
Stan Collins: 
Stan@SuicideIsPreventable.org

K n o w  t h e  S i g n s  > > F i n d  t h e  W o r d s  > > R e a c h  O u t

Planning for Living: 
Firearm Suicide Prevention

1

mailto:Stan@SuicideIsPreventable.org


Ecological Approach to Suicide Prevention 
Along Suicidal Crisis Path
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Suicide Prevention 
in Riverside County
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Statewide Plan- Strategic Direction

Objectives (State):
• 4a: Research and policy agenda
• 4b: Monitor statewide trends
• 4c: Disseminate information on 

federal funding

Objectives (Local/Regional):
• 4d: Use data to guide focused prevention efforts
• 4e: Promote safe medication disposal methods
• 4f: Partner with firearms community
• 4g: Disseminate information on overdose prevention and response
• 4h: Site-specific efforts
• 4i: Enhance data collection of preventative acts



What data collection systems are in place 
to track trends on means used in suicide 
deaths/attempts?

Questions to ask 
yourself to inform
Means Safety 
strategic planning:

What are the most common methods used 
for suicide deaths and attempts? 

Are there any existing means restriction 
efforts underway?  Are there existing 
coalitions you can partner with?

Are there any specific sites frequently used 
for suicide?

Are we providing training on “Counseling 
on Lethal Means” to gatekeepers and 
professionals?
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Means Safety:
Principles and Background
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Most efforts to prevent suicide focus on 
why people take their lives. But as we 
understand more about who attempts 
suicide and when and where and why, it 
becomes increasingly clear that how a 
person attempts – the means they use –
plays a key role in whether they live or die

- MeansMatter.org

Means safety is 
one the most 
effective 
strategies for 
suicide 
prevention…



Means 
Matter

www.MeansMatter.org



Reducing access to lethal means saves lives
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• Intent isn’t all that determines whether an attempter lives or dies; means also 
matter.

• Firearms are lethal in 85-95% of suicide attempts 

• As opposed to 0.5-2% of suicide attempts by overdose, and 1-3% of 
cut/pierce attempts

• 90% of attempters who survive do NOT go on to die by suicide later

• 70% do not attempt again

• Numerous studies have demonstrated a lack of substitution for means 

Source: Means Matter, Mike Anestis “Congressional Breifing”

“Means safety” (reducing a suicidal person’s access to highly lethal means) 
is an important part of a comprehensive approach to suicide prevention. 
It is based on the following understandings:



Principles 
of       

Means 
Restriction

• The effectiveness of reducing access to lethal means has been 
demonstrated using a wide range of intervention in multiple 
countries 

• Examples:
• United Kingdom: reduction of suicide following replacement 

of coal gas with natural gas
• Israel: 40% reduction in suicides of soldiers when policies 

changed to require weapons to be stored on base
• Sri Lanka: Ban on certain chemicals used in pesticides 

associated with reduction in suicides
• New Zealand: Suicide deaths reduced to zero after barriers 

were reinstalled on bridges
• Multiple Countries: Limiting prescription size and altering 

packaging resulted in fewer suicides

• Most effective strategies for lethal means restriction are physical 
deterrents



Numerous studies have shown no evidence that 
individuals experiencing thoughts of suicide sought 
alternative means, and in many cases suicide overall 
decreased. 

• Effectiveness of barriers at suicide jumping sites: a case study (Beautris)
• Preventing suicide by jumping: the effect of a bridge safety fence 

(Pelletier)
• Securing a Suicide Hot Spot: Effects of a Safety Net at the Bern Muenster 

Terrace (Reisch)
• The coal gas story. United Kingdom suicide rates, 1960-71 (Kreitman)
• The impact of pesticide regulations on suicide in Sri Lanka (Gunnell)
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Won’t people just find another way?



How can we restrict or reduce access to lethal means?
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• Place the person in a safer environment

• Put a barrier between the person and the means

• Create time between the person and the means

• Make the means (and an attempt) less lethal

Source: Means Restriction and Means Safety for Preventing Suicide, Anara Guard



Wisdom from Injury Prevention

13

• PRIMARY PREVENTION
• PREVENT the EVENT from occurring (brakes)

• SECONDARY PREVENTION
• REDUCE the injury impact of the event (crumple zone, air bags)

• TERTIARY PREVENTION
• MITIGATE effects of injury (rapid response, good trauma care)

Source: Means Restriction and Means Safety for Preventing Suicide, Anara Guard



Key Components of Means Safety Efforts
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• Public Awareness: 
• Posters, PSAs, brochures

• Gatekeeper trainings:
• Pharmacists, firearm instructors, gun shop owners, 

family members

• Lethal Means Counseling



Q&A
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Means Safety:
Using data to guide 
means safety efforts



