
Planning for Living
Means Safety for Suicide Prevention



Please Take Care of Yourself

Suicide is a very delicate topic. 
Emotions may rise to the surface. 

We are loss survivors, attempt survivors and people with lived 
experience. 

Please make taking care of yourself during 
and after the presentation a priority. 

If you or someone you know needs support, please contact: 
National Suicide Prevention Lifeline: 988 or (800)273-8255

Crisis Text Line: Text “HELLO” to 741-741



strivingforsafety.org/



Means Safety:
Principles and Background



www.MeansMatter.org



Understanding Suicide Risk

Suicide risk fluctuates over time 

Risk is greater when:*
• Thoughts are more frequent
• Thoughts are of longer duration
• Thoughts are less controllable
• Few deterrents to acting on 

thoughts
• Stopping the pain is the “reason”

-Suicide Risk Curve by Barbara Stanley, PhD and Gregory Brown, PhD

https://suicidesafetyplan.com/ 

*Identification, Triage and Intervention Using The Columbia 
Suicide Severity Rating Scale (Adam Lesser, Deputy Director, The 
Columbia Lighthouse Project)

https://suicidesafetyplan.com/


Reducing access to lethal means saves lives

“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:

1. Intent isn’t all that determines whether an attempter lives or dies; means also matter.

2. Firearms are lethal in 85-95% of suicide attempts 

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

4. 90% of attempters who survive do NOT go on to die by suicide later

5. 70% do not attempt again

6. Numerous studies have demonstrated a lack of substitution for means 



Reducing access to lethal means saves lives

• 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



Won’t people just find another way?

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)



How can we restrict or reduce access to lethal means?

• 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



National Strategy

Below are the objectives for Goal 3 that will help advance the National Strategy to 
improve suicide outcomes in the country.
• Objective 3.1: Train community members and implement effective ways to 

reduce access to lethal means among people at risk, including safe and secure 
storage of firearms, medications and poisons, ligatures, and other means in 
homes, workplaces, communities, and the physical environment.

• Objective 3.2: Evaluate policies, programs, and practices that put time and 
space between a person at risk and a lethal means of suicide, including their 
impact in historically marginalized communities.

• Objective 3.3: Partner with firearm and other relevant organizations and 
communities to incorporate suicide awareness and prevention as basic tenets 
of firearm safety and responsible ownership.

• Objective 3.4: Implement effective substance use prevention and harm 
reduction programs, practices, and policies that can help reduce suicide risk at 
the individual and community levels. 
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StrivingForSafety.org
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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 

StrivingForSafety.org



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

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



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
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Firearm Suicide Prevention: 
• Includes information for “in the 

home” and for “retailers and ranges”



Suicide rates of firearm owners over time

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

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

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


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


Firearm Sales 

Source: 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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“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).

https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/codes_displaySection.xhtml?lawCode=PEN&sectionNum=27882 

https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/codes_displaySection.xhtml?lawCode=PEN&sectionNum=27882


CA Distribution and Dealer Requirements

• 26165: The course (CCW) shall include, no less than one hour in 
length on mental heal

• 31640: Firearm safety certificate standardized test shall include 
information on suicide prevention

• 23640: Packaging of firearms shall include the National Suicide 
Prevention Lifeline (English and Spanish)

• 26835: Requires posting of National Suicide Prevention Lifeline in 
business



Materials 
available: • Fliers with firearm suicide prevention 

information
• For passive display
• To be included with each firearm sale

• Decals/stickers that prominently display 
National Lifeline

• Posters for display that include National 
Suicide Prevention Lifeline and general suicide 
prevention messaging

• Training content for use by firearm safety 
instructors



Firearm Suicide 
Prevention Flier
(front/poster)



Feedback from 

Focus Groups and 
Stakeholder Interviews:

• Be direct

• Connect rights to 
mental health

• Terms: protect, 
accountability, 
responsibility



Feedback from 

Focus Groups and 
Stakeholder Interviews:

• Tell us why we 
should care

• Don’t “hide behind 
gun safety”

