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Durkheim & Suicide (1897)

Suicide = act of individuals 

Source: Durkheim (2005). Suicide. New York & London: Taylor & Francis. Le Suicide: Etude de 

Sociologie, first published 1897, Paris

Suicide rate = social phenomenon



Assumption: 6 million unemployed. To-date unemployment is estimated at 20%.

Source: Weems et al (2020)



Increase in Suicide Deaths due to 
COVID-19 unemployment

20% increase in unemployment rate =  ~18,000 more Americans to die by suicide.

Source: Meadows Mental Health Policy Institute (MMHPI) (2020)



Increase in Drug Overdose Deaths due to 
COVID-19 unemployment

20% increase in unemployment =  ~22,000 more Americans to die by drug overdoses.

Source: Meadows Mental Health Policy Institute (MMHPI) (2020)



Poll 
Question 

#1



Expected Impact of COVID-19 
Financial Hardship on Suicide Risk

Source: Based on 80+ studies in ongoing literature review (Jimenez-Solomon et al., in prep). See sources slide 
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Suicide

deaths 

Suicide behaviors 

Suicidal ideation

Psychiatric distress: hopelessness, 
depression, anxiety  

Subjective financial stress: $shame, lack of $hope, 
$threat 

Objective financial hardship: unemployment, inability to meet 
needs,  inability to repay debts, evictions, foreclosures   

Expected Impact 
of COVID-19 

Financial Hardship 
on Suicide Risk



Suicide prevention in last 50 years 

• Interventions have aimed to affect clinical and other 
individual-level factors: 

• Suicide risk screening 
• Medication treatments 
• psychotherapies

• Community and ecological interventions:
• public awareness 
• access to means of suicide 

• None aimed to address economic stressors 

Sources: Zalsman et al 2016; Mann et al, 2005
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Promising 
Economic Empowerment 
Interventions & Policies for 

Suicide Prevention  



https://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/pdf/suicideTechnicalPackage.pdf

https://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/pdf/suicideTechnicalPackage.pdf


CDC Preventing Suicide Technical Package
Economic Support Strategies   

• Strengthening household financial security to lessen stress and 

hardship of job loss & financial problems. Examples: 

• unemployment benefits 

• temporary assistance, 

• livable wages, 

• medical benefits, 

• retirement and disability insurance

• Housing stabilization policies to keep people in their homes and provide 

housing options. Examples: 

• affordable housing (e.g., government subsidies, homebuyers)

• loan modification programs

• move-out planning

• financial counseling to minimize risk or impact of foreclosures and eviction.

Source: CDC (2017)



Unemployment benefits & 
employment supports

• Generous state unemployment benefit programs offset 
impact of unemployment on suicide rates (Cylus et al., 2014). 

• Countries with active labor programs during economic 
recessions experience less increase in suicide (Haw et al., 2015). 

• Job search interventions reduce depression (Audhoe et al. 2010; 

Liu et al. 2014).

• ‘Job-club’ interventions (i.e., job search skills, job skills 
training) may reduced pressive symptoms (Moore et al., 2017).



Housing foreclosure avoidance 
and eviction prevention

• Increases in foreclosure and eviction rates associated to 
increases in suicide rate (Fowler, K.A., et al, 2015; Houle, J.N. and M.T. 
Light, 2014).

• Policies to reduce foreclosure and keeping property owners 
in their homes, and loan modification programs, have the 
potential of reducing suicide mortality (Houle, J.N. and M.T. Light, 
2014).

• Home loan modification programs have potential of reducing 
suicide mortality (Houle, J.N. and M.T. Light, 2014).



Welfare supports

• Higher welfare expenditure associated with lower 
suicide rates in times of economic recession (Haw et al., 

2015). 

• Higher state social spending (e.g., cash transfers, 
TANF) was associated with lower suicide rates (Flavin & 

Radcliff, 2009). 



Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) 

• In U.S. study, a 10 percent increase in the EITC 
reduces suicides by 5.5 percent among working-age 
adults with high school or less (Dow et al., 2019). 

• EITC decreases depression and increases happiness 
among women (Boyd-Swan et al., 2016).



