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RESEARCH ARTICLE Open Access

Effectiveness of brief psychological
interventions for suicidal presentations: a
systematic review
Rose McCabe1, Ruth Garside2, Amy Backhouse1 and Penny Xanthopoulou1*

Abstract

Background: Every year, more than 800,000 people worldwide die by suicide. The aim of this study was to
conduct a systematic review of the effectiveness of brief psychological interventions in addressing suicidal thoughts
and behaviour in healthcare settings.

Methods: Following PRISMA guidelines, systematic searches were conducted in MEDLINE, CINAHL, EMBASE, the
Cochrane Central Register of Controlled Trials and PsycINFO databases. A predefined search strategy was used. Two
independent reviewers screened titles and abstracts followed by full texts against predefined inclusion criteria.
Backward and forward citation tracking of included papers was conducted. Quality appraisal was conducted using
the Cochrane Risk of Bias Tool for Randomized Controlled Trials and the CASP tool for randomised controlled trials.
The small number and heterogeneity of studies did not allow for meta-analysis to be conducted. A narrative
synthesis was conducted.

Results: Four controlled studies of brief psychological interventions were included, conducted in Switzerland, the
U.S. and across low and middle-income countries. Three studies were conducted with adults and one with
adolescents. All studies were judged to be at low risk of bias. All of the interventions were implemented with
patients after attending emergency departments and involved 3412 participants. The main outcomes were suicide,
suicide attempts, suicidal ideation, depression and hospitalization. The components of the interventions were early
therapeutic engagement, information provision, safety planning and follow-up contact for at least 12 months. The
interventions drew to, different degrees, on psychological theory and techniques. Two trials that measured suicidal
ideation found no impact. Two studies showed fewer suicide attempts, one showed fewer suicides and one found
an effect on depression.

Conclusions: Although the evidence base is small, brief psychological interventions appear to be effective in
reducing suicide and suicide attempts. All studies to date have been conducted with people who had attended the
ED but the interventions could potentially be adopted for inpatient and other outpatient settings. Early
engagement and therapeutic intervention based on psychological theories of suicidal behaviour, sustained in
follow-up contacts, may be particularly beneficial.

Trial registration: Systematic review registration: PROSPERO CRD42015025867.
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Background
Suicide is a serious public health concern with more
than 800,000 deaths from suicide every year worldwide
[1]. This is one suicide every 40 seconds [2]. Suicide pre-
vention is a global public health priority.
Certain groups have a higher risk of suicide. The ma-

jority of deaths by suicide (78%) occur in low and
middle-income countries. There are also significant
gender differences with men more likely to die by sui-
cide (male-to-female ratio 1.7 in 2015) [1]. Younger
people are also more likely to die by suicide: 55% of
deaths by suicide are among the 15–44 age group with
suicide ranked as the second leading cause of death
among 15–29 year-olds [1].
Many people who take their own life have been in

contact with healthcare professionals in acute hospi-
tals and/or primary or secondary care before they die.
In the U.K., 40% of people attended the general emer-
gency department in the year before death, having
attempted suicide [3]. Around one in four people
who take their own life have been in contact with
mental health services the year before death in the
U.K. and around one in three in the U.S. [4]. Mean-
while, 45% of people who take their life were seen in
primary care the month before death in the U.K. with
a similar figure of 47% in the U.S. [4].
Collectively, this is a very high number of face-to-face

contacts between healthcare professionals and people
who go on to take their own life. Referring patients to
specialist services is often not a realistic option because
they are not available or where they are available, there
is not enough capacity in these services. Specialist treat-
ment is very costly and many patients do not attend or
drop out of treatment prematurely [5]. Hence, in rou-
tine contacts with people at risk of suicide, there is po-
tential for brief therapeutic interventions. There are
longer term psychological interventions (e.g. dialectical
behaviour therapy, cognitive behaviour therapy) to ad-
dress suicide [6, 7] and self-harm [8]. However, it is not
clear if limited brief interventions that can be adminis-
tered in routine frontline encounters where healthcare
professionals encounter people at risk of suicide can be
effective [9, 10].
Studies in healthcare and other settings (e.g. educa-

tional) [11, 12] generally report brief interventions as
lasting 1–3 sessions [13, 14]. We focused on brief in-
terventions as they are more likely to be integrated
into routine clinical practice without the need for sig-
nificant additional resources or extensive reconfigur-
ation of existing services. Brief interventions that
could be deployed in routine care, rather than refer-
ring people to another service, are of particular inter-
est as they could be deployed at scale to improve
patient outcome.

Objectives
The aim of this review was to evaluate the effectiveness of
brief psychological interventions to address suicidal
thoughts and plans, focusing on two objectives:

1. To identify controlled studies of brief psychological
interventions to address suicidal thoughts and plans
in healthcare settings.

2. To describe the interventions used by professionals/
paraprofessionals that are effective in addressing
suicidal thoughts and plans.

Methods
Protocol and registration
Approaches to searching, methods of analysis and inclu-
sion criteria were specified in advance and documented
in a protocol [15], with some changes made in the
course of the study (recorded on PROSPERO:
CRD42015025867), relating mainly to the eligibility cri-
teria. The PRISMA standards of quality for reporting
meta-analyses [16] were used to plan, conduct and re-
port this review.

Eligibility criteria
The review included published controlled studies that re-
ported on brief psychological interventions to address sui-
cidal thoughts and plans in healthcare settings.

Inclusion criteria

Participants Participants of any age and gender at risk
of suicide.

