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ά¸ƻǳ ǘǊŜŀǘ ŀ ŘƛǎŜŀǎŜΣ ȅƻǳ ǿƛƴΣ ȅƻǳ ƭƻǎŜ. 

 You treat a person, I guarantee you, you'll 
win, no matter what the outcomeΦέ 

Robin Williams 

 



The Obligatory Disclaimer 
I am not a psychologist, nor do I 

play one on TV 



²Ƙȅ LΩƳ IŜǊŜ 
 

.ŜŎŀǳǎŜ LΩƳ ŀ мт-year member of the 

Alpine Rescue Team 

 

.ŜŎŀǳǎŜ LΩǾŜ participated 
in more than 70 recoveries 

BECAUSE LΩ±9 a!59 
MISTAKES  



The Mountains Are 
A Great Place to 

[ƛǾŜΧ 
Western mountainous states often rated as the 

happiest, healthiest in the U.S.* 

 

 

 

 
*Gallup-Healthways Well Being Index 



Year in and year out, the western mountain 
states of Arizona, Colorado, Oregon, 
Washington, Utah, Idaho, Wyoming, 

Montana, New Mexico, Nevada and Alaska 
lead the U.S. in per capita suicide rates* 

 

*According to the American Foundation for Suicide Prevention 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Mountains: 
 A Popular Place to 

Choose Death? 



 



The Low Side of that 
Rocky Mountain High 
SNAPSHOT OF COLORADO FATALITIES IN 

2014 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Homicide: 172 

Car and motorcycle accidents: 486  

Influenza and pneumonia: 668  

Diabetes: 826 

Suicide: 1,058 



Why? 

POSSIBLE FACTORS 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Altitude? 

High rate of firearm ownership?  

High rate of alcohol consumption?  

Geographic Isolation? 

Pervasive pull-yourself-up-by-your-own-
bootstraps cultural attitude? 



Altitude and Suicide 

Several studies, including work by Perry F. 
Renshaw, M.D., Ph.D., M.B.A., USTAR professor of 
psychiatry at the U of U and senior author on this 
latest study, suggest altitude is an independent 
risk factor for suicide, and further that depression 
rates also increase with altitude and may 
contribute to the increased suicide risk. 

U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs 

 



Why? 
ά¢ƘŜ very same active lifestyle that contributes 
to the high levels of overall fitness in western 
mountain states also carries with it the built-in 
expectation that seeking early help for mental 
issues such as bipolar disorders and depression 
ƛǎ ŀ ǎƛƎƴ ƻŦ ǿŜŀƪƴŜǎǎΦ LǘΩǎ ŀƴ ǳƴǿǊƛǘǘŜƴ ǊǳƭŜ ǘƘŀǘ 
everyone should power through their problems. 
!ƭƻƴŜΦέ  

 
Sally Spencer Thomas, Carson J Spencer Foundation 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Attitudes 



A Health Crisis 

One in five adults have a family member that 
completed suicide 

 
60% of us know someone who completed a suicide 

 
22 military veterans A DAY take their own lives* 

 
Suicide is now the 10th leading cause of death in 

America 
 

*Carson J Spencer Foundation and the Department of Veterans Affairs 

 
 
 
 
 
 



A Global  Problem 
 

Worldwide, suicide rates have increased 60% in 
the last half-century* 

In Europe suicide rates rose by 6.5% after the 2007 
financial crisis** 

 

 

 

 
*U.S. Centers for Disease  Control and World Health Organization (WHO) 

**Daily Mail June 2014 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Just one suicide can impact many 
ƻǘƘŜǊ ƭƛǾŜǎΧ 



First Responders on the 
Front Lines 

 ϦCƛǊǎǘ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘŜǊǎ ŀǊŜ ŀ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ƛƴ ŀƴŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎΧaƻǎǘ 
people think first and then act. First responders are trained 
to act without hesitation. To do that, they can't consider 
their feelings. They're taught to think and not feel or they'll 
make a mistake and someone might die. The normal human 
mechanism in a crisis is to feel. But we try to keep those 
feelings to ourselves because otherwise we'll be perceived 
as weak."  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Pete Volkmann, social worker and veteran of the Ossining, N.Y. Police Department (EHS Today, Alan 
Brown, December 17, 2003 issue) 

 



PTSD and Suicide:  
Occupational Hazards? 

 
First responders, firefighters and law 

enforcement officers are two to four times as 
likely to complete a suicide than someone in the 

general public  



What is Post Traumatic Stress 
Disorder (PTSD)?  

