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ith the economic crisis an increase in suicidality has been reported across Europe but es-

pecially in Greece. These reports hit the mass media headlines and were also included in

the debate among political parties. The literature suggests that during periods of deep

economic crisis, there is an increase specifically in suicides but causality remains unclear.

The prevailing picture both in the scientific literature and in the mass media is that the economic crisis
acts as a more or less generic risk factor on the entire population putting at risk literally anybody. Two re-
cent studies clearly dispute it by reporting that suicides had increased several months before unemploy-
ment increased. Additionally and specifically concerning Greece, where the economic crisis is deeper
and more prolonged, the detailed inspection of age and gender specific rates are not in accord with a
"male gender" by "unemployment" interaction. Taking into consideration the above and since the rise in
suicides also affects prospering countries without high unemployment, including Germany and Norway,
another possible explanation is that the changes in the socioeconomic environment and especially in
the employment conditions have overstressed vulnerable populations (e.g. mental patients) leading to
the increased suicide rates. The problem is that in the majority of the literature the economic crisis/aus-
terity is considered to be a generic risk factor affecting the entire population and subsequently generic
horizontal measures are proposed. Unfortunately patients at risk to commit suicide are not considered
as such; instead they are rather considered as normal healthy people from the general population who

respond with suicide to generic adverse events.
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Introduction

After the 2008 global economic crisis and the be-
ginning of the crisis in Europe, an increase in suidal-
ity has been reported across Europe and especially
in Greece. Several authors expressed concern on the
effect of austerity on health care and especially on

suicidality. It is widely believed that crises of this kind
increase suicides,'” with men of working age being
at the highest risk. There are several studies pub-
lished until now, suggesting such a pattern concern-
ing the impact of the economic crisis in European
countries®®'® Asia'®?® and the US™ although differ-
ent and more complex interpretations also exist.?'2°
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These reports hit the mass media headlines and were
also included in the debate among political parties.
However it seems that the variability and the fluctua-
tion of suicide rates across countries encumber the
identification of the time point this increase has be-
gun to occur. It is well known that suicidal rates vary
considerably among European countries and the
reasons for this are unknown although several theo-
ries have been proposed. The effect of climate has
previously been discussed but has not been investi-
gated in a systematic way across countries.

The relationship between austerity
and suicidality

One suggestion is that only after 2010 a rise in
suicides is clearly visible'?'>* while, on the con-
trary, other authors suggest it started already after
2007013142728 The development of suicidal rates vs.
unemployment in Greece during the last 35 years is
shown in figure 1.

The critical issue is of course the causality. Concern
has been expressed on the possible adverse effects
of austerity on healthcare with specific focus on
mental health.5'%%8-3 |t is well known that mental
patients constitute a vulnerable group in the popu-
lation and it is believed to be at a higher risk to be
affected by such a crisis. Additionally, the literature
suggests that during periods of deep economic cri-
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sis, a deterioration in general mental health happens
with an increase in depression and anxiety. This has
been reported after the economic crisis in Hong
Kong,*® south Australia,”' Greece,** UK*® and Spain,"
and the effect seemed more severe in population
groups who experienced unstable employment
or financial problems."*%* However these studies
could not differentiate between general distress
and clinically defined mood disorders, and therefore
their conclusions cannot be considered reliable since
many factors could act as confounders towards ei-
ther a type | or a type Il error.

More consistent are the data showing that eco-
nomic crises and austerity increase specifically sui-
cides'”” but again causality remains unclear. In his
seminal work in 1979, Brenner reported that for every
10% increase in unemployment there is an increase
of 1.2% in total mortality, including an increase by
1.7% in suicidality.*® In the past, economic crises have
been correlated with increases in suicides, like the
Great depression,”***% the Russian crisis in the early
1990s'" (although the data are not published reliably)
and the Asian economic crisis in the late 1990s."*%°
There are several studies published until now, sug-
gesting a similar pattern concerning the impact of
the economic crisis on suicidality in European coun-
tries®®'8 and the US."®

Year
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Figure 1. Chart of unemployment and male suicide rates for the years 1981-2012 in Greece during the last 35 years.
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In line with this assumption it has been proposed
that the variations in suicidal rates relate to the se-
verity of the recession as well as to varying social
support and labour market protections in different
countries,'*3%¢ and consequently a reduction of un-
employment through governmental action should
lead to a reduction in suicidality.*®

Thus, the prevailing picture both in the scientific
literature and in the mass media is that the economic
crisis acts as a more or less generic risk factor on the
entire population putting at risk literally anybody. It
is to be noted that the vast majority of papers are
published by authors experienced in general public
health and health economics but with little back-
ground in clinical or research psychiatry.

The problem is that correlation does not always
imply causality and the causal relationship between
the increase in unemployment and increase in sui-
cides has been recently questioned both for the US
and Europe?~** (figure 2). The Hungarian data pre-
sent with a similar picture also.”” Two recent studies
clearly dispute it by reporting that suicides increased
several months before unemployment increases.?**
Essentially in all papers publish until today, a tempo-
ral advance of the suicide increase in relationship to
the increase in unemployment is observed, although
not always reported or commented. Thus the tem-
poral sequence and correlation of events (suicidal
rise first, economic recession follows, synchroniza-
tion of suicidal rate changes across both continents)
suggests there is probably a close relationship be-
tween the economic environment and suicidal rates;
however this relationship is not that of a direct cause
and effect between unemployment and suicidality.
One could argue that those people who are going to
lose their jobs are stressed months before this hap-
pens, but "fear" of unemployment is quite different
from unemployment per se, especially since such an
assumption suggests that employed people do com-
mit suicide before they become unemployed and
nobody knows if they would had lost their jobs even-
tually if they remained alive.

Additionally and specifically concerning Greece,
where the economic crisis is deeper and more pro-
longed, the detailed inspection of age and gender
specific rates suggests that for males the increase
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Figure 2. Unweighted average changes in suicide rates
and unemployment across 29 European countries and
the US. Suicide rates increase before an increase in
unemployment is evident. The US charts come from
Reeves et al 2012.

A: Time point of the increase in suicidal rate

B: Time point of the increase in unemployment rate

in suicidal rates is present in all age groups except
<14, 25-29 and >80. For females the increase is also
present in all age groups except 40-54 and 65-69.
However, and this is of outmost importance, the
greatest increase in the rates from 2003-2010 in
comparison to 2011-2 is seen in females aged 15-19
(149.18%), 20-24 (148.65%), 35-39 (86.24%) and 55—
59 (60.74%). In comparison the highest rate for males
was seen in the age group 55-59 (61%). These results
are not in accord with a "male gender" by "unem-
ployment" interaction. Also, for the years 1981-2012
the correlation of male suicidal rate to unemploy-
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ment is 0.54 but for 1981-2010 is —-0.09, suggesting
that there is no linear relationship.

In figure 1 there is a chart of unemployment and
male suicidal rates from 1981-2012. In this chart it is
clear that it is very difficult to decide when suicides
started increasing. Three time points are possible
and these are the years 2003, 2007 and 2010, de-
pending on the interpretation of the pattern.

Possible causal relationships

Taking into consideration the above and since
the rise in suicides also affects prospering countries
without high unemployment, including Germany
and Norway, another possible explanation is that
the changes in the socioeconomic environment and
especially in the employment conditions (e.g. flex-
ible employment, more rigid rules) which are now in
place almost in every country irrespective of its eco-
nomic status, have overstressed vulnerable popula-
tions (e.g. mental patients). Increased suicide rates
are probably a consequence of this disproportionate
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stress. If this is so, prosperity in general will not bring
a fall in the suicide rates unless it is accompanied by
targeted interventions to support these vulnerable
groups which are disproportionally stress by reces-
sion. The problem is that in the majority of the litera-
ture the economic crisis/austerity is considered to be
a generic risk factor affecting the entire population
and subsequently generic horizontal measures are
proposed. Unfortunately patients at risk to commit
suicide are not considered as such; instead they are
rather considered as normal healthy people from the
general population who respond with suicide to ge-
neric adverse events.

