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A Psychobiographical and 
Visual Arts Autopsy Project

New Knowledge and Understanding for a 
New Generation



What’s happening in Ireland?
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Scotland – Choose Life

• Knowing what works – Suicide Information 
Research and Evidence Network (SIREN)
– Independent eval of Phase 1 of Choose Life
– Evidence Base: Suicide & Suicidal Behaviour
– Epidemiology of Suicide in Scotland
– Small Projects Initiative

• 20% reduction in Suicide Rates over 10 
years



1. Tom Foster, Queens University Hospital (Belfast, N.  Ireland)

2. Andy Saykin, Dartmouth Hitchcock Medical Centre ( New Hampshire, USA) 

3. John Mann, Columbia University (New York, USA)

4. John Mann, AFSP (New York, USA)

5. Annette Beautrais, Canterbury Suicide Project (Ne w Zealand)

6. Saroja Krishnaswamy, Penang Medical College (Malays ia)

7. Andy Mcleod, University of London (England)

8. Rory O’Connor, University of Stirling (Scotland) 

9. Ulrich Hegerl, European Alliance Against Depression  (Germany)

10. Andrej Marusic, Institute of Public Health (Sloven ia)

11. Paul Yip, Hong Kong Jockey Club Centre for Suicid e Research and Prevention 
(Hong Kong)

12. Lars Mehlum, Suicide Research and Prevention Unit ( Norway)
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13. Michael Phillips, The Beijing Suicide Research and Prevention Center (China)

14. Danuta Wasserman, Swedish National Centre for Suicid e Research and Prevention 
at Karolinska Institute

15. Airi Varnik, Estonia-Swedish Suicidology Institute

16. Alan Apter, Tel Aviv University (Israel)

17. Rachael Jenkins, Kings College London, Institute of  Psychiatry (England)

18. George Patton, Centre for Adolescent Health (Austra lia)

19. Wolfgang Rutz, World Health Organisation (Switzerla nd)

20. Armin Schmidtke, Unit for Clinical Psyciatry (Germany )

21. Mort Silverman, Suicide Prevention Resource Center ( MA, USA)

22. Jouko Lonnquist, Finland

23. Zoltan Rihmer, National Institute for Psychiatry and  Neurology (Hungary)

24. Yoshitomo Takahashi, M. D., Tokyo Institute of Psyc hiatry (Japan)
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Suicide prevention strategies: a systematic review
Mann et al, JAMA (2005), Oct 26;294(16):2064-74



New Suicide Research questions
• Are we “incubating” suicide in Ireland?

– Normalizing / sensationalizing / glorifying?

• What do we know about clusters? 
– Do they exist? 
– Are they a contributing factor to increased youth 

suicide rates?
– If so, How and Why?
– Can they be identified?
– Can they be modified?

• New Research Methods with Arts and Humanities



International Psych Autopsy Studies

• 1959-1999: 33 Studies, cases    = 2,713

• 2000-2005: 22 Studies, cases    = 2,413
• Studies in Young people, cases = (306)

• National Studies, n = 1 (Finland, 1987, n=1,397)
• Global knowledge of suicide from Psychological 

Autopsies based on 5,126 cases in past 45 years

• 0.0014% of suicide deaths



Psych. Autopsies in Ireland

Northern Ireland - 1994
• Tom Foster et al, BJPsych, 

1997 and 1999
• N = 169, no Controls
• 2 informants min
• Research instruments for 

Psychiatric disorders etc
• 90% had Axis I
• Alcohol most common 

Axis I
• Co-morbidity in 55%
• Diagnosis of Psychiatric 

Disorder important

Rep. of Ireland - 1989 -1990
• McGauran et al, Ir J Psych
• N = 70, no Controls
• Dublin only, non-

epidemiologic design
• 1 informant only, no 

research instruments 
reported

• 60% “recognised
psychiatric disorder”

• 36% previous suicide 
attempt
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3y tot
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K. Malone, 2007



Ireland 2003-2006
• Over 2,000 Deaths by 

Suicide in Ireland South,  
2,800 on island of Ireland.

• Knowledge gap - huge
• Who are the people behind 

these stats?
• Suicide in Ireland Survey
• Fall 06- Spring 08(18 mos)
• Combined Psychological & 

Visual Arts Autopsy – 1st

ever
• Live Community Controls

Suicide in Ireland Survey

“From Awareness to Knowledge”

A Psychobiographical & Visual Arts Autopsy

1,000 Lives Lost to Suicide…

…Lost Behind the Statistics
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Methods - Strengths & Weaknesses

Strengths
• National – Cross Border
• Structured multi-axial
• Quantitative and 

Qualitative blend
• Unique Visual Arts 

component
• Control Group
• International Advice
• Institutional support
• 3Ts & Network Support

Limitations
• Recruit by advertizing
• Expense
• Recall bias / recall decay
• ? Control groups correct
• Multiple variables
• ? Correct variables
• Un-chartered territory



Goal: To Get beyond 
Current 20th Cent. Understanding
Risk Factors
• Younger Male
• Alcohol etc
• Depression
• Previous Attempt
• Rural
• Fam. Hx
• Occ-Specific Factors
• Debt,  Legal, Humiliation
• Abuse
• Less palliative care

Protective Factors
• Female
• Someone 2 count on
• Religious / Spiritual
• Optimism / hopefulness
• Family / marital / kids
• Low Impulsivity
• Community resources and 

opportunities inc. M Health
• Restricted access to lethal 

means



Psychobiographical & Visual 
Arts Autopsy – Prelim. feedback

• 22 families, in 1st 14 weeks (plus 5 focus group 
families)

• Dublin, Meath, Cavan, Laois, Kildare,  Clare, 
Limerick, Wicklow

• 4 hours per family, 2 informants
• 18/22 under 25, 17/22 male
• Powerful response to Visual Arts Component
• Early evidence of cluster phenomenon (4 so far)
• 17 disclosed intent within 2 weeks of death



“you’re a little shit for 
doing that but I’m going 
to miss you bud, take it 
easy man, your best mate, 
Sean”



AD ASTRA – REACH TO THE STARS
UCD “Connections” Journal – Summer 2006