Repeated or extreme 
indirect exposure to 
aversive details of the 
event(s), usually in the 
course of professional 
duties (e.g., first 
responders, collecting body 
parts; professionals 
repeatedly exposed to 
details of child abuse).  
U.S. Department of 
Veterans Affairs 



PTSD Symptoms  

1.Inability to recall key features of the traumatic event (usually 
dissociative amnesia; not due to head injury, alcohol, or drugs). 
2.Persistent (and often distorted) negative beliefs and expectations 
about oneself or the world (e.g., "I am bad," "The world is 
completely dangerous"). 
3.Persistent distorted blame of self or others for causing the 
traumatic event or for resulting consequences.  
4.Persistent negative trauma-related emotions (e.g., fear, horror, 
anger, guilt, or shame). 
5.Markedly diminished interest in (pre-traumatic) significant 
activities. 
6.Feeling alienated from others (e.g., detachment or estrangement). 
7.Constricted affect: persistent inability to experience positive 
emotions.  
U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs 
 



Recoveries Come With 
the Territory in 

Colorado  
 ALPINE RESCUE TEAM (ART) TOTAL FATALITIES  

2009-2013: 68  

 

 

ROCKY MOUNTAIN RESCUE GROUP (RMRG) 
TOTAL FATALITIES 2009-2013: 61 



Sobering Statistics 
 ART FATALITIES BY ACTIVITY 2009-2013 

Suicide                12 

Hiking мпΩŜǊǎ               11 

Flooding                                  09 

Avalanche               08 

Hiking                06 

Plane Crash               05 

Walk Away               05 

Unknown/Other                                05 

Climbing                                  02 

Vehicle/ATV              02 

Camping                                                01 

Hunter               01 

Swimming              0 

RMRG FATALITIES BY ACTIVITY 2009-2013 

 Suicide    19 
IƛƪƛƴƎ мпΩŜǊǎ   10 
Hiking    09 
Climbing                     05 
Plane Crash   05 
Vehicle/ATV   05 
Unknown/Other                    02 
Flooding                                 02 
Avalanche   01 
Walk Away   01 
Camping                    01 
Swimming   01 
Hunter    0 
                                    



Suicide 
 

Most common cause 
of backcountry deaths 
for both ART (12) and 
RMRG (19) over the 
last five years 



Talk the Talk 
 

The way we talk about suicide (even during debriefs) 
may negatively impact rescuers, suicide survivors or 

even encourage someone with suicidal thoughts 



Sticks and Stones: More 
Than Just Semantics 

 
 

5hbΩ¢ ǎŀȅΥ {ƻƳŜƻƴŜ άŎƻƳƳƛǘǘŜŘ ǎǳƛŎƛŘŜΦέ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǇƘǊŀǎŜ 
carries many implied negative religious and criminal 
ƛƳǇƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ όŜΦƎΦ ά{ƻƳŜƻƴŜ committed a crimeΣέ or 

ά/ƻƳƳƛǘǘŜŘ a sinΦέύ 
 
 
  

 



Sticks and Stones 
 
 

 

DO say: ά{ƻƳŜƻƴŜ completed a suicideΦέ 

  

 



Sticks and Stones 
 

5hbΩ¢ ǎŀȅΥ ¢ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀ ǎǳƛŎƛŘŜ άŜǇƛŘŜƳƛŎΦέ  
This can encourage at-risk individuals to see 
themselves as part of a larger story and may 

elevate suicide risk. 

 

 



Sticks and Stones 
 

DO say: There is a suicide contagion. 
 

 



Sticks and Stones 
 

5hbΩ¢ ǎŀȅΥ ! ǎǳƛŎƛŘŜ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘ ǿŀǎ άǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭΣέ 
άǳƴǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭέ ƻǊ άŦŀƛƭŜŘέ ǿƘŜƴ ǎǇŜŀƪƛƴƎ ƻŦ 
ǎǳƛŎƛŘŜΦ LǘΩǎ ƘŀȊŀǊŘƻǳǎ ǘƻ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƴƻƴ-fatal 
ǎǳƛŎƛŘŜ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘǎ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ άŦŀƛƭǳǊŜΣέ ƻǊ ǘƘŀǘ 
ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜŘ ǎǳƛŎƛŘŜǎ ŀǊŜ άǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭΦέ 

 

 



Sticks and Stones 
 

 

DO say: ά¢ƘŜǊŜ was a suicide ŘŜŀǘƘΣέ 
ƻǊΣ ά¢ƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ ŀƴ attempted suicideΦέ  

 



Rescuers Most At Risk 
 

White Males 

Age (15 to 34) and (65+) 

Previous exposure to 
suicide (self, family or on 
recoveries) 

No spouse or significant 
other 

Exhibits signs of Post- 
Traumatic Stress Disorder 
(PTSD) 

  

 



TRIGGERS 
 

Intense Life and Death Situations 



Triggers: Trauma/Sudden Fame 
 
 
 

New York: Three firefighters who helped rescue 9-
11 victims killed themselves within a year 

 

Oklahoma City: A police sergeant who rescued 
four victims at the bombed Federal building 

completed suicide 

 

Texas: A paramedic who helped rescue baby 
Jessica McClure from a well later took his life 

 



Triggers 
 
 

Cumulative and Repeