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What every HR exec needs to know about
suicide in the workplace
Suicide can take a tremendous toll in the form of lost productivity and, more importantly, the
compromised emotional well-being of your employees.
By Anna Mittag

Nobody thinks suicide will happen to anyone
they know–-until it does. And when it happens, its
impact reaches far beyond family members and
loved ones, devastating co-workers, colleagues
and supervisors across the company for which
the individual worked.
Suicides in the U.S. totaled nearly 45,000 in
2016 (the latest year for which statistics are available), marking a 28 percent rate increase from
1999, according to the U.S. Department of Health
and Human Services National Institute of Mental Health. What’s more, the majority of suicide
deaths are among working age adults; and for
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“Outside of work, suicidal thoughts could be
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Creating a framework of support
Training all levels of employees to recognize
suicide warning signs and what to do about them
should be baked into a company’s culture, says
Dr. Spencer-Thomas.

•

Increased alcohol or drug use

•

Veiled threats, references to not being able

to continue, or even a mention of the end of life
in a seemingly casual way
•

Preparatory behavior such as getting wills

and/or finances in order.
Effective training also will teach employ-
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Prospective employees comprise the second

In addition to reaching out to employees who

group. “We operate in a brain-based economy,”

display risk of dying by suicide, employers also
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value employers that respect and encourage

“No one is mentally prepared to deal with the

their total well-being. Empathetically address-

aftermath of a suicide,” Dr. Spencer-Thomas says.

ing these issues sends a message to potential

“People tend to want to pretend that it didn’t

employees that the employer cares about the

happen; meanwhile it’s on everyone’s mind, and
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As an HR executive, you can’t wish away suicide,

Simple humanitarian actions can help people

but you can treat it like other unexpected death

cope, she explains. “Bring them chicken soup,

in the workplace: with concern, compassion and

show up at a memorial service. Give them time

open communication. Any deviation from that

to work through their grief.”

speaks volumes to the people left behind.

Beyond helping struggling employees (suicide
loss survivors as well as those at risk of suicide),
progressive employers consider the mental
health needs of two other groups. The first is

Anna Mittag is vice president of LifeSpeak;
she can be reached at annamittag@lifespeak.
com.
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