Economic empowerment 
interventions

• Economic empowerment programs (e.g., 
matched-savings, peer mentoring) can help:

• reduce hopelessness and depression

• improve hope about future 

(Han et al., 2013; Karimli et al., 2015) 



Building Bridges between 
Economic Supports and Suicide Care 

Entities interacting with 

people in financial hardship

• Unemployment offices
• County Dpts. of social services
• Bankruptcy courts
• Evictions - NYS courts  

Identify & 
refer those at 
risk of suicide 

Mental health & suicide 

care programs 

Identify & 
refer those at 
risk of suicide 

Identify & refer 
those in financial 
hardship 

Economic empowerment 

supports

• Job supports 
• Financial counseling
• Debt management  
• Tax credits 
• Evictions prev. prog.
• HUD Housing counseling 
• NYS Foreclosure Relief 



Tools to Assess Financial Hardship in 
Suicide Risk Assessment 

Tool Description 

Objective Financial Distress 

Economic Hardship 

Questionnaire
(Lempers et al., 1989)

12-item scale measuring family economic hardship in 

past 6 months (e.g., drop in income, ability meet basic 

needs). Good reliability and validity. 

Index of Personal 

Economic Distress 
(Madianos et al., 2011) 

8 questions about individuals’ difficulty with daily 

financial demands in last 6 months, e.g., paying 

utilities, rent, bank loans. 

Scores 8-24; score of 15  or above =  high. 

Good reliability and validity.

Subjective Financial Distress 

Financial Threat 

Scale
(Marjanovic et al, 2015)

5 questions measuring preoccupation with financial 

situation, e.g., worry, uncertainty, at risk, threatened. 

Good reliability and validity. 

https://www.researchprotocols.org/api/download?filename=685ed762eeb4b6444871344567ed971a.pdf&alt_name=11629-226049-1-SP.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/257007148_Psychometric_evaluation_of_the_Financial_Threat_Scale_FTS_in_the_context_of_the_great_recession


Practitioners Programs County/

Community level 

Unemployment 

supports 

Support individuals to 

access 

unemployment 

benefits 

Partner with support 

programs: case 

management, peer 

support, advocacy 

Partner with DOL Career 

Ctrs to identify 

unemployed at risk of 

suicide 

Gatekeeper training for 

DOL Career Ctr. staff

Workforce 

development

Refer individuals to 

workforce 

development & 

supported 

employment  

programs 

Partner with support 

programs: 

‘Job clubs’ 

Supp. Employment 

programs 

Integrate workforce 

development programs 

in suicide prevention 

coalitions 

Welfare/cash 

supports 

Inform individuals 

about CARES ACT 

economic supports

Refer to emergency 

food & cash 

programs 

Train practitioners to 

be equipped with key 

info about  CARES 

Act &  economic 

supports 

Partner with DSS to 

identify those at risk of 

suicide 

Gatekeeper training for 

DSS staff

Strategies to buffer impact of objective 
financial hardship on suicide risk



Strategies to buffer impact of objective 
financial hardship on suicide risk

Practitioners Programs County/

Community level 

Debt 

management

Refer to individuals to 

free, certified financial 

counseling:

• Financial 

Empowerment Centers 

in NYC & Rochester 

• National Foundation 

for Credit Counseling 

Partner with financial 

counseling programs 

form “warm” handoff   

Integrate financial 

counseling agencies 

to suicide prevention 

coalitions 

Eviction & 

Home 

foreclosure  

prevention

Refer individuals to:

• Evictions prev. prog.

• HUD Housing 

counseling 

• NYS Foreclosure 

Relief 

Partner with 

eviction/foreclosure 

prev programs to 

identify those at risk 

of suicide 

Integrate programs to 

prevent evictions and 

foreclosures into 

suicide prevention 

coalitions 

Earned Income 

Tax Credit 

Refer to free, tax prep:

Volunteer Income Tax 

Assistance (VITA)

Partner with local 

free, tax prep sites 

Integrate free tax 

prep sites to suicide 

prevention coalitions 



Strategies to Buffer the 
Impact of Subjective 

Financial Distress 
on Suicide Risk 



Building Financial Hope



Snyder’s Hope Theory: 
The Three Components of Hope

Goals: An individual’s targets, of sufficient value 

(that matter enough) to occupy conscious thought

Agency: the 

perceived capacity 

to use one’s 

pathways to reach 

desired goals

Pathways: 

one’s perceived 

capabilities at 

generating 

workable routes 

to desired goals

Sources: Snyder et al (1995; 2002a; 200b).



