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Technical Tips for RingCentral
• This event is being recorded.

• All participants’ audio (microphone and phone) will be muted throughout the 
meeting.

• Please participate in the polls – we really want to hear from you!

• If you have questions or a technical issue, please let us know in the Q&A pod.



Preventing Law Enforcement Suicide: 
Strategies for Effective and Positive 

Messaging 
Thursday, August 27, 2020



Webinar Overview



Welcome and Opening Remarks

Michael Costigan 
Director, Bureau of Justice Assistance, 

U.S. Department of Justice



Welcome and Opening Remarks

Steven R. Casstevens, 
President, 

International Association 
of Chiefs of Police



Poll Questions



Speakers

• Colleen Carr, Director, Secretariat, National Action 
Alliance for Suicide Prevention 

• Chief John W. Morrissey (Ret.), Member of National 
Consortium on Preventing Law Enforcement Suicide, Co-
Lead of National Action Alliance for Suicide Prevention 
Public Safety Task Force



Resources

If you or someone you know is struggling, 
24/7 help is available. Please call:
• Call the National Suicide Prevention 

Lifeline at 1-800-273-TALK (8255) 
• Text the Crisis Text Line by sending 

‘BLUE’ to 741741
• Contact your agency’s or local 

resources



Changing the Conversation



Why is messaging important?

It can:
• Promote positive 

behaviors
• Support prevention goals
• Decrease barriers to help-

seeking

It can:
• Contribute to increased 

risk
• Undermine prevention
• Increase barriers to help-

seeking

OR



Public Messaging



What is Public Messaging?
Public Messaging is: Public Messaging is not:
• Campaigns
• Newsletters
• Websites and social media
• Public talks/speeches
• Any department-wide communication
• Posters and flyers
• Chiefs’ blogs
• Press releases and media interviews

• Private conversations
• Clinical interactions
• Peer support conversations
• Sharing in support groups



Four considerations when 
developing messages:

1. Strategy

2. Safety

3. Positive narrative

4. Guidelines

Framework for Successful Messaging

www.SuicidePreventionMessaging.org

http://www.suicidepreventionmessaging.org/


Framework for Successful Messaging

Plan and 
focus 
messages

Avoid unsafe 
and unhelpful 
messaging 

Help the 
audience to 
envision 
prevention 
and action 

Use 
message-
specific best 
practices



Start with Strategy
• Strategy shapes all other decisions.

Decide “why” before “how.”
We need posters!



Start with Strategy
Developing a strategy is the first step to any 
effective communications or messaging effort.

• What is the goal of your message?
• Who is your audience?
• What action/behavior are you asking 

them to take?
• How can your message align with your 

other programs/services? 



Principles of Effective Communications
• Focus your message: Who are you messaging to 

and why?
• Tie messaging to other programs or services: How 

does your prevention or help-seeking messaging 
connect to available supports or services? 

• Conduct audience research and messaging testing 
with diverse perspectives

• Consider appropriate channels and sufficient 
exposure to have the desired impact



Convey a Positive Narrative

• Balance the narrative.

• In every message: Help your 
audience to envision prevention, 
action, hope, or healing.



Many Ways to Promote the Positive
Ask: What fits with my strategy?

• Concrete actions your audience can take

• Stories of coping, resilience, and recovery

• Program successes

• Available resources

• What we know about successful prevention

• How people are making a difference



Importance of Safety 
DON’T:
 Show or describe methods or 

locations
 Normalize by portraying suicide 

as common or acceptable
 Use data or language implying 

suicide is inevitable or 
unsolvable

 Oversimplify causes



Tips on Messaging Safely
• Use data thoughtfully:

o Ask: What does it add? Does it fit with my strategy?
o Check: Is the overall emphasis on prevention?
o When possible, use positive statistics:
 The VA saves about 70 lives each day via its 

crisis hotline.
 ___ out of ten officers have used mental health 

services. 
• Convey the complex causality of suicide.



Select Appropriate Imagery
• Use images that show support, connectedness, people 

getting help
• Select photos and images that resonate with your 

audience and represent the diversity of your agency
• Avoid images that convey despair, hopeless, or show a 

methods that could be used in a suicide attempt
o Avoid “head clutcher” photos



Importance of Safe Messaging 

Don’t use images like these for suicide prevention messaging



Examples

https://nfllifeline.org/who-you-are/former-players/
https://www.valorforblue.org/SAFLEO
https://www.theiacp.org/sites/default/files/2020-03/SP%20Poster_2019.pdf


Select Preferred Language 
• Use language that connects with your audience. 
• Recommend language such as: 

o “Died by suicide” rather than “committed suicide” 
o “Officers are likely to talk to a peer about mental health” rather 

than “Bust the stigma”
o “Suicide” rather than “successful attempt” 
o “Suicide attempt” rather than “unsuccessful attempt” 
o Describe behavior rather than “manipulative” or “attention  

seeking”



Use Applicable Guidelines

Best Practices for 
Survivor/Attempt Stories 

Social Media Guidelines 
for MH & Suicide Prevention

Talking about Suicide 
& LGBT Populations

Working with
the Media

Channels

PopulationsMessengers

New!
Messaging about 
Suicide Prevention in 
Law Enforcement

https://suicidology.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/Best-Practices-Presentations-Suicide-Loss-Suicide-Attempt-Survivors.pdf
http://suicidepreventionmessaging.org/guidelines_topics/Social%20Media
https://www.sprc.org/sites/default/files/resource-program/talking-about-suicide-and-lgbt-populations-2nd-edition.pdf
https://reportingonsuicide.org/
https://reportingonsuicide.org/
https://www.theiacp.org/resources/messaging-about-suicide-prevention-in-law-enforcement


Learn More About Messaging
• Example: Review the Framework website

SuicidePreventionMessaging.com

http://suicidepreventionmessaging.org/


Chiefs and Command Staff
Encourage leaders to share personal stories when possible 

in messaging to model help-seeking.
Communicate a positive, hopeful, and resilient, message 

indicating that support is available, treatment is effective.
Talk about mental health and suicide prevention regularly. 
Tailor messages to the diverse needs of the audience. 
Consult an expert in suicide when talking with media 

regarding law enforcement suicide prevention or following a 
suicide loss.



