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SUMMARY

Background: Despite generally falling mortality and suicide rates,
among young men the rates of violent death from accidents and
suicide continue to rise. Most research has focused upon suicide, and
the potential for effective interventions, particularly in primary care,
remains controversial.

Aims: To compare health service contacts prior to suicidal and
accidental deaths among young men.

Design of study: Examination of inquest data, postmortem and
toxicology reports, and general practitioner (GP) and hospital
records.

Setting: All sudden, unexpected, violent or unnatural deaths
involving young men aged between 15 and 39 years and reported to
the four coroner’s offices of Merseyside and Cheshire during 1995.
Method: We compared data on the timing and nature of final GP
contacts before death among young men with a verdict of accident
or misadventure and suicide or undetermined death.

Results: Out of a total of 268 violent deaths, 130 received verdicts
of accident/misadventure and 97 received verdicts of
suicide/undetermined death. Information on the final contact with a
GP was available for 172 deaths. Although there was a significant
difference between the proportion of suicide cases (56%) and that of
cases of accidental death (41%) who had seen their GP during the
3 months before death, this was not significant at 1 month (38%
versus 30%, respectively). Suicide cases were more likely to have
seen a mental health professional at some time (27% for suicides
versus 13% for accidental deaths).

Conclusion: These findings confirm that relatively few young men
consult their GP during the period before death from suicide or
accidents. Prevention strategies must extend beyond suicide risk
assessment, and consider ways to encourage young men to consult
GPs when they are experiencing emotional distress or problems
related to mental health or substance misuse.
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Introduction

ORTALITY rates from suicide continue to rise for

younger men in the United Kingdom (UK), against the
trend of gradual decreases for women and older men.!
Although suicide prevention remains a key public health
target internationally, the means of achieving this, especially
among young men, remains controversial.>* Research into
clinical interventions mainly focuses on the quality and
content of specialist care,5® risk factors,>815 and the
opportunities for professional risk assessment.216
Estimates suggest that patient suicide is a relatively rare
event for general practitioners (GPs), occurring every
4-7 years, with pre-suicide contact occurring once every
decade, on average.*'’

Models of suicide risk

Researchers have sought to identify factors that suggest an
increased risk of suicide. Many studies have confirmed the
high incidence of mental health problems, particularly
depression, although recent studies suggest that this is
significantly lower among younger people and men who
commit suicide.®'2 Other important risk factors include
alcohol misuse, drug misuse, history of previous self-harm,
unemployment (particularly in cases of suicide involving
younger people), social isolation, and recent interpersonal
stress.>8911.13-15 However, most studies have investigated
these factors among suicide patients alone, without case
controls.?® Recognising these risk factors, particularly
among young men who may be relatively reluctant to seek
health service support or disclose emotional distress,
presents a considerable challenge to GPs.!® It may be par-
ticularly important to identify at-risk men early. In a Finnish
study, 62% of women who committed suicide had a history
of unsuccessful attempts, whereas 62% of men completed
suicide at their first attempt.1®

Opportunities to assess risk

Risk assessment and targeted intervention among those
with suicidal intentions present a key opportunity for health
service involvement in suicide prevention. Over the past
four decades, researchers in a number of countries have
studied the pattern of consultations with primary care and
specialist mental health workers prior to suicide. The pro-
portion of people who successfully committed suicide who
were ever in contact with specialist mental health workers,
reported in studies, ranges from 39% to 63%, with 4-21% in
contact within the last 3 months of life (studies confined to
populations of specialist patients alone are not included in
these figures), and 7-28% (mean = 19%) in contact during
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HOW THIS FITS IN

What do we know?

Suicides and accidental deaths,
particularly among young men, remain a
considerable public health challenge. Researchers

disagree about the potential role of general practitioners (GPs)
in intervening to reduce risk.

What does this paper add?