Interventions Brief interventions delivered in any
healthcare setting to the specified population:

� Interactions between professionals/paraprofessionals
(e.g. lay mental health workers, nursing assistants,
educators, volunteers) and patients

� Addressing suicidal thoughts and plans
� Two-way communication (i.e. not one-way commu-

nication in the form of letters/postcards/text mes-
sages or exclusively self-guided questionnaires/
instruments) between at least one professional/para-
professional and one patient; other people can be
present

� Focus on suicidal thoughts and plans rather than
diagnostic conditions, e.g. depression, anxiety,
borderline personality disorder

� Focus on routine clinical encounters
� Brief interventions, defined as up to three sessions

delivered in/soon after presenting episode, which
can be supplemented by further follow-up contact

McCabe et al. BMC Psychiatry  (2018) 18:120 Page 2 of 13



Comparator Any comparison or no comparator/usual
care.

Outcome measures Primary outcome was suicidal idea-
tion, using any measure. Other outcomes included: Iden-
tification of suicide risk, suicide attempts, suicide, hope,
patient distress and depression. Suicidal ideation is de-
fined according to Beck’s ‘Scale for Suicide Ideation’ [17]
as the intensity of current conscious suicidal intent,
examining various dimensions of self-destructive
thoughts or wishes.

Types of studies No restrictions were placed on study
location or publication date of included studies. We in-
cluded cluster randomised controlled trials, randomised
controlled trials, controlled before-and-after studies and
controlled pre-test/post-test designs. We excluded non-
controlled studies.

Exclusion criteria Assisted suicide; Self-harm without
intent to die, i.e., direct, deliberate destruction of one’ s
own body tissue in the absence of intent to die, which
differs from suicide attempts with respect to intent, le-
thality, chronicity, methods, cognitions, reactions, after-
math, demographics and prevalence [18].

Search and information sources
Database searches were conducted from date of incep-
tion to June 2015, and updated in August 2016 and in
April 2017. The following databases were searched:
MEDLINE in Process (Ovid), PsycINFO (Ovid),
EMBASE (Ovid), The Cochrane Central Register of Con-
trolled Trials (CENTRAL) (Wiley Online Library) and
CINHAL (EBSCO). Trial registers (ISRCTN registry,
ClinicalTrials.gov) were searched for published and on-
going trials, references of previous systematic reviews
were searched and experts in the field were contacted in
order to identify any new studies.
The search strategy is presented in Additional file 1.

Suicide, study design and communication/interaction
terms were combined using Boolean logic (AND, OR)
and specific tested filters were used for study design
(The InterTASC Information Specialists’ Sub-Group fil-
ters). Medical Subject Heading (MeSH) terms were also
used. EndNote X7.0.2 software was used to manage
searches and references.

Study selection
Search results were exported to EndNote and duplicates
were automatically identified and removed. Records that
were not removed automatically we identified and re-
moved by hand. Two independent reviewers (PX, RM/
AB) were involved in screening all titles and abstracts,
full paper screening, quality appraisal and assessment of

risk of bias of included studies. Disagreements or uncer-
tainties were discussed in meetings and email corres-
pondence between all authors.

Data extraction
We developed a data extraction form based on the
Cochrane Risk of Bias Tool for Randomized Controlled
Trials, which we modified to reflect the diversity of in-
cluded studies. The extraction form was piloted (RM,
AB, PX) before being finalised. Data was extracted by
one author (RM/PX) and checked by another (RM, AB,
PX). The authors of three included studies were con-
tacted to obtain additional data, trial protocols and fur-
ther detail on the relevant intervention. Additional
information was also obtained from other publications
reporting on the study [19].

Risk of bias
Risk of bias was assessed using the Cochrane Risk of
Bias Tool for Randomized Controlled Trials on 6 cri-
teria. Each criterion was rated as low, medium or high.
Using these ratings, we generated an overall risk of bias
score by scoring the ratings on the first 5 criteria: se-
quence generation, allocation concealment, blinding, in-
complete outcome data and selection bias. A score of 3
was allocated to a ‘low’ risk, a score of 2 was allocated to
‘medium’ risk and a score of 1 was allocated to ‘high’
risk. The total score could range from 5 to 15, with a
higher score indicating lower risk of bias.
Study quality was also assessed using the CASP (Crit-

ical Appraisal Skills Programme) for randomised con-
trolled trials checklist [20]. Two raters independently
assessed the risk of bias for each study (PX and RM/
AB). The individual items on the score sheets were then
checked by three authors (RM, AB, PX) in an inter-
reviewer discussion where disagreements were resolved.

Analysis
The studies were too heterogeneous to combine in a
meta-analysis, in terms of the outcomes they measured.
Hence, a narrative synthesis [21] was conducted. This
involved developing a preliminary synthesis, focusing on
the outcomes, interventions and heterogeneity across the
studies, followed by iteratively exploring relationships in
the data, contexts of the interventions and mechanisms
for change, using visual representations (tables) [21].
Where not available, relative risk was calculated using
the MEDCALC relative risk statistical calculator
(https://www.medcalc.org/calc/relative_risk.php).

Results
Study selection
After removing duplicates, a total of 17,201 titles and ab-
stracts were identified and screened (Fig. 1). Of these, 44
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full-text articles were assessed for eligibility. Forty full-
text articles were excluded studies due to a lack of con-
trol in the study design, no data available on treatment
outcome, interventions were exclusively based on ques-
tionnaires or longer than three sessions. Four studies
met the inclusion criteria and were included in the
review.
The included studies encompassed two RCTs, one

pilot RCT and a quasi-experimental study. All reported
on interventions in the emergency department setting.
The non-randomised controlled study used an inter-
rupted time series design [22] and the three RCTs in-
volved individual patient randomization [23–25]. The
interventions were compared to treatment as usual
(TAU) [23] and enhanced TAU [22, 24, 25].

