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More survivors of suicide attempts speak out

By David Crary
Associated Press
NEW YORK — They look intently at the camera, some impassively, some with smiles, all of
them aware that they’ve just shared with an online audience a most personal story: why they
tried to kill themselves. By the dozens, survivors of attempted suicide across the United States
are volunteering to be part of a project by a Brooklyn-based photographer, Dese’Rae Stage,
called “Live Through This” — a collection of photographic portraits and personal accounts.
It’s one of several new initiatives transforming the nation’s suicide-prevention community as
more survivors find the courage to speak out and more experts make efforts to learn from them.
There’s a new survivors task force, an array of blogs, some riveting You-Tube clips, all with the
common goal of stripping away anonymity, stigma and shame. “Everyone feels like they have to
walk on eggshells,” says Stage, who once tried to kill herself with self-inflicted cuts. “We’re not
that fragile. We have to figure out how to talk about it, rather than avoiding it.”
Engaging survivors
In January, the American Association of Suicidology launched a website called “What Happens
Now?” — described as the first sustained effort by a national prevention organization to engage
survivors in a public forum. It features a blog, updated weekly, with contributions from survivors
sharing their experiences and often using their real names. In one of the latest posts, the founder
of a respite home for suicidal people writes powerfully about her own suicide attempt eight years
ago, involving both pills and a kitchen knife, and about the contributions that survivors can bring
to prevention efforts.
“Survivors have a unique perspective on what life’s like down in the deep, dark hole,” writes
Sabrina Strong, executive director of Waking Up Alive in Albuquerque, N.M. “We found our
way out. ... We’re not afraid to crawl down in the dark hole with someone else.”
Seeking to encourage those types of contributions, the National Action Alliance for Suicide Prevention — a federally funded public-private partnership — has formed a first-of-its-kind task
force comprising prevention experts and survivors. It plans to issue recommendations this fall for
how practitioners and organizations in the prevention field can “engage and empower suicide
attempt survivors.”
Lessons for others
One of the task force co-chairs is psychologist John Draper, project director of the National Suicide Prevention Lifeline, a network that fields calls from emotionally distressed and potentially

suicidal people. According to studies cited by Draper, about 7 percent of survivors later kill
themselves, a far higher rate than for other groups. “Yet that means 93 percent go on to live out
their lives,” he said. “We’ve got to talk to them, engage then, find out what is bringing them
hope and keeping them alive.” The other co-chair is Eduardo Vega, the survivor of a suicide
attempt who is now executive director of the Mental Health Association of San Francisco.
“Nobody can speak to the issues, the sort of agony, even the decisionmaking t hat goes on when
you’re actively suicidal so much as somebody who’s been there, and can relate to all that’s going
on in a nonjudgmental way,” Vega says in a recent video. “That’s the sort of magic that will
make a difference.”
Stigma of suicide
In past decades, the stigma surrounding suicide was intense, and most people who tried to kill
themselves avoided any public disclosures about their experiences. There was far more involvement in the prevention movement by bereaved relatives of people who completed a suicide.
Among them was Michelle Linn-Gust, whose sister killed herself at 17 and who, in her current
role as president of the American Association of Suicidology, helped launch the “What Happens
Now?” website.
“The bereaved, the people who’ve lost someone, like me, that movement has taken off,” LinnGust said. “But the attempt survivors have not had a voice. Nobody has given them a home.”
Over the years, individuals who had attempted suicide would surface occasionally, writing books
or going on the public- speaking circuit to share their experiences. What’s new in the past couple
of years is a broader phenomenon — a surge of collective projects by survivors, corresponding
with a keener and more systematic interest by prevention experts in their potential contributions.
“The voices of people who have thought about suicide and possibly attempted suicide have been
largely absent from public conversations about suicide and what should be done about it,” says
Karen Butler Easter, president of National Association of Crisis Center Directors. “They know
what hurts, and they know what helps.”
‘Magical thinking’
One asset that survivors say they can supply is candor. “We are willing to speak truthfully, even
if others are afraid to,” writes Strong in her recent blog post. “We understand that we do others a
disservice by providing generic and whitewashed advice from the school of magical thinking —
‘Things will get better.’ ‘Everything’s all right.’ “Sometimes things don’t get better, at least not
right away.” Historically, prevention specialists made relatively little effort to seek input from
people who tried to kill themselves. Experts say treatment often was — and in some cases still is
— condescending, and at times harsh and punitive. “The attitude was that if a person tried to kill
themselves, they were irresponsible, they were not people we could trust, and we knew
what’sbetter for them, ” said Draper. “There also was some concern that they might kill
themselves if we engaged them.”

‘Live Through This’
In the two years she’s been working on “Live Through This,” Stage says only one of her subjects
has had a change of heart and asked not to be publicly identified.
Meanwhile, she says she now has a waiting list of 200 suicide attempt survivors who want to
participate.
Stage, 29, said she periodically tried to injure herself as a teenager, was diagnosed with bipolar
disorder in 2004, and attempted suicide in 2006 while struggling with an abusive relationship.
The attempt occurred not long after she graduated from East Tennessee State University, where
her psychology studies included research about suicide.
Stage began taking photographs for “Live Through This” in 2011. She’s ready to spend another
year or more on the project, with the hope of visiting subjects across the country and eventually
crafting the material into a book. “The survivors who share their stories here are real people who
have been through hell,” Stage writes in a summary of the project. Stage notes that suicide,
according to federal data, is the 10th-leading cause of death in the U.S.
“I’m convinced that the simple act of getting people to talk about it will save lives,” she writes.

Caitlin Coleman tried to kill herself with an overdose of pills while battling depression as a
college sophomore. During a lengthy recovery she became frustrated at the lack of
resources that included input from other survivors. DESE’RAE L. STAGE/AP
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