This study compares the timing and content of GP contacts
before violent deaths among young men. Most men did not
consult their GP within three months of death. Prevention
strategies need to look beyond suicide risk assessment, to
focus on ways to encourage men to consult GPs when they
experience emotional distress or have problems related to
mental health or substance misuse that increase their risk of
violent death.

the final month of life.?% Studies report that the proportion
of suicide cases in which patients were in contact with
community-based health professionals within the 3 months
prior to death range from 15% to 73%, and from 20% to 70%
during the final month of life, with an overall average of
45%,8 but figures for people aged under 35 years (range =
10-36%, mean = 23%) are lower.212142021 Ajthough
Appleby et al?? noted a tendency for the frequency of GP
contacts to crescendo before suicide in young people,
other studies have not confirmed this. Indeed, there is evi-
dence that the proportion of suicide cases in which patients
see their GP during the month before death, particularly
those without an established psychiatric history, is no higher
than for matched controls.?%!4 Furthermore, there is evi-
dence that even when seen by a specialist mental health
professional in the month before suicide, relatively few
patients (22%) admit to suicidal intent, and the figures for
non-specialist contacts are even lower (4%).172324 The
opportunity for accurate risk assessment more than
3 months before suicide is reduced as mood states and
personal circumstances vary.'”

Accidental deaths

In many countries, accidental injuries are the most common
cause of death among young adults.?>26 There is extensive
evidence that men have higher death rates than women for
most common causes of death, including accidents, and that
they tend to die younger.?” With regard to accidents, many
studies demonstrate that men are significantly more likely
than women to engage in a range of risky behaviours.?”
There is little evidence of extensive accident prevention
initiatives within UK primary care services, or optimism that
such initiatives would be successful.?®

Aims of the study

We were interested in the potential for suicide and accident
risk assessment and prevention strategies for young men,
based on opportunistic and planned clinical contacts, partic-
ularly with GPs. In addition, we sought to compare the timing
and reason for health service contacts prior to death from an
external cause among men aged 15-39 years, as this is the
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group whose suicide rate continues to rise, and for whom
accidents are the commonest cause of death.!

Method

We examined coroners’ inquest data, and postmortem and
toxicology reports for all sudden, unexpected, violent or
unnatural deaths reported to the four coroner’s offices of
Merseyside and Cheshire during 1995 and involving young
men aged between 15 and 39 years.

Retrospective mortality studies of this nature generally rely
on coroners’ reports as primary data sources. Although it has
been argued that under-reporting and misclassification can
affect the reliability of mortality data, all violent deaths are
investigated by a postmortem and usually also a coroner’s
inquest in the UK. Therefore, it is a relatively reliable frame-
work for investigating violent death among young people.
A number of studies have also utilised additional information
sources, especially health service information, to increase
the quality of the available data.}*?%2° Some important
aspects of the suicidal process can be investigated using
coroners’ inquest notes supplemented by medical records,*
and procedures such as these are useful for identifying
important issues concerning the assessment and manage-
ment of suicide and unexpected deaths.

As it may take a number of years for a final verdict to be
reached, we chose the year 1995 in order to ensure a
sufficient lead time between death and the final verdict.??
Ethical approval was sought from and granted by the
ethics committees covering the districts of Merseyside and
Cheshire (Aintree, Chester, East Cheshire, Halton,
Liverpool, mid-Cheshire, Southport and Formby, St Helens
and Knowsley, Warrington, and Wirral). We extracted data
on many variables, including method of death, verdict,
history of alcohol and drug use, witness statements, cause
of death as recorded on the death certificate, disease
pathology, toxicology and pathologists’ notes. (For the
majority of cases, information on illegal drug use or
alcohol abuse was provided in statements submitted to the
coroner by friends and family of the deceased. In addition,
information was often supplied to the coroner by the
deceased’s GP) We also conducted a search of GP and
hospital records for number of visits, dates of and reasons
for visits, clinical problems discussed, and treatments
prescribed. We compared the data for deaths that received
a verdict of accident or misadventure with those for deaths
considered to be suicides or of undetermined cause
(recent major studies of suicide include undetermined/open
verdicts with suicide, as this group covers borderline cases
where there was uncertainty as to whether there was sui-
cidal intent>3%), We used the 2 test to examine the differ-
ences between accident and suicide/undetermined
deaths.