Risk of bias
The risk of bias assessment, using Cochrane Risk of Bias
Tool for Randomized Controlled Trials, is presented in
Fig. 2. The overall score for each study (see Methods
section for scoring) was: Fleischmann [23] 14 out 15,
Gysin-Maillart [24] 13 out of 15, King [25] 13 out 15,
and Miller [22] 10 out 15.

Three studies were of high quality. High/medium risk
of bias was reported for blinding professionals across all
studies, however, it would not have been possible to
blind professionals as they were delivering the interven-
tions. One study [22] presented medium risk of bias,
where lower scores related to not using randomization
to allocate interventions to participants (the study
employed an interrupted time series design [26]).
Studies rated high in the CASP for randomised

controlled trials checklist (results are presented in
Additional file 2).

Characteristics of participants and outcomes
In total, the studies included 3412 participants (range
49–1867). Three studies included adult suicide
attempters [22–24] and one [25] focused on adoles-
cents with suicide risk factors (e.g. depression and al-
cohol misuse). Study characteristics are presented in
Table 1.
As there were only four studies that differed in what

outcomes they assessed and when these outcomes were
assessed (2, 12, 18 and 24 months), a meta-analysis was
not appropriate. One study was conducted across 5
countries and the included paper reports results across
all 5 sites. Separate results for one of the sites (Iran) are
reported elsewhere [27], however we did not include this
study due to overlapping data.

Characteristics of interventions
The interventions focused on engagement, safety plan-
ning, information and follow-up contact after discharge
from the emergency department. The duration of the in-
terventions ranged from 12 to 24 months.
The four interventions in the included studies were:

a) brief intervention and contact (BIC) [23]
b) the attempted suicide short intervention program

(ASSIP) [24]
c) teen options for change (TOC) [25]
d) Safety Assessment and Follow-up Telephone

Intervention (SAFTI) [22]

Fig. 1 PRISMA Flow diagram of the study selection and screening
process

Sequence
generation

Allocation
concealment

Blinding of
participants,

personnel and
outcome

assessors

Incomplete
outcome

data

Selective
outcome
reporting

Other
sources of

bias

Fig. 2 Risk of bias assessment (Cochrane Risk of Bias Tool for Randomized Controlled Trials)
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A summary of the interventions is presented in Table 2.
The three larger studies [22–24] used 1–3 individual ses-
sions soon after discharge from the ED and follow-up con-
tacts over 18, 24 and 12 months respectively. The
interventions varied according to when the intervention
starts, whether patients are seen soon after discharge from
the ED and then how often they are contacted during the
follow-up period.
Gysin-Maillart [24] implemented a therapeutic inter-

vention focused on engaging the person in a narrative
interview about the suicidal crisis in a first session soon
after the ED attendance. This then progressed to case
conceptualization and individualized safety planning in
another 2 sessions. Then, patients were contacted via
letter for 24 months, every 3 months in the first year
and every 6 months in the second year. Fleischmann
[23] implemented a single information session to under-
stand and manage suicidal behaviour followed by up to
9 phone calls or visits over 18 months. In the trial by
Miller et al. [22], the intervention consisted of secondary
suicide screening, information provided by nurses, a
self-administered safety plan and up to 7 brief (10–
20 min) calls to the patient and up to 4 calls to a signifi-
cant other.

Theoretical rationale and aims of the interventions
The interventions, to varying degrees, focus on inform-
ing people about suicidal behaviour, helping people to
become aware of problems/vulnerability/events linked to
the behaviour, exploring ambivalence and motivating
people to engage in safety planning and help-seeking,
problem solving and developing practical strategies to
manage future suicidal crises along with signposting to
helplines/professionals.
Two interventions (BIC, ASSIP) foreground the role of

the relationship: BIC follow-up contacts aim to give pa-
tients a feeling of being seen and heard by someone.
ASSIP aims to establish an early therapeutic alliance to
maximise engagement in treatment, with the follow-up
contact reinforcing the relationship.
While all of the interventions comprise information,

safety planning and follow-up contact, they varied in the
extent to which they used psychological theories and
techniques. Gysin-Maillart’s and King’s interventions
were based more on psychological theories (i.e. action
theory and theory of health behaviour) and techniques
than Fleischmann and Miller.

Completion of the intervention
Completion of the intervention ranged from 60.8% to
93% across studies. In the Fleischmann trial, it appears
that 91% received the intervention. In the Gysin-Maillart
trial, 93% completed the intervention. 85% of patients in

the King trial received the full intervention. Miller et al.
reported that 60.8% received at least part of the inter-
vention (i.e. 1 telephone call).

Completion of outcome assessments
Fleischmann reported a 9% loss to follow-up at
18 months. Gysin-Maillart reported a 14% loss to
follow-up at 24 months. King reported low loses (6%),
however this was for a very short follow up period of
2 months. Miller et al. reported that assessment of sui-
cide attempts was conducted for all participants during
the 52-week follow-up period, whereas 20% (1089 of
1376 enrolled participants) did not have a suicide com-
posite outcome, which was derived from the telephone
interview (self-reported) at 52 weeks.

Effectiveness of interventions
Brief psychological interventions were effective in redu-
cing suicide, suicide attempts and depression (see
Table 3). Interventions used a range of methods to
measure these outcomes.

Suicidal ideation
Two studies found no effect for suicidal ideation [24, 25].

Suicide
One trial was effective in reducing suicide over
18 months, with a 90% relative risk reduction in com-
pleted suicides [23] (RR = 0.10, 95% CI 0.02 to 0.45,
p = 0.0025).

