Suicide a greater danger for men
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Men's health is a topic we hear about on commercials selling everything from vitamins to products to improve their looks. We talk about men's physical well-being, but seldom their mental health.

Let's face it. Depression is not a topic of conversation in the locker room or on the job. There is a stigma out there that talking about one's feelings is "unmanly" and shows vulnerability and weakness. And, that stigma is killing the men in our lives.

It is probably no surprise that there is a strong correlation between alcohol and suicide. But what might surprise many is the fact that those who complete suicide are not necessarily alcohol dependent, but are binge drinking. Binge drinking is defined as men drinking five or more alcoholic drinks within a short period of time, or women drinking four or more drinks during a short period of time. Though most people who binge drink are not alcoholics, men average about 12.5 binge drinking episodes per person per year, while women average about 2.7 binge drinking episodes per year, according to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.

Put these facts together: Men are more likely to binge drink than women and more often. Men are not likely to seek help for depression or other mental health issues. Men complete suicide more than women, because of the method they usually choose -- firearms -- and because they are more likely to have been drinking prior to their suicide attempt.

Consumption of alcohol to the point of intoxication can increase aggressive tendencies and impulsiveness in men. While under the influence, they might engage in risky behaviors they would not normally do -- drive too fast, jump from high places, take their own lives with a firearm or other means.

As men get older, the tendency for alcohol dependence and the risk for suicide both increase. The highest rates for suicide occur in middle-aged and older men. Most who will complete suicide will have been under the influence of alcohol or other drugs.

Alcohol consumption or binge drinking is not necessarily the call-out for depression and suicidal ideation, but can be a warning sign.

Is someone you know drinking more often -- to the point of intoxication? Are there stress factors in their lives, such as relationship problems, unemployment, financial stress, legal concerns? Do they have firearms in the home? Are they more aggressive or irritable lately? Are they engaging in other risky behaviors that they normally would not do? If you can answer yes to some or all of these questions, it might be your cue to step in and talk to them about what might be going on and how to get some help.

For assistance or more information, call 800-273-TALK, a locally answered suicide prevention hotline, or visit www.healthy
marathoncounty.org.

Information on counseling services in our area can be obtained by contacting United Way's 211. Although 211 staff members can't recommend one counselor over another, they can provide free, objective information to help you evaluate counseling options and find other services available in Marathon County. Call 211 or access it on the United Way of Marathon County website, www.unitedwaymc.org.
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