Mental Illness Causes Suicide 90% of the Time

From “Rethinking Suicide: Why Prevention Fails, and How We Can Do Better” - Craig J. Bryan

Over and over again, some version of the refrain, “it just happened,” was offered as an explanation—in many cases accompanied by a confused shrug of the shoulders and resigned shake of the head. Over and over again, I’ve been struck by how many of these cases did not involve a history of mental illness or mental health treatment, no known or reported history of suicidal thoughts and behaviors, and little to no evidence of a current mental illness.

If these people had not engaged in suicidal behavior, their reactions would typically be considered “normal” by most standards and would not have reasonably led to the diagnosis of a mental illness, not even an adjustment disorder.

Only 46% of U.S. citizens who died by suicide between 1999 and 2016 had a known mental health diagnosis at the time of death.

Research studies suggest mental illness is only weakly correlated with suicide.

Across these many, many studies, Franklin’s team found that indicators of mental illness were only weakly correlated with suicide and suicide attempts, such that, from a prediction perspective, most risk factors were only slightly better than chance when predicting suicide attempts and death by suicide.

Results of treatment studies suggest mental illness is unrelated to suicidal behaviors.

I found myself thinking about that Marine and all the other cases I’ve seen and heard about who were similar to him. It occurred to me that in each of these cases, a diagnosable mental illness did not seem to exist prior to the behavior’s occurrence. If the individual had not made a suicide attempt, their reported symptoms and behaviors would not have met the threshold for diagnosing a mental illness at all.

In each of these cases, there was little evidence that a mental illness existed before the suicidal behavior occurred. Furthermore, the suicidal behavior served as the only source of evidence supporting the presence of a mental illness. This pattern suggests our traditional assumptions about the causal role of mental illness for all (or nearly all) suicidal behaviors warrants further consideration.