Suicide attempts
Two studies reported an effect for repeat suicide attempts.
Miller [22] reported a relative risk reduction of 20% for the
intervention phase (RR 0.80, 95% CI 0.63 to 1.02). Gysin-
Maillart [24] reported a mean hazard ratio of 0.17 (95% CI
0.07–0.46), indicating that the ASSIP group had an 83%
reduced risk of attempting suicide during the 24-month
follow-up period compared to the control group (Wald χ2
1 = 13.1, 95% CI 12.4–13.7, p < 0.001). They also con-
ducted an analysis removing those with BPD and found
that when individuals with BPD were excluded, the ASSIP
group had an 89% lower risk of attempting suicide (mean
hazard ratio of 0.11 (95% CI 0.03–0.49)).
Miller [22] also reported an effect for a ‘suicide com-

posite’ measure (RR 0.85, 95% CI 0.74 to 0.97), which
measured 5 types of suicidal behavior: death by suicide,
suicide attempt, interrupted or aborted attempts, and
suicide preparatory acts.

Depression
Of the two studies assessing depression, one study by
King [25] found a significant effect, however another by
Gysin-Maillart [24] did not. King focused on adolescents

McCabe et al. BMC Psychiatry  (2018) 18:120 Page 6 of 13



Ta
b
le

2
D
es
cr
ip
tio

n
of

in
te
rv
en

tio
ns

Th
eo

re
tic
al

fo
un

da
tio

n
C
ha
ra
ct
er
is
tic
s

of
pr
of
es
si
on

al
s

de
liv
er
in
g
th
e

in
te
rv
en

tio
n

Pr
of
es
si
on

al
tr
ai
ni
ng

in
in
te
rv
en

tio
n

W
he

n
w
as

th
e
in
te
rv
en

tio
n

st
ar
te
d

In
te
rv
en

tio
n

C
om

po
ne

nt
s

N
o.
&
le
ng

th
of

in
iti
al

se
ss
io
n/
s

N
o.
,m

od
e
&

fre
qu

en
cy

of
fo
llo
w

up
co
nt
ac
ts

W
ho

de
liv
er
s

co
nt
ac
t/
s
in

th
e
ED

W
ho

de
liv
er
s

co
nt
ac
t/
s

af
te
r
ED

C
on

te
nt

of
fo
llo
w
-u
p

co
nt
ac
ts

In
te
rv
en

tio
n

co
m
pl
et
io
n

Fl
ei
sc
hm

an
n

et
al
20
08

[2
3]

N
ot

de
sc
rib

ed
Tr
ai
ne

d
ps
yc
hi
at
ris
ts
,

m
ed

ic
al
do

ct
or
s,

ps
yc
ho

lo
gi
st
s

or
ps
yc
hi
at
ric

nu
rs
es

N
ot

de
sc
rib

ed
W
ith

in
3
da
ys

af
te
r
as
se
ss
m
en

t
in

ED

1.
In
fo
rm

at
io
n
se
ss
io
n:

in
fo
rm

at
io
n
ab
ou

t
su
ic
id
al
be

ha
vi
ou

r
as

a
si
gn

of
ps
yc
ho

lo
gi
ca
l

an
d/
or

so
ci
al
di
st
re
ss
,

ris
k
an
d
pr
ot
ec
tiv
e

fa
ct
or
s,
ba
si
c

ep
id
em

io
lo
gy
,

re
pe

tit
io
n,

al
te
rn
at
iv
es

to
su
ic
id
al
be

ha
vi
ou

rs
,

an
d
re
fe
rr
al
op

tio
ns
.

2.
Fo
llo
w

up
co
nt
ac
ts

ov
er

18
m
on

th
s

O
ne

1-
hr

in
di
vi
du

al
in
fo
rm

at
io
n

se
ss
io
n

9
te
le
ph

on
e
/

fa
ce
-t
o-
fa
ce

co
nt
ac
ts
at

1,
2,

4,
7
an
d
11

w
ee
k(
s)
,a
nd

4,
6,
12

an
d

18
m
on

th
s)

Tr
ai
ne

d
ps
yc
hi
at
ris
ts

do
ct
or
s,

ps
yc
ho

lo
gi
st
s

or
ps
yc
hi
at
ric

nu
rs
es

D
oc
to
r,
nu

rs
e,

ps
yc
ho

lo
gi
st

Ph
on

e
ca
lls

or
vi
si
ts

91
%

re
ce
iv
ed

th
e
fu
ll

in
te
rv
en

tio
n

G
ys
in
-M

ai
lla
rt

et
al
20
15

[2
4]

A
ct
io
n
Th
eo

ry
,

C
og

ni
tiv
e

Be
ha
vi
ou

r
Th
er
ap
y,
an
d

A
tt
ac
hm

en
t

Th
eo

ry
.

Fo
ur

th
er
ap
is
ts
:

on
e
ps
yc
hi
at
ris
t,

on
e
ps
yc
ho

lo
gi
st

ex
pe

rie
nc
ed

in
cl
in
ic
al
su
ic
id
e

pr
ev
en

tio
n
an
d

tw
o
ps
yc
ho

lo
gi
ca
l

th
er
ap
is
ts

1-
w
ee
k
A
SS
IP

tr
ai
ni
ng

.
A
dh

er
en

ce
:

pe
er

re
vi
ew

s
an
d
su
pe

rv
is
io
n

So
on

af
te
r

as
se
ss
m
en

t
in

ED

1.
Se
ss
io
n
1:
na
rr
at
iv
e

in
te
rv
ie
w

-
pa
tie
nt
s

w
er
e
as
ke
d
to

te
ll

th
ei
r
pe

rs
on

al
st
or
ie
s

ab
ou

t
ho

w
th
ey

ha
d

re
ac
he

d
th
e
po

in
t
of

at
te
m
pt
in
g
su
ic
id
e

2.
Se
ss
io
n
2:
W
at
ch

se
ss
io
n
1
vi
de

o-
re
co
rd
in
g
&

ps
yc
ho

ed
uc
at
iv
e

ha
nd

ou
t-
ho

m
ew

or
k

3.
Se
ss
io
n
3:

D
is
cu
ss
io
n
&
ca
se

co
nc
ep

tu
al
iz
at
io
n:

go
al
s,
w
ar
ni
ng

si
gn

s,
an
d
sa
fe
ty

st
ra
te
gi
es
.

