CRISIS INTERVENTION FOR PARENTS

If you suspect your child is suicidal, ask them directly, “Are you thinking of harming yourself?” “Are you thinking of death by suicide”? “Do you have a plan?” “Have you attempted suicide?” or  if you have reason to suspect that your child is suicidal even though he/she denies it when asked directly, it is important that you take immediate action. Below are some suggestions for responding to an adolescent in crisis. 
1. Get professional help immediately.  If your child has made a suicide attempt, call an ambulance, dial 911 or drive them to the hospital at once. If your child has not yet attempted, but is thinking about suicide, call Ottawa County Community Mental Health at 1-866-512-4357, and let the on-call crisis worker know what is happening. Do not leave your child unsupervised for any length of time until additional help from a mental health or medical professional is secured. Even after the child begins to receive professional help, parents still need to be alert for signs of isolation (e.g., staying in room, avoiding family or peer activities) and depression (e.g., sleep or appetite disturbance, crying jags, drop in academic performance). If these signs occur, parents should be encouraged to inquire directly about suicidal thinking (e.g., “Have you been thinking of suicide again?”).

2. Remove any lethal means from the home immediately (e.g., guns, knives, pills, car keys, rope etc…). Let your child know why you are removing potentially lethal suicidal methods (e.g., “Keeping you alive is all that matters to us. We are removing __________ because we don’t want you to hurt yourself. We care very much what happens to you.”)

3. Listen to your child closely and refrain from interrupting, arguing, defending, lecturing, or chastising. It is important to stay calm and remain non-judgmental. Tell your child that you love them often. (e.g., “I love you very much and would be devastated if you died.”) Verbally emphasize your child’s strengths, even when it appears your child has not heard the feedback. Tell them you will work with them to address the stressors or problems that are causing their desperation.
4. Help your child identify the situations which are causing the greatest stress or unhappiness. Brainstorm ways to reduce unnecessary stress. If a stressor cannot be removed (e.g., parents’ divorce) help them develop a strategy for coping when they are most upset or depressed. One way to do this is to construct a “Feeling Thermometer” where feelings are described as units on a thermometer (from 0-100). Situations which result in great feelings of anger, stress or depression are given higher numbers on the scale. The top of the scale represents situations which may generate thoughts of suicide. These may include, but are not limited to family fights, rejection by friends, or getting a bad grade on an important test.
After the Feeling Thermometer is constructed, assist your child in coming up with specific and realistic strategies for handling themselves in situations of 100 on their thermometer. These may include getting help from you or another trusted adult, talking to a supportive person, engaging in rigorous physical exercise, relaxing by taking deep controlled breaths and visualizing a peaceful scene or consciously replacing negative thoughts with more positive ones (e.g., “This makes me very angry, but I am not going to hurt myself because of it. Instead I will…”). Some youths may need to write their plan down and carry it with them wherever they go. Such a technique teaches adolescents impulse control at a time when it is most critically needed.

5. Be physically and psychologically available to your child. Although parents cannot force a teen with an uncooperative attitude to communicate with them, they can create opportunities for intimate sharing to take place. These moments often occur naturally during the course of shared activities as taking a walk together, going fishing, or going out to dinner. Although adolescents will not always respond to parental overtures to help or listen, just the knowledge that the parent is concerned and available can be critical. Parents should be cautioned not to give up or lash out if their initial overtures are rejected by the adolescent. Their child may be willing to reach out or accept support the next time it is offered.
6. Predictability and consistency are important. Make sure that your child is eating and sleeping regularly.

7. Parents can be powerful role models of adaptive problem solving and stress management. They can verbalize their own adaptive coping behaviors in a more salient way. Parents can “think aloud” when faced with a problem or a stressor. They can also find opportunities to share their past failures. Parents should be encouraged to talk about the emotions they experienced as well as the coping strategies they used to grapple with failures. It can be very powerful for adolescents to hear their parents say “I made a mistake.”
8. Use every opportunity to reinterpret your adolescent’s sense of failure by reframing failures as learning experiences and providing a reality check on the adolescent’s irrational beliefs (e.g., I should have…, I never…, I always…).

9. Be aware that a seemingly dramatic improvement in the adolescent’s mood and behavior (within the span of a few hours) is cause for alarm. Often this can be a sign that the youth has decided to commit suicide. The relief of having made the decision temporarily lifts their depression and reduces symptoms.

10. After hours evaluation can be initiated by calling 911 or making contact with the emergency room at the local hospital.
Adapted from Preventing Youth suicide: A Handbook for Educators and Human Service Professionals, by Marcia McEvoy, Ph.D. and Alan W. McEvoy, Ph.D., Learning Publications, Holmes Beach, Florida, 1994

Additional Resources and emergency contact information:
· 911 in an emergency

· 211 for community resources

· Forest View Hospital 616-942-9610
· Holland Behavioral Health Services 616-355-3926

· Ottawa County Community Mental Health, Helpline 1-866-512-4357 
· Pine Rest Christian Hospital 616-455-9200 or 800-678-5500

· www.sprc.org