Results
Sample

Over the study period there were 268 sudden, unexpected,
violent or unnatural deaths of young men aged 15-39
years, all of which were investigated by the four coroner’s
offices of Merseyside and Cheshire. Of these, 130 cases
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Table 1. Summary of health service contacts among men with verdicts of accidental death or suicide/undetermined death.

Accidental  Suicide/undetermined
death death
Contact n (%) n (%) %2 P-value
Saw GP in final month 28 (30) 30 (38) 0.956 0.328
Saw GP in final 3 months 38 (41) 45 (56) 3.83 0.05
Ever had contact with specialist mental health worker 12 (13) 22 (27) 5.639 0.014

received verdicts of accidental death or misadventure,
and 97 received verdicts of suicide or undetermined
death. The remaining 41 cases were deaths owing to
homicide (n = 23) or attributed ‘other’ verdicts, and were
excluded from the analyses. Among the 227 cases that
remained in our sample, one case could not be identified,
and GP notes and information on the last contact were
missing or incorrect in a further 54 cases. Suicide and
undetermined cases were combined, as there is some
under-recording of suicide deaths and it is likely that most
such deaths among adults are cases where suicide may
have occurred but was not proven.3! This gave a final
sample consisting of 92 cases of accident or misadven-
ture and 80 cases of suicide or undetermined death. We
compared the proportions of accident/misadventure
cases and suicide/undetermined cases in which the
patient saw their GP in the final month or 3 months before
death, or had ever been seen by a specialist mental
health worker. These results are summarised in Table 1.

Our results show that in cases of suicide/undetermined
verdict, patients were significantly more likely to have seen
their GP during the 3 months prior to their death, although
this still represents a relatively low proportion. There was no
significant difference between the proportions of acci-
dent/misadventure cases and suicide/undetermined cases
in which patients had seen their GP in the final month before
their death. Verdicts of suicide and undetermined death
were more common among those with a history of contact
with specialist mental health workers, but this factor might
itself have influenced the coroners’ verdicts.

Furthermore, when analyses were performed separately
for those who had ever had contact with psychiatric services
and those who had not, among those who had a history of
such contact there was no significant difference between
cases of accidental death and suicide/undetermined deaths
with regard to GP contact 1 month before death (P = 0.6) or
3 months before death (Fisher's exact test: P = 0.292).
However, among those who had no known contact with psy-
chiatric services, the differences were significant at
3 months (P =0.016) but not at 1 month before death
(P =0.276).

We compared the content of final GP consultations up to
3 months before death as recorded in the GP notes.
Among the 83 cases, we were able to ascertain details of
73 final consultations (in the other 10 cases only the date
of the consultation was recorded). Among the 35 men with
a verdict of accidental death, the final consultation mainly
concerned a physical problem in 15 cases, it concerned
psychological problems in five cases and alcohol and/or
drug problems in 15 cases, whereas among the 37 men with
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subsequent verdicts of suicide or undetermined death the
final consultation concerned a physical problem in 17 cases,
psychological problems in 16 cases and alcohol and/or
drug problems in five cases (y? = 10.8, P = 0.005).

Discussion
Summary of main findings

Despite a decade of targets to reduce it,*>*? the suicide rate
among young men continues to rise. Our results suggest
that although young men who complete suicide may be
more likely than those who die in accidents to see their GP
during the final 3 months before death, more than half of
them had no such contact during this period. Furthermore,
even fewer saw their GP during the final month before death,
when an intervention and risk assessment might have had
more impact on outcome. Similarly, the relatively low pro-
portion of GP contacts in the period before accidental
death suggests that strategies to reduce the latter also
need to look beyond pre-event risk assessment and
advice. When analyses were performed for those known to
have had contact with psychiatric services, the results were
no longer significant at either 1 month or 3 months before
death. One possible explanation for this finding could be
that psychiatric referral may shift young men’s expectations
of mental health support away from primary care. To test this
hypothesis further, it would be necessary to ascertain
whether they sought specialist psychiatric support instead of
accessing primary care. These data were unavailable to the
present study.

Strengths and limitations of the study

Our study population covered urban, inner-city and rural
populations, including some areas that have a particularly
high incidence of substance misuse problems. However, it
is possible that the patterns of death and consultation may
differ from those in other areas. Our study was restricted to
all deaths in a relatively large and mixed population area in
a single year, but there is no evidence to suggest that it was
untypical. Although our data collection for these deaths was
comprehensive, it was retrospective and reliant on the
accuracy and detail of other individuals. Data from GP
records were sometimes missing and usually very brief,
which prevented detailed analysis and reduced our sample
size, but it was possible to ascertain the main recorded
problem for the majority of final GP consultations. Although
previous contact with a mental health specialist was more
common for cases with a verdict of suicide/undetermined
death, this contact may itself have been regarded as evidence
of a mental health problem and thus influenced the coroner’s
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verdict, and illustrates how the factors that determine coro-
ners’ decisions may introduce inconsistencies. This may
reduce the robustness of retrospective epidemiological
research with comparisons based upon verdict.3? Future
studies may also need to consider using a larger sample,
either by conducting the research in a larger area or by
analysing data that cover a longer time period.

Comparison with other research

In the light of existing evidence of risk factors for suicide,
researchers have suggested that GPs have a key role in
identifying those at risk of suicide, and have called for train-
ing to increase their sensitivity to clues about mental health
problems and personal distress, and their confidence in
assessing risk and negotiating appropriate management
options with their patients.?%1%12.162223 |t may be that GPs
are failing to recognise mental health problems, particularly
among young men, and therefore do not have the opport-
unity to intervene and to monitor their progress and risk.
However, it has been shown that psychiatrists find suicide
prediction and prevention difficult,” and the available evi-
dence suggests that training GPs to detect mental health
problems, although feasible, has a limited impact on both
the healthcare teams and their patients who are most at
risk,®43” and that young men in particular are less likely to be
seen before suicide.2410.17:21

Research suggests that mental illness, unemployment,
substance misuse, social exclusion, and risk-taking are all
related to the expression of masculinity and are linked to
external causes of death among young men.?5:27:38 Although
the expansion of substance misuse services in primary care
may facilitate contact with some of those who are most at
risk, the social exclusion of others extends to their relatively
infrequent contact with primary care. Indeed, among our
total cohort, 31 (12%) men had no record of registration with
a GP. Men are less likely than women to attend their GP for
screening and prevention interventions, or to seek profes-
sional help for health problems.*®27 In our study, relatively
few young male accident or suicide victims consulted health
professionals within a realistic time frame for effective risk
screening or intervention. If we are to reduce the number of
deaths among younger men, interventions will need to
access proactively those who are unlikely to seek help
from a GP in conventional ways, in addition to raising
awareness when seeing patients who are most at risk.522:39
This is particularly challenging in relation to young men,
whose behaviour is traditionally often viewed as less accept-
able within a surgery owing to mental health problems,
aggression or substance misuse problems, and who may
not see primary health care as relevant to their lives. Studies,
focusing on patients’ views of interventions, have ranked
social support, psychiatric services, counselling, medication,
and information as most helpful.34°

Implications for future research and practice

A greater understanding is needed of the ways in which
young men make decisions about risk, particularly in relation
to potentially lethal activities, such as drug use. More research
is also required to increase our understanding of the reasons
why young men, especially those who are marginalised, are
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reluctant to access the available health and social services, or
do access those services but fail to articulate their health
needs. Future research should explore ways to encourage
young men to access services, and should examine how
those services can be modified to encourage young men to
use them.

Prevention strategies will need to look beyond traditional
practice-based services and consider ways to reduce
deaths from accidents as well as from suicide, particularly
among young men. We should seek to inform young men
in particular about sources of help for personal distress
and emotional difficulties, and provide information about
accident risk, while equipping healthcare staff with the
skills, knowledge, and resources necessary to assess,
inform, counsel, and manage them. However, despite
expectations that improved health services would reduce
the number of suicides and accidental deaths, our
research adds to an increasing body of evidence that sug-
gests that health services can, at best, play only a limited
role in achieving this, even with enhanced resources.
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