What is Financial Wellness? 

Source: Jimenez-Solomon, O., Mendez-Bustos, P., Swarbrick, Diaz, S., DeSilva, S., Kelley, M., Duke, S., & Lewis-Fernandez, R. (2016). Peer-Supported 
Economic Empowerment : A Financial Wellness Intervention Framework for People with Psychiatric Disabilities. Psychiatric Rehabilitation Journal 39 (3), 222–
233.



The Three Components of Financial Hope

Agency:
Empowerment: I can do this, 

I can access support to overcome 

barriers 

Pathways: 
Financial & 
Asset-building Supports

Goal: 
Financial Wellness



The Hope-Building Power of 
Financial Wellness Stories



✓ Living in financial hardship:
• Financial worry, stress 
• Not having enough to make ends meet 
• Having too much debt
• Depending on public benefits 
• Having someone else make financial decisions for me 

✓ What built my sense of agency:
• What started giving me hope that my financial situation could improve
• What goals I started to work on

✓ My pathways to financial wellness:
• What services, supports, and strategies have been most helpful to me 

✓ My financial wellness and recovery:
• How working on my financial wellness is impacting my life and recovery 

The Hope-Building Power of 
Financial Wellness Stories

AN OUTLINE FOR SHARING

Source: Jimenez-Solomon & Cronise (2019)



Building Financial Shame 
Resilience 



A focus on financial shame ….

• Shame about debt, bankruptcy, and financial failure: 
reasons for suicide, especially among men  (West, 2003; 
Dandekar & Bhattacharya, 2017; Akotia, 2000; Hagaman, 2018; Mehl-Madrona, 2016). 

• In our society (Edin et al, 2000; Jo, 2012):

Financial hardship = personal failure

• New York City study: being unable to provide for 
oneself and other triggers intense feelings of shame (Ali 
et al, 2018). 

• Shame = associated with financial hardship, anxiety 
and depression (Starrin et al, 2009). 



Shame as a barrier to financial empowerment 

• Social and economic policies, programs, and providers can 
trigger shame (Wilton, 2004).

• People receiving social security report significant social 
devaluation and feelings of shame (Underlid, 2005). 

• Shame reduces agency

Shame = isolation, paralysis, inaction 

• Financial shame: most endorsed barrier to improving   

financial situation (Jimenez-Solomon et al, in prep)
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This is unpublished, preliminary data. Please do not cite or reproduce. For more information, please contact: 

Oscar Jimenez-Solomon at oscar.solomon@nyspi.columbia.edu

mailto:oscar.solomon@nyspi.columbia.edu


https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2020/04/americas-compassion-for-the-
unemployed-wont-last/610243/

https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2020/04/americas-compassion-for-the-unemployed-wont-last/610243/


Shame can only rise to a certain level 

before people disengage 

Brene Brown, PhD



Financial Shame Resilience Skills 

1. Recognizing financial shame:
• What I hear
• How it feels 
• What triggers it 
• How I tend to respond 

2. Developing critical awareness:
• Normalize
• Contextualize 

3. Reaching out for peer support

4. Giving voice to financial shame:
• To receive empathy 
• To reality check  

Adapted from: Brene, B. (2009)



Financial Empowerment 
Resources



Free, Professional Financial 
Counseling

To support debt management, budgeting/planning, and 
address immediate financial stressors:

• New York City Financial Empowerment Centers
https://www1.nyc.gov/site/dca/consumers/get-free-financial-
counseling.page

• Rochester Financial Empowerment Center
https://www.rochesterfec.org/

• Syracuse Financial Empowerment Center
http://www.syrgov.net/FEC/

• Association for Financial Counseling and Planning Education 
(virtual, free, certified) 

https://www.nationaldisabilityinstitute.org/financial-resilience-
center/take-action/#afcpe

• National Foundation for Credit Counseling            
https://www.nfcc.org/

https://www1.nyc.gov/site/dca/consumers/get-free-financial-counseling.page
https://www.rochesterfec.org/
http://www.syrgov.net/FEC/
https://www.nationaldisabilityinstitute.org/financial-resilience-center/take-action/#afcpe
https://www.nfcc.org/


NYC Financial Empowerment Centers, currently providing services by telephone
https://www1.nyc.gov/site/dca/consumers/get-free-financial-counseling.page

https://www1.nyc.gov/site/dca/consumers/get-free-financial-counseling.page


Rochester Financial Empowerment Center, currently providing services by telephone 
https://www.rochesterfec.org/

https://www.rochesterfec.org/


http://www.syrgov.net/FEC/

http://www.syrgov.net/FEC/
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Free tax preparation assistance

• To increase access to Earned Income Credit (EITC) and 
Child Tax Credit (CTC)

• Must meet income limits (generally $56,000 or 
below), people with disabilities, and limited English 
proficiency 

• IRS-certified volunteers located in neighborhood 
centers, libraries, schools, etc.