“There isn’t an officer who gets through 20 years 
and doesn’t have some challenges. Every single 
officer is going to go through this. We must talk 

about it and give them the tools on the 
front end, so they know what to do.”

– Dianne Bernhard, Deputy Chief, Ret., Columbia (MO) Police 
Department and Executive Director of Concerns of Police Survivors



Front Line Supervisors 
 Communicate that it is okay to focus on and take care of 

yourself. 
 Model self-care with both action and messages. 
 Demonstrate as much concern for the members of the team 

as is demonstrated for the community, risk management, or 
management perception. 

 Message about mental health and wellbeing routinely and 
leverage the use of technology when appropriate. 



Messaging to Families 
 Include all support systems.
 Focus on strength, resilience, and positive messages in 

addition to messaging about signs and what to look for.
 Communicate how family can provide support.
 Share that suicide risk is a concern without overemphasizing 

the concern or contributing to a heightened awareness from 
support persons. 



Key Takeaways



Key Takeaways
• Think about all public-facing messaging, including all agency 

messaging. 
• Align talking points and messaging with suicide prevention 

goals.
• Be strategic and focused. 
• Promote positive narratives and actions. 
• Share resources.
• Be proactive.



First Goal of Suicide Messaging is:

“Let’s stop officers from 
ever getting to the point 

that they consider 
suicide as an option.”

John W. Morrissey



• Don’t use words describing suicide as an “epidemic,” 
“common”, or “unstoppable”. 

• Don’t attribute suicide to a single cause or circumstance, 
such as job loss, mental health, divorce, addiction, etc. 

• Don’t reinforce negative stereotypes. 
• Don’t say “They're in a better place now”, “I know how you 

feel”, or “I’m not surprised with everything going on”.

Tips for Safe Messaging



• Don’t include personal details such as “he/she was 
having an affair”.

• Don’t glorify or romanticize suicide. 
• Don’t normalize suicidal behavior as acceptable.  

Tips for Safe Messaging



Tips for Safe Messaging 
 Do reinforce positives, such as mental health disorders are 

treatable.
 Do emphasize support, treatment, or other healthy ways to 

cope. 
 Do acknowledge a loss of an individual by suicide.
 Do give ongoing support to family and friends impacted.
 Do raise awareness of suicide as a significant health issue. 
 Do give messages of hope and strength.



Tips for Safe Messaging 
 Do highlight how individuals have recovered and returned to 

work. 
 Do focus on where help is available and stories of resilience. 
 Do use care in how you present suicide prevention, 

intervention, and postvention messages.
 Do talk about the importance of hope.
 Do rehearse public messaging and proper language and 

terminology.  
 Do say “I’m sorry” or “How can I help?”.



Importance of Safe Messaging 

Do use images of hope, resilience and self-care

A photo of an
officer from your
department that
survived a suicide
attempt offering
hope and help.



Final Goal of Suicide Messaging is:

“Let’s stop officers from 
ever getting to the point 

that they consider 
suicide as an option.”

John W. Morrissey



Question and Answer



Upcoming Suicide Prevention Resources
• Messaging about Suicide Prevention in Law 

Enforcement: Strategies for Safe and Positive 
Messaging

• Best Practices in Peer Support for Suicide Prevention

• After a Suicide in Blue: A Guide for Law Enforcement 
Agencies

• Comprehensive Framework for Law Enforcement 
Suicide Prevention

• National Consortium on Preventing Law Enforcement 
Suicide: Final Report



Additional Resources
• Preventing Law Enforcement Suicide: an Issue Brief
• Focus on Officer Wellness: A Chief’s Role in Preventing Suicide 

Police Chief Magazine Article
• Key Strategies to Prevent Suicide Among Law Enforcement, Police 

Chief Magazine Article

https://www.theiacp.org/resources/preventing-suicide-among-law-enforcement-officers
https://urldefense.com/v3/__https:/www.policechiefmagazine.org/focus-officer-wellness-chiefs-role-preventing-suicide/?ref=5acb8cae9d2c605b32eeb64ea72e3973__;!!Azzr!LyfZEWWiwQY6MTZDEaC2CNaQPgIw8R9kb-Thg2MpAqNL7ZPP72MS6hiDJjbkRbg$
https://www.policechiefmagazine.org/key-strategies-to-prevent-suicide-among-le/?ref=e880f720f93b6add6f0bcf180f53f4ca


Thank You!
• Please complete the evaluation which will automatically come up 

when the webinar closes.
• This recording will be included on IACP website – Officer Safety 

and Wellness Resource page.
• Contact osw@theiacp.org with any questions or comments. 

mailto:osw@theiacp.org
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