W
rit
te
n
ca
se

co
nc
ep

tu
al
iz
at
io
n,

sa
fe
ty

st
ra
te
gi
es

&
le
af
le
t

4.
6
fo
llo
w
-u
p
le
tt
er
s

Th
re
e

60
–9
0
m
in

se
ss
io
ns

on
a
w
ee
kl
y

ba
si
s

6
le
tt
er
s
ov
er

24
m
on

th
s:

ev
er
y
3
m
on

th
s

in
th
e
fir
st
ye
ar

an
d
ev
er
y

6
m
on

th
s
in

th
e
se
co
nd

ye
ar

C
lin
ic
ia
ns

an
d

th
er
ap
is
ts

C
lin
ic
ia
ns

an
d

th
er
ap
is
ts

Se
m
i-

st
an
da
rd
iz
ed

le
tt
er
s
–t
o

m
ai
nt
ai
n
th
e

th
er
ap
eu
tic

re
la
tio

ns
hi
p
&

re
in
fo
rc
e
sa
fe
ty

st
ra
te
gy

93
%
co
m
pl
et
ed

th
e
in
te
rv
en
tio
n

at
24

m
on

th
s

(9
5%

at
12

m
on

th
s)

Ki
ng

et
al

20
15

[2
5]

M
ot
iv
at
io
na
l

In
te
rv
ie
w
in
g,

Se
lf

D
et
er
m
in
at
io
n

Th
eo

ry
,T
he

or
y

of
H
ea
lth

Be
ha
vi
or
,a
nd

Th
eo

ry
of

Pl
an
ne

d
Be
ha
vi
or

Th
re
e
lic
en

se
d

So
ci
al
W
or
ke
rs

M
in

40
H
ou

rs
-

co
nd

uc
te
d
by

a
m
em

be
r
of

th
e

M
ot
iv
at
io
na
l

In
te
rv
ie
w
in
g

Tr
ai
ne

rs
’

N
et
w
or
k

A
ft
er

in
iti
al

em
er
ge

nc
y

ro
om

vi
si
t

1.
In
di
vi
du

al
A
M
I:

pe
rs
on

al
iz
ed

fe
ed

ba
ck

to
th
e
te
en

,t
o
ex
pl
or
e

am
bi
va
le
nc
e,
bu

ild
di
sc
re
pa
nc
y,
en

ha
nc
e

te
en

’s
pr
ob

le
m

im
po

rt
an
ce

an
d

re
ad
in
es
s
to

ch
an
ge

2.
Fa
m
ily

A
M
I:
w
ith

pa
re
nt
/g
ua
rd
ia
n
to

de
ve
lo
p
Pe
rs
on

al
iz
ed

O
ne

in
di
vi
du

al
30
–4
5
m
in

se
ss
io
n

O
ne

fa
m
ily

15
–2
0
m
in

se
ss
io
n

H
an
dw

rit
te
n

fo
llo
w
-u
p

no
te

an
d
a

te
le
ph

on
e

ch
ec
k-
in

tw
o
to

fiv
e
da
ys

af
te
r

ED
vi
si
t
to

su
pp

or
t
an
d

fa
ci
lit
at
e

ac
tio

n
pl
an

im
pl
em

en
ta
tio

n

St
ud

y
th
er
ap
is
ts

St
ud

y
th
er
ap
is
ts

Pe
rs
on

al
iz
ed

fo
llo
w
up

no
te

&
te
le
ph

on
e

ch
ec
k-
in
:H

al
f

re
ce
iv
e

te
le
ph

on
e

fo
llo
w
-u
p
on

ly
.

85
%

re
ce
iv
ed

th
e
fu
ll

in
te
rv
en

tio
n

McCabe et al. BMC Psychiatry  (2018) 18:120 Page 7 of 13



Ta
b
le

2
D
es
cr
ip
tio

n
of

in
te
rv
en

tio
ns

(C
on

tin
ue
d)

Th
eo

re
tic
al

fo
un

da
tio

n
C
ha
ra
ct
er
is
tic
s

of
pr
of
es
si
on

al
s

de
liv
er
in
g
th
e

in
te
rv
en

tio
n

Pr
of
es
si
on

al
tr
ai
ni
ng

in
in
te
rv
en

tio
n

W
he

n
w
as

th
e
in
te
rv
en

tio
n

st
ar
te
d

In
te
rv
en

tio
n

C
om

po
ne

nt
s

N
o.
&
le
ng

th
of

in
iti
al

se
ss
io
n/
s

N
o.
,m

od
e
&

fre
qu

en
cy

of
fo
llo
w

up
co
nt
ac
ts

W
ho

de
liv
er
s

co
nt
ac
t/
s
in

th
e
ED

W
ho

de
liv
er
s

co
nt
ac
t/
s

af
te
r
ED

C
on

te
nt

of
fo
llo
w
-u
p

co
nt
ac
ts

In
te
rv
en

tio
n

co
m
pl
et
io
n

A
ct
io
n
Pl
an

Fo
rm

,
pr
ov
id
e
su
pp

le
m
en

ta
l

re
so
ur
ce

m
at
er
ia
ls

3.
Fo
llo
w
-u
p
le
tt
er

&
te
le
ph

on
e
ca
ll

M
ill
er

et
al

20
17

[2
2]