In order to better understand where and why suicides occur 
on the railroad right-of-way, it is vital to collect accurate and 
consistent data on the incidents that occur. With a better 
understanding of each and every event (intentional and 
unintentional), more can be learned about preventing similar 
incidents

-Countermeasures to Mitigate Intentional Deaths on Railroad Rights-of-Way: 
Lessons Learned and Next Steps

17file:///D:/Downloads/Countermeasures%20Mitigate%20Deaths_20141124_final.pdf
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Statewide Plan- Strategic Direction

Steps to implementation
• Review data to identify means/methods used in suicide 

attempts and deaths
• Explore how means/methods vary by demographics
• Identify and develop tailored means restriction strategies

Striving for Zero, California’s Strategic Plan for Suicide Prevention, 2020-2015 (draft 6)
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CALIFORNIA, Suicide by Method, 2013-2017 (ALL AGES)

Source: CDC WONDER database



Overview of Suicide Deaths & Attempts in Riverside County

Source: CDPH Vital Statistics Death Statistical Master Files



Overview of Suicide Deaths & Attempts in Riverside County

Source: CDPH Vital Statistics Death Statistical Master Files



Overview of Suicide Deaths & Attempts in Riverside County

Source: California Office of Statewide Health Planning and Development, Emergency Department Data
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Overview of Suicide Deaths & Attempts in Riverside County

Source: California Office of Statewide Health Planning and Development, Emergency Department Data



Q&A
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Means Safety:
Reducing firearm suicides
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Statewide Plan- Strategic Direction

Steps to implementation:
• Disseminate information to local gun shops (awareness materials and 

gatekeeper trainings to staff)
• Partner with local firearm safety trainings to incorporate suicide prevention 

into trainings
• Disseminate information on lawful options for safe storage
• Provide information on Gun Violence Restraining Order
• Disseminate information to raise awareness of suicide prevention and safe 

storage/transfer in firearm owner community



Firearm Suicide 
Prevention 
Means Safety



In the US, where firearms are the method used in approximately 
50% of all suicides and where roughly 1 in 3 homes contains 
firearms, 
even small relative declines in the use of firearms in suicide acts 
could result in large reductions in the number of suicides, 
depending on what, if any, method would be substituted for 
firearms.  

- Breaking through Barriers, The Emerging Role of Healthcare Provider Training 
Programs in Firearm Suicide Prevention 
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Firearm 
Suicide 

Prevention

http://efsgv.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/09/Breaking-through-Barriers-September-2017-Consortium-for-
Risk-Based-Firearm-Policy-FINAL.pdf
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Firearm Sales 

Source: https://www.brookings.edu/blog/up-front/2020/07/13/three-million-more-guns-the-spring-2020-spike-in-firearm-sales/

https://www.brookings.edu/blog/up-front/2020/07/13/three-million-more-guns-the-spring-2020-spike-in-firearm-sales/
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Suicide rates of firearm owners over time

Source: https://www.nejm.org/doi/full/10.1056/NEJMsa1916744

Cause of Death Owners Non-owners

# / Rate # / Rate

Suicide 1,354 47.73 16,540 9.38

Suicide by 
Firearm

1,200 42.30 5,491 3.11

https://www.nejm.org/doi/full/10.1056/NEJMsa1916744
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Suicide rates of firearm owners over time

Source: https://www.nejm.org/doi/full/10.1056/NEJMsa1916744

https://www.nejm.org/doi/full/10.1056/NEJMsa1916744


32

Suicide rates of firearm owners over time

Source: https://www.nejm.org/doi/full/10.1056/NEJMsa1916744

https://www.nejm.org/doi/full/10.1056/NEJMsa1916744


Key Components of Firearm Means Safety
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• Public Awareness: 
• Posters, PSAs, brochures

• Gatekeeper trainings:
• Firearm instructors, gun shop owners (friends and 

family members)

• Lethal Means Counseling / Safety Planning 
Intervention



“Safe Harbor” 
update to 

CA Penal Code

• Section 27545 does not apply to the transfer of a firearm if all of the 
following conditions are satisfied:
o The firearm is voluntarily and temporarily transferred to another 

person who is 18 years of age or older for safekeeping to prevent it 
from being accessed or used to attempt suicide by the transferor or 
another person that may gain access to it in the transferor’s 
household.

o The transferee does not use the firearm for any purpose and, except 
when transporting the firearm to the transferee’s residence or when 
returning it to the transferor, keeps the firearm unloaded and secured 
in the transferee’s residence in one of the following ways:

▪ Secured in a locked container.
▪ Disabled by a firearm safety device.
▪ Secured within a locked gun safe.
▪ Locked with a locking device as described in Section 16860 that 

has rendered the firearm inoperable.
o The duration of the loan is limited to that amount of time 

reasonably necessary to prevent the harm described in paragraph 
(1).



