institute	–	educational,	research,	clinical	and	
community-oriented	facility	specialising	in	depression	
and	bipolar	disorder:	www.blackdoginstitute.org.au

•  Child	Support	Agency	–	offers	a	range	of	materials	for	
separated	parents,	including	self-help	booklets	and	training:	
www.csa.gov.au

•  HealthInsite	–	provides	links	to	materials	on	suicide	prevention:	
www.healthinsite.gov.au/topics/Suicide_Prevention

•  Men’s	Health	Australia	–	Australia’s	primary	source	of	
information	about	the	psychological	and	social	wellbeing	
of	men	and	boys:	www.menshealthaustralia.net

•  Men’s	Health	and	Wellbeing	Association	(Queensland)	–	
information	and	resources	for	the	health	and	wellbeing	
of	men	and	boys:	www.mhwaq.org.au

•  Mensheds	Australia	–	specialises	in	the	needs	of	men,	
their	health	and	well	being,	and	their	communities:	
www.mensheds.com.au

•  Mensline	Australia	–	24	hour	professional	counselling	service	
for	men:	Ph:	1300	78	99	78;	www.menslineaus.org.au

•  Mental	health	&	well	being	–	information	on	the	Australian	
Government’s	role	and	contributions	to	mental	health	
reform	activities	in	Australia:	www.mentalhealth.gov.au

•  Mood	Gym	–	an	interactive	online	course	to	overcome	
problem	emotions	and	develop	good	coping	skills:	
http://moodgym.anu.edu.au	

•  Lifeline	–	24	hour	crisis	counselling	available	across	Australia:	
Ph:	13	11	14;	Toolkit	for	men	experiencing	difficult	times	
available	at	www.lifeline.org.au

•  Reach	Out	–	a	website	aimed	at	helping	young	people	to	deal	
with	problems	and	maintain	their	mental	health	and	wellbeing:	
www.reachout.com.au

•  Read	the	Signs	–	strategies	for	getting	help	for	yourself	or	
a	mate:	www.readthesigns.com.au	

•  SANE	Helpline	–	offers	a	wide	range	of	information	on	mental	
illness	and	suicide	prevention:	Ph:	1800	18	SANE	(7236);	
www.sane.org

More information