N
ot

de
sc
rib

ed
ED

ph
ys
ic
ia
ns

&
nu

rs
es

D
et
ai
le
d

m
an
ua
lo

f
pr
oc
ed

ur
es
,

m
ee
tin

gs
an
d

m
on

th
ly

te
le
co
nf
er
en

ce
to

re
ce
iv
e

tr
ai
ni
ng

up
da
te
s,
an
d

pr
ob

le
m

so
lv
e

In
th
e
ED

1.
Se
co
nd

ar
y
su
ic
id
e
ris
k

sc
re
en

in
g
by

ED
ph

ys
ic
ia
n
fo
llo
w
in
g
an

in
iti
al
po

si
tiv
e
sc
re
en

2.
se
lf-
ad
m
in
is
te
re
d

sa
fe
ty

pl
an

an
d

in
fo
rm

at
io
n
to

pa
tie
nt
s

by
nu

rs
in
g
st
af
f

3.
fo
llo
w
-u
p
te
le
ph

on
e

ca
lls

N
ot

de
sc
rib

ed
U
p
to

7
br
ie
f

(1
0–
20

m
in
)

te
le
ph

on
e
ca
lls

to
th
e
pa
tie
nt

an
d
up

to
4

ca
lls

to
a

si
gn

ifi
ca
nt

ot
he

r,
at

6,
12
,

24
,3
6,
an
d

52
w
ee
ks

ED
ph

ys
ic
ia
ns

an
d
nu

rs
in
g

st
af
f

10
ad
vi
so
rs
:

6
Ph

D
ps
yc
ho

lo
gi
st
s,

3
ps
yc
ho

lo
gy

fe
llo
w
s,
an
d
1

m
as
te
rs
-le
ve
l

co
un

se
lo
r

Ca
se

m
an
ag
em

en
t,

in
di
vi
du

al
ps
yc
ho

th
er
ap
y

an
d
sig

ni
fic
an
t

ot
he
r

in
vo
lv
em

en
t

fo
llo
w
in
g

Co
pi
ng

Lo
ng

Te
rm

w
ith

A
ct
iv
e
Su
ic
id
e

(C
LA

SP
)-E
D

pr
ot
oc
ol

1.
Se
co
nd

ar
y

su
ic
id
e

ris
k
sc
re
en
in
g:

89
.4
%

2.
Sa
fe
ty

pl
an
:

37
.4
%

3.
Fo
llo
w
-u
p:

60
.8
%
pa
tie
nt
s

co
m
pl
et
ed

at
le
as
t1

ph
on
e
ca
ll:

of
th
es
e

m
ed
ia
n

nu
m
be
r6

ca
lls

(ra
ng

e
2–
7)
.

19
.9
%
pa
tie
nt
s

ha
d
a

sig
ni
fic
an
t

ot
he
rw

ho
co
m
pl
et
ed

at
le
as
t1

ca
ll:

of
th
es
e

m
ed
ia
n

nu
m
be
ro

f
4
ca
lls
(ra
ng

e
3–
4)

McCabe et al. BMC Psychiatry  (2018) 18:120 Page 8 of 13



Ta
b
le

3
Pr
im

ar
y
an
d
Se
co
nd

ar
y
O
ut
co
m
es

Su
ic
id
e

Re
pe

at
su
ic
id
e
at
te
m
pt
s

Su
ic
id
e

co
m
po

si
te

Su
ic
id
al

id
ea
tio

n
D
ep

re
ss
io
n

H
ea
lth

-c
ar
e
ut
ili
za
tio

n
H
op

el
es
sn
es
s

A
lc
oh

ol
U
se

Ty
pe

of
ou

tc
om

e
Be
ha
vi
ou

ra
l

Be
ha
vi
ou

ra
l

Be
ha
vi
ou

ra
l

Se
lf-
ra
te
d

Se
lf-
ra
te
d

Se
lf-
re
po

rt
&
re
co
rd
s

Se
lf-
ra
te
d

Se
lf-
ra
te
d

Fl
ei
sc
hm

an
n
et

al
20
08

[2
3]

n
=
18
67

Ri
sk

of
bi
as

sc
or
ea
:

14
/1
5

Fe
w
er

su
ic
id
es
:

0.
2%

in
te
rv
en

tio
n
vs
.2
.2
%

co
nt
ro
l(
x2
=
13
.8
3;
P
<
0.
00
1)

RR
=
0.
10

(0
.0
2
to

0.
45
)

n/
a

n/
a

n/
a

n/
a

n/
a

n/
a

n/
a

G
ys
in
-M

ai
lla
rt
et

al
20
16

[2
4]

n
=
12
0

Ri
sk

of
bi
as

sc
or
e:

13
/1
5

n/
a

Fe
w
er

su
ic
id
e
at
te
m
pt
s

8.
3%

in
te
rv
en

tio
n
vs
.2
6.
7%

co
nt
ro
l

(W
al
d
χ2 1
=
13
.1
,9
5%

C
I1
2.
4–
13
.7
,

p
<
0.
00
1)

H
R
0.
17

(0
.0
7–
0.
46
)

n/
a

N
o

di
ffe
re
nc
e

fo
un

d

N
o
di
ffe
re
nc
e
fo
un

d
72
%

fe
w
er

da
ys

in
ho

sp
ita
l

af
te
r
1
ye
ar

(A
SS
IP
:2
9
d;

co
nt
ro
lg

ro
up

:1
05

d;
W

=
94
.5
,p

=
0.
03
8)

bu
t

no
t
si
gn

ifi
ca
nt

at
2
ye
ar
s

n/
a

n/
a

Ki
ng

et
al
20
15

[2
5]

n
=
49

Ri
sk

of
bi
as

sc
or
e:

