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800,000 suicides per year; one death every 40 seconds



Suicide is the tip of the iceberg of 

emotional distress

•
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800,000 suicide deaths 

Estimated 16,000,000 hospital attendances 

for suicide attempts

160,000,000 people experience suicidal 

thoughts

Suicide is the tip of the iceberg 

of emotional distress
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International variations in incidence
(Source: WHO Global Health Estimates, 2018. Alexandra Fleischman)
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What will be the impact of 

COVID-19 on population mental 

health and suicide rates?

What can the suicide prevention 

research community do to 

reduce the impact on suicide?

Impact of COVID-19 on suicide

https://www.worldometers.info/coronavirus/

Accessed 3 May 2021

https://www.worldometers.info/coronavirus/
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Chang YH, Chang SS, Hsu CY, Gunnell D. Impact of pandemic on 
suicide: excess suicides in Taiwan during the 1918-1920 influenza 

pandemic. J Clin Psychiatry 2020.

Monthly number of suicide and pneumonia mortality in 
Taiwan between 1910-1920 

November 1918: 6,155 deaths; 
179.2 per 100,000 population

January 1920: 7,429 deaths; 
214.2 per 100,000 population

Impact of the 1918-20 Influenza pandemic on 

suicide in Taiwan 1918-20

Poisson regression, controlling 

for season and linear trend):

• Evidence of increased 

suicide deaths in January & 

March 1920 (risk ratio 1.3)

• Estimated total excess 

suicide deaths ~30 



41 countries



Mental health and suicide risk during COVID-19 

pandemic: general population considerations 

• Social isolation from physical distancing

• Stress on health and social care staff; frontline workers

• Rise in domestic violence and alcohol misuse

• Economic impact / recession

• Interrupted education

• Bereavement / complicated grief

• Media reporting leading to heightened anxiety
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What do we know (so far) about the impact of 

the pandemic on suicidal behaviour?
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Appleby et al. 2021 Lancet Health Regional – Europe  

Comparison with rates 

in 2019 also showed

no difference

Lockdown

Suicide trends: England 2020 (areas with real time 

surveillance: population 13 million)
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Suicide trends in the first 4 

months of the pandemic: High 

Income countries (n=16)

Suicide rates largely unchanged or 

lower

Pirkis et al Lancet Psych 2021
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Findings similar when period extended to October 2020:

Exceptions: Japan, Vienna and Puerto Rico (increases)

Thames Valley (UK); Victoria (Australia); Mexico City (falls)

Upper Middle-Income Countries (n=5)

Pirkis et al Lancet Psych 2021



Suicide Attempts 

/ self-harm
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Jollant et al 2020 MedRxiv 



Similar findings in England…
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“Self-harming or deliberating hurting onself in last week”

Note: data series begin at time of UK lockdown

Fancourt et al 



• Early data – may change e.g.  
post-pandemic recession

• Some groups may be more 
affected than others (e.g. 
women, ethnic minorities, low-
income countries)

• We know little about impact in 
low-income countries

• Whilst suicide rates may not have 
increased, levels of mental 
distress have
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Why have suicide rates not risen?

• Increased social cohesion 
e.g. support from family, 
friends and neighbours / 
communities

• Economic protection 
measures

• Support from services and 
charities
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Whilst early indications appear reassuring – in high 
income countries at least - we will get a clearer 

picture over next few months as research findings 
are published. The long term impact of the 
pandemic on the economy, and the well-

recognised heightened risk of suicide during 
economic recession as well as potential risk 
associated with long-COVID are a cause for 

continuing concern……



UK GDP trends: Office for National 
Statistics

(Source: https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/grossdomesticproductgdp/timeseries/abmi/qna

Accessed 14 April 2020)

https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/grossdomesticproductgdp/timeseries/abmi/qna


Source: Douglas Swinscow, BMJ June 23 1951; 1417-1423

Unemployment and suicide in the Great Depression:  
Great Britain 1920s & 1930s 



Summary

• Whilst levels of distress, depression and anxiety have risen during 
the pandemic, suicide rates and hospitalisations for suicide 
attempts largely remained stable or fell in the early phase

• We need better data from low income settings

• We need to continue to monitor the situation – concern about 
long term effect: recession / long COVID

• Continued surveillance and good quality, ethically conducted 
research is crucial to inform what we do  

• Economic measures are needed to mitigate recession effects
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Thankyou

d.j.gunnell@bristol.ac.uk

Twitter: @SASHBristol
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