Prevent Firearm Suicide

preventfirearmsuicide.efsgv.org/

Coalition to Stop Gun 
Violence –
Educational Fund to 
Stop Gun Violence



SOCIAL ECOLOGICAL MODEL:
LIMITING ACCESS TO LETHAL MEANS

Allchin A, Chaplin C, Horwitz J. (2018). 
Limiting access to lethal means: 
applying the social ecological model 
for firearm suicide prevention. 
Injury Prevention.



CONCEPTUAL MODEL

Source: Barber & Miller, 2014

“Means restriction is one of the few empirically based 
strategies to substantially reduce the number of suicide 

deaths.”



SOCIETAL LEVEL:
GUN VIOLENCE RESTRAINING ORDER

 A Gun Violence Restraining Order (GVRO) is civil order that temporarily prohibits an 
individual who poses a significant danger of causing injury to self (including suicide) or 
others from purchasing or possessing any firearms or ammunition.

 Enables law enforcement and families to proactively intervene and remove firearms 
from individuals who are suicidal or behaving dangerously

 3 types of GVROs:

 Emergency GVRO

 Temporary (ex parte) GVRO

 Final GVRO

Cal. Penal Code §§ 18150(b)(1); 18155(b)(1)(West).
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The Gun Shop Project

The Gun Shop Project is a collaborative effort to engage 
gun shop and firing range owners, their employees and 
their customers on preventing suicide, the number one 
type of firearm death in the U.S.



San Diego 
County

San Diego County customized 
“Gun Shop” materials based 

on feedback from gun owners 
and gun shop employees. 

Over 12,000 materials have 
been distributed since fall 

2018. 

San Diego County is working 
with firearms instructors to 

implement suicide prevention 
content in firearm safety 

courses. 

http://stopfirearmsuicidesd.org/

Website supports 
implementation of the 
program to provide a 

resource for community 
members to learn more and 

to help identify a gun shop for 
safe storage



San Diego 
County

http://stopfirearmsuicidesd.org/



American 
Foundation for 

Suicide Prevention

AFSP partnered with the 
National Shooting Sports 
Foundation to develop a 

postvention guide for ranges 
and general awareness 

materials

https://afsp.org/about-suicide/firearms-and-suicide-prevention/
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Example from Other States

https://vimeo.com/175761640

Colorado Firearm Safety Coalition

https://coloradofirearmsafetycoalition.org/

https://vimeo.com/175761640


After controlling for state-level suicide attempt 
rates (2008-2009), higher rates of firearm 
ownership (assessed in 2004) were strongly 
associated with higher rates of overall suicide 
and firearm suicide, but not with non-firearm 
suicide (2008-2009). 

- Firearms and suicide in the United States: is risk independent 
of underlying suicidal behavior?

44
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/23975641
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Resources
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Striving for Zero: Means Safety Website (COMING SOON!)
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Website Features: 
• Public facing website with 

resources for individuals, 
friends and family to help 
reduce access to lethal 
means during time of 
crisis

• Includes means safety 
tips for various methods 
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Firearm Suicide Prevention: 
• Includes information for “in the 

home” and for “retailers and ranges”



Q&A
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Means Safety:
Counseling on Lethal 
Means and 
Safety Planning 
Intervention



Counseling on 
Lethal Means Lethal means safety counseling is the 

process that healthcare providers 
undertake to:

1. Determine if an individual at risk for 
suicide has access to lethal means of 
suicide attempt (such as firearms); 
and

2. Work with the individual and their 
family or friends to reduce access 
until the risk of suicide decreases

What is Lethal Means 
Safety Counseling?



What should Lethal Means Safety 
Counseling Training include?

Lethal means safety counseling training 
should include:

1. Evidence to address common 
misconceptions

2. Overview of best counseling 
techniques

3. Information about firearms
4. Tools for providers when patients have 

access to firearm
5. Important legal information regarding 

firearms

52

Counseling 
on Lethal 

Means



SPRC

Counseling on 
Lethal Means

(CALM)

CALM is an online course designed by SPRC for professionals 
who work with people at risk for suicide. 
The course covers how to: 

• Identify people who could benefit from lethal means 
counseling

• Ask about their access to lethal methods
• Work with them, and their families, to reduce access
• Website: http://www.sprc.org/resources-programs/calm-

counseling-access-lethal-means

http://www.sprc.org/resources-programs/calm-counseling-access-lethal-means


Safety

Planning

About the Safety Planning 
Intervention (SPI): 
• SPI is used to provide people 

who are experiencing suicidal 
ideation with a specific set of 
concrete strategies to use in 
order to decrease the risk of 
suicidal behavior.

• Collaborative efforts 
between patient and 
treatment provider

Suiciesafetyplan.com



Q&A
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Thank you for attending!
Stan Collins: Stan@SuicideIsPreventable.org