There is an increasing need for the establish-
ment of a central European Union authority for the
monitoring of suicides and the design of specific
measures. Probably in many countries (especially in
North-Eastern Europe) suicides can be dramatically
reduced, but only if interventions with proven effi-
cacy are applied. Unfortunately most interventions
applied so far are of questionable efficacy or not ef-
ficacious at all.**—2
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Me TNV €UeAvIon TNG OIKOVOUIKNG Kpiong ava@épbnke Hia avénon Twv aUTOKTOVIWV G OAOKANPN
NV Eupwrn aAAd edikdétepa otnv EANGSaA. Ot avagopéc autég Snuiovpynoav aiobnon kat Katéha-
Bav ta mpwtooéida Twv MME, aAAd emiong amotéAecav medio TOMTIKAG avTImapdBeong HETAEL TwV
Koppatwy. H iebvric BipAloypagia umootnpilel 6T oe meptdSoug Babiag OIKOVOUIKNAG Kpiong pga-
viCetal 181KA pla av§non Twv AUTOKTOVIWY AAAA N atTioloyia TnG mapapével acagric. H Kupiapxn
€IKOVA TOOO OTNV emotnuovikn BiAoypagia éoo kal ota MME givat 6ti n olkovouikr Kpion dpa
WG €vag PN-e181KOG mapdywv Kivduvou mavw o€ oAOkANpo Tov MAnBuoud Kat auéavel Tov Kivduvo
QUTOKTOVIOG KUPLOAEKTIKA Yyla TOV KaBéva. AUo TpOo@ATEG HENETEC TO APPIOPBNTOLY, AVAPEPOVTAG
OTL ol autokTovieg aufnBnkav apkeTolg Hrveg mPotoL auénbei n avepyia. EmMmpoobéTw —Kkal &1-
S1kd yia Tnv EANGSa émmou n olkovouikr Kpion €ival BaBUtepn Kal TePIOCOTEPO TTAPATETAPEVN- N
AEMTOUEPNC ETTIIOKOTINON TWV EIGIKWY Yid GUAO Kal NAIKia puBuwv autokTtoviag dev ouvadel P pia
aAAnAemibpaon «avopikd @UNO» €Tl «avepyio». AauBdvovtag umdyn Ta mapamavw Kat Kabwg n av-
&€Non Twv AUTOKTOVIWV TTAPATNPEITAL KAl O€ XWPES e akpdlouoa olkovouia xwpic upnAn avepyia,
ouunephapupBavouévng tng Meppaviag kat tng NopBnyiag, pmopei va umotebei 6Tt ot aA\ayég oTo
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KOIVWVIKOOIKOVOUIKO TIEPIBAANOV Kal €I8IKA OTIG CUVONKEG gpyaciag éxouv auérioel Tnv mieon ma-
VW o€ eVAAWTOUC TANBUGHOUC (TT.X. YuxlaTPIKoi aoBeVeic) odnywVTaC 0 AVENON TWV AUTOKTOVIWV.
To mpdPAnua gival 6Tt otnv mMAeloPneia TN PBiPAoypagiac n olkovouikn Kpion kat n Aitdétnta Bsw-
poUvTal pn-€181Koi TapAyovTeg KivdUvou mou emSpoUV 0TOV GUVOAIKO TANBUGHO Kal W¢ CUVETEID
nipoteivovTal pn-£181kd opllovTia HETPA AVTIMETWTIIONG. AUOTUXWC Ol acBeveic mou Ppiokovtal o€
avénuévo kivbuvo va autoktoviioouyv dev BewpolvTtal we aoBeveic alAd avtiBeta Bewpouvtatl pdh-
AoV w¢ vyleic AvBpwmol amod Tov YeVIKO TANBUOUO TTou avTIOPOUV UE AUTOKTOVIKOTNTA OE UN-EI0IKA

apvNnTIKA yeyovoTa.

Né€eig eupeTnpiov: Epyaciakn avac@alela, PuxIKr UYEid, AUTOKTOVIA, OIKOVOUIKH Kpion.
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