• Then tell us what to 
do



Firearm Suicide 
Prevention Flier

(back)



Feedback from 

Focus Groups and 
Stakeholder Interviews:

• Explore “what to be a 
protector means”

• Help us understand 
why Means Safety 
works

• Respond to “won’t 
people just find 
another way”



Feedback from 

Focus Groups and 
Stakeholder Interviews:

• Give us “action steps”

• Help us protect our 
rights with specific 
details

• Tell us “to talk”



Means Safety:
Strangulation and Suffocation



Striving for Safety: Suffocation and Strangulation

1  •••  Striving for Zero 2021

Informs community members and professionals:

• Steps to reduce risk in home
• When to seek higher level of care
• Emphasizes general prevention
• Resources for controlled environments

National Commission on Correctional Health 
Care, Suicide Prevention Portal

This website details requirements for a 
comprehensive, multipronged suicide 
prevention and intervention program in 
various settings: Jails, Prisons, Juvenile 
Facilities, Mental Health Services and Opioid 
Treatment Programs.

www.ncchc.org/



Means Safety:
Poisoning (overdose) focused efforts



Striving for Safety: Overdose

1  •••  Striving for Zero 2021

Informs community members about steps to 
prevent suicide including: 

• Awareness and tools for conversation
• Steps for safe storage
• Safe disposal 



Safe Disposal Efforts

FDA Flush List: https://www.fda.gov/media/109643/download
DEA Disposal Location Search: 
https://apps2.deadiversion.usdoj.gov/pubdispsearch/spring/main?execution=e2s1 

https://www.fda.gov/media/109643/download
https://apps2.deadiversion.usdoj.gov/pubdispsearch/spring/main?execution=e2s1


Resources  For Pharmacists

Pharmacy bags with information on crisis 
support and suicide prevention resources



Medication and overdose prevention
CONCLUSION:

Our findings suggest that a suicide 
prevention training program helped 
pharmacist respondents build 
confidence in several self-efficacy areas 
relating to detection of suicide signs, 
response to patients with suicidal 
thoughts, reassurance for patients, and 
provision of resources and referrals.



Means Safety:
Site and location specific efforts



Striving for Safety: Signage and Barriers

1  •••  Striving for Zero 2021

Provides information, toolkits, and research 
related to implementation of safety barriers at 
various sites: 

• Bridge and overpass barriers
• Parking structures
• Railway efforts
• Signage (examples)



Means Safety: Barriers on Bridges

• Installation of structural measures led to a 71.7% reduction 
in suicides
• Safety nets led to a 77.1% reduction of suicides 
• Barriers (fences) led to a 68.7% reduction of suicides

• NOTE: Safety nets were not statistically significant 
more preventive than safety barriers

• “Complete” barriers led to elimination of suicides at 
locations
• Two key characteristics:

1. Secure the jump site across the entire length
2. Prevent climbing around the bridgeheads

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5218568/#pone.0169625.ref012 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5218568/#pone.0169625.ref012


Means Safety: Barriers on Bridges

• Installing physical barriers, such as:
• chain-link fencing
• screening
• security netting (which is less dense 

and more attractive)
• vinyl-coated mesh
• metal grating, stainless steel, glass 

barricades
• Other deterrents include geofencing 

(using closed-circuit television camera 
coverage) and landscaping 
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Railway Means Safety

• Prevention of access to right-of-way is most effective 
strategy for prevention

• Other efforts:
• Blue Lights implementation
• Gatekeeper trainings
• Public Awareness campaigns
• Signage
• Reduction of Perceived Viability of Railroad Right-

of-Way as Means for Suicide
• Media Guidelines/Trainings
• Public Awareness Campaigns

file:///D:/Downloads/Countermeasures%20Mitigate%20Deaths_20141124_final.pdf 

file:///D:/Downloads/Countermeasures Mitigate Deaths_20141124_final.pdf
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Using signage for means safety



Thank You!

Email: stanpcollins@gmail.com

Questions?
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