13
/1
5

n/
a

n/
a

n/
a

N
o

di
ffe
re
nc
e

fo
un

d

Lo
w
er

de
pr
es
si
on

in
te
rv
en

tio
n
M
ea
n
(S
D
)

25
.4
(4
.7
)
vs
.3
0.
9
(4
.0
)

co
nt
ro
l,
F
=
10
.8
4,

df
=
1,
44
;p

<
.0
1

(C
oh

en
’s
d
=
1.
07
;

la
rg
e
ef
fe
ct

si
ze
)

n/
a

N
o
di
ffe
re
nc
e

fo
un

d
N
o

di
ffe
re
nc
e

fo
un

d

M
ill
er

et
al
20
17

[2
2]

n
=
13
76

Ri
sk

of
bi
as

sc
or
e:

10
/1
5

n/
a

Fe
w
er

su
ic
id
e
at
te
m
pt
s:

TA
U
,2
2.
9%

(1
14
/4
97
);
IN
T,
18
.3
%

(9
2/
50
2)

RR
0.
80

(0
.6
3
to

1.
02
)

Lo
w
er

su
ic
id
e

co
m
po

si
te
:

TA
U
:4
8.
9%

(2
43
/4
97
)

IN
T:
41
.4
%

(2
08
/5
02
)

RR
0.
85

(0
.7
4

to
0.
97
)

n/
a

n/
a

n/
a

n/
a

n/
a

TA
U
tr
ea
tm

en
t
as

us
ua

l,
IN
T
in
te
rv
en

tio
n

a H
ig
he

r
sc
or
e
in
di
ca
te
s
lo
w
er

ris
k
of

bi
as

McCabe et al. BMC Psychiatry  (2018) 18:120 Page 9 of 13



over a shorter follow-up period of 2 months while
Gysin-Maillart focused on adults (with longer-standing
difficulties) over a longer follow-up of 2 years.

Healthcare use
Gysin-Maillart [24] found a significant reduction in
hospitalization, with 72% fewer days in hospital over 1 year,
which was no longer significant after 2 years (p = 0.08).

Alcohol use and hopelessness
Where assessed [25], no effect was found for alcohol use
and hopelessness.

Analysis Miller [22] and Gysin-Maillart [24] used
intention to treat analysis. However, Fleischmann [23]
did not: they analysed the participants who were not lost
to follow-up which corresponded to 91% of the sample.
King’s [25] analysis of intervention effect used per proto-
col, rather than intention to treat, analysis. We cannot
tell the direction or magnitude of impact of this, but
there was little loss to follow-up (< 10% LTFU).

Discussion
Four controlled studies of brief psychological interven-
tions to reduce suicidal behaviour and suicide were identi-
fied, three with adults and one with adolescents. All of the
interventions were implemented with patients who had
attended the ED and involved a total of 3412 participants.
The interventions had three common components,
namely information about/understanding of the suicidal
crisis, safety planning and follow-up contact along with
different degrees of psychological input. One (out of one
study assessing suicide) found fewer suicides [23]. One
(out of one study) assessed a ‘suicide composite’ score [22]
and found a lower suicide composite score. Two (out of
two studies assessing suicide attempts) found fewer sui-
cide attempts [22, 24]: Miller found a small but meaning-
ful difference with a number needed to treat of 22 and
Gysin found an 83% reduced risk of attempting suicide
during the 24-month follow-up period. Two (out of two)
studies measuring suicidal ideation did not show an effect
[24, 25]. One (out of two studies measuring depression)
found an improvement in depression [25]. One (out of
one study measuring hopelessness) found no improve-
ment in hopelessness [25]. One (of one study assessing
hospitalisation) found 72% fewer days in hospital after
1 year but no significant difference after 2 years [24].
Hence, there appear to be greater changes in behavioural
outcomes than in symptom outcomes, suggesting that pa-
tients may still be experiencing suicidal ideation but make
fewer suicide attempts and are less likely to die by suicide.
One trial [23] found an effect on suicide, which was

conducted across 5 low and middle-income countries.
The authors concluded that a brief intervention was

likely to have reduced suicide by providing a social sup-
port network for people with limited social support in
countries with modest infrastructure and financial/hu-
man resources. Two trials found an effect on suicide at-
tempts. One was a large trial in the U.S. with 1376
participants [22] and one a small trial in Switzerland
with 120 participants [24]: the large trial found a 20%
relative risk reduction and the smaller trial with a 83%
relative risk reduction. The large trial focused on infor-
mation provided by nurses and a self-administered safety
plan in the ED, followed by 7 telephone calls to the pa-
tient and 4 calls to a significant other over one year.
Meanwhile, the smaller trial demonstrating the larger ef-
fect, focused on 3 face-to-face therapeutic sessions soon
after discharge from the ED and follow-up letters over
24 months.
Given the low prevalence of suicide as an outcome,

studies in this area use various proxy and composite
measures. One study reported on completed suicide, two
studies reported on suicide re-attempts and only one
study reported healthcare utilisation (i.e. hospitalisation).
Suicide attempts were measured using hospital records,
however Miller also used telephone interviews to collect
information on this outcome, which could address some
of the issues of reliability and accuracy of hospital re-
cords. This area would benefit from more RCTs with lar-
ger populations, that report on completed suicide [6].
What might explain the large effect in the smaller

trial? The two trials recruited participants with a
similar age range (mean = 37.8 in Gysin’s smaller trial,
and median = 37 in Miller’s larger trial) and male-to-
female ratio (Gysin 55% female, Miller 56% female).
However, the smaller trial [24] was conducted in one ED
while the larger trial [22] was conducted across 8 EDs so
local championing and fidelity to the intervention may
have been stronger in the single site smaller trial. In
addition, the smaller trial involved more intensive
psychological input with an emphasis on an early
therapeutic alliance in face-to-face sessions along with
follow-up contact by the same rather than different pro-
fessionals. A better therapeutic alliance was associated
with a lower rate of suicide attempts [28], suggesting
that early engagement and therapeutic intervention soon
after the ED attendance may be particularly beneficial.
The interventions varied on some important factors,

most notably the psychological theories underpinning
the intervention, the intensity of and the proposed
mechanisms and wider socioeconomic context of the
intervention. These were to some extent reflected in
when, how and by whom the initial and follow-up con-
tacts were made and what happened in these contacts.
The BIC intervention leading to fewer deaths by suicide
in low/middle-income countries focused on information,
practical advice and signposting and was delivered by
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doctors, psychologists or nurses. Interventions leading
to fewer suicide attempts in countries where better men-
tal health services exist were based more on psycho-
logical theories underpinning suicidal behaviour [24, 25]
and psychological techniques to explore motivation for
change and safety strategies delivered by trained clini-
cians or therapists [24, 25]. These differences are con-
sistent with realist evaluation [29] pointing to what
works in which circumstances and for whom. In three
studies, follow-up contact was over the telephone. This
makes interventions more viable and cost-effective when
resources are scarce while also allowing for flexibility
and improved access to treatment when, for example it
might be geographically unavailable [30].
Similar to a previous review of suicide interventions

[7], the contribution of the individual components of
the interventions is unclear as the interventions were
evaluated as a whole. Moreover, it is not clear what
the contribution of more frequent contacts is and up
until which point these contacts are optimally
effective.
One of the four studies was conducted in low and

middle-income countries, which has implications for the
generalizability of the results to countries with stronger
health and social care systems. Treatment as Usual is de-
scribed in the studies as usual care in clinical practice.
This is likely to have varied considerably as the studies
were conducted in different countries with different
healthcare systems. For example, this consisted of in-
patient, day patient and outpatient care in the study by
Gysin in Switzerland. However, this is likely to have been
considerably less (“as per the norms in the respective
EDs”) in the Fleischmann study which was conducted
across 5 different low and middle-income countries.
This introduces considerable heterogeneity in interpret-
ing the findings.
All of the studies evaluated interventions that were

implemented with people after attending the ED, with
two interventions explicitly also involving family or sig-
nificant others [22, 25] Two studies focus on high risk
populations, i.e., people in low and middle-income coun-
tries [23] and young people [25]. The ED setting is par-
ticularly important as a large number of at-risk
individuals use emergency services [31]. People who at-
tend the emergency department are at high risk of a fur-
ther suicide attempt, with studies showing that around
20% re-present within one year [31]. It is estimated that
hospitals in England manage over 200,000 episodes of
self-harm each year. Many people who attend the ED in
a crisis do not attend specialist mental health services
for follow-up. Hence, brief ED interventions to reduce
suicide risk may be especially useful [32]. Although the
identified studies were conducted in the ED, the inter-
ventions – as a whole or components of the

interventions - could be tested in other treatment
settings such as inpatient or outpatient community
treatment settings.

Strengths and limitations This review used a system-
atic approach to identify controlled studies of brief psy-
chological interventions for suicidal thoughts and
behaviour. It identified the usefulness of brief interven-
tions to address suicidality in the ED. However, and as
previously found [11], the evidence base is small. As is
commonly found in systematic reviews with a limited
evidence base, the included studies were disparate in
their design, outcome measurement tools, measurement
intervals and types of interventions offered. As they
assessed different outcomes at differing time points, a
meta-analysis was not appropriate. In addition, one of
the four studies was conducted in low and middle-
income countries, which has implications for the
generalizability of the results. The findings from this
study may not be generalizable to higher income coun-
tries with stronger health and social care systems. How-
ever, the narrative synthesis allowed us to summarise the
state of the art across somewhat heterogeneous studies.
Detailed information was lacking on specific aspects of
the intervention (e.g. length of components and ran-
domisation procedure) in some studies, which restricted
the interpretation of the methodological quality. Risk of
bias may be reduced if those assessing outcomes are
blinded to treatment allocation. However, as some of the
outcomes are objective, such as suicide [23], these are
not subject to bias. With suicide attempts, there is some
element of judgment but, if assessors are blinded, there
is less chance of bias. Assessors were blinded in Miller
and King but not in Gysin. Suicidal ideation is self-rated
and so cannot be blinded. Finally, as they are receiving a
psychological intervention, it is not possible to blind par-
ticipants to treatment allocation.
The review focused on brief interventions that aimed

to enhance treatment. While, these interventions often
included considerable follow-up contact, we did not in-
clude studies solely focusing on follow-up contact. For
example, a study in France consisting of a single tele-
phone contact one month after attending the ED was
categorized as a follow-up intervention rather than en-
hancing the index treatment episode/s [33].

Conclusions
Although there are relatively few studies to date, brief
psychological interventions appear to be effective in re-
ducing suicide and suicide attempts. However, it is un-
clear to what extent the effect is due to specific
psychological techniques/components or to more fre-
quent contacts, which should be investigated in future
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studies. All studies to date have been conducted in the
ED. The interventions tested do not appear to reduce
suicidal ideation, suggesting that although patients may
still be in considerable distress, the interventions affect
change in behaviour, i.e., fewer suicide attempts and sui-
cides, by targeting information and understanding about
the suicidal crisis, safety planning for future crises and
follow-up contact to monitor and support patients. Early
engagement and therapeutic intervention based on psy-
chological theories of suicidal behaviour, sustained in
follow-up contacts, may be particularly beneficial.
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