• To find the closest Volunteer Income Tax Assistance 
Program(VITA)  site: 

https://www.irs.gov/individuals/free-tax-return-preparation-
for-you-by-volunteers

https://www.irs.gov/individuals/free-tax-return-preparation-for-you-by-volunteers


Housing Counseling and supports 

Housing and Urban Development (HUD) housing 
counselor (free counseling default, foreclosure 
avoidance, credit issues)

https://apps.hud.gov/offices/hsg/sfh/hcc/hcs.cfm?&
webListAction=search&searchstate=NY

https://apps.hud.gov/offices/hsg/sfh/hcc/hcs.cfm?&webListAction=search&searchstate=NY


Foreclosure Relief Unit

• NYS-wide initiative to assist homeowners in foreclosure or 
at risk of foreclosure.

• Foreclosure Relief Hotline at: 1-800-342-3736, or visit 
the Help for Homeowners section of our website.

• The Foreclosure Relief Unit can:

• Provide information on available federal programs

• Answer inquiries about the foreclosure process

• Assist homeowners in their efforts to obtain loan 
modifications and other relief

• Take complaints from aggrieved homeowners and seek 
resolutions with banks and mortgage servicers

https://www.dfs.ny.gov/consumers/help_for_homeowners/help_for_homeowners_facing_foreclosure


Academy of Peer Services
www.academyofpeerservices.org

Online, on-demand, free of charge, self-paced learning

New Online Course!

Includes video 
commentary and 
narration by Oscar, 
stories of hope and 
overcoming financial 
hardship, tools for  
engagement and 
assessment, a financial 
wellness action plan, 
case studies and more. 

Certificate for 4 hrs. of 
continuing education*

*Recognition of continuing education for peer courses varies by state.

http://www.academyofpeerservices.org/
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http://www.nyaprs.org/community-

economic-

development/toolkit/documents/WCSparticip

antworkbookfinal.pdf

Jiménez, O., Mathai, C., Swarbrick, M., Kuhn, 

L. & Stengel, K. (2011) WE Can Save: A 

Workbook for People in Recovery Seeking 

Economic Self-Sufficiency. Albany, NY: New 

York Association of Psychiatric Rehabilitation 

Services (NYAPRS)

Economic Empowerment Resources:

A Workbook for People in Recovery

http://www.nyaprs.org/community-economic-development/toolkit/documents/WCSparticipantworkbookfinal.pdf
http://www.nyaprs.org/community-economic-development/toolkit/documents/WCSparticipantworkbookfinal.pdf
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Economic Empowerment Resources:

A Provider Guide for Promoting Economic Self-Sufficiency 

http://www.nyaprs.org/community-

economic-

development/toolkit/documents/WSS

providerfinal2012_003.pdf

Stengel, K, Mathai, C., Jiménez, O., 

Swarbrick, M., & Kuhn, L. (2012). WE 

Can Save: A  Provider’s Guide for 

Promoting Economic Self-Sufficiency.

Albany, NY: New York Association of 

Psychiatric Rehabilitation Services 

(NYAPRS)

http://www.nyaprs.org/community-economic-development/toolkit/documents/WSSproviderfinal2012_003.pdf
http://www.nyaprs.org/community-economic-development/toolkit/documents/WSSproviderfinal2012_003.pdf


Poll 
Question 

#3



Please send us your comment or question 

via chat
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My Contact Information 

Oscar Jimenez-Solomon, MPH

Research Scientist, New York State Psychiatric Institute

Senior Research Staff Associate, Columbia Psychiatry

Columbia University Medical Center 

Vice-Chair, Board of Directors, National Disability 

Institute 

Oscar.solomon@nyspi.columbia.edu

mailto:Oscar.solomon@nyspi.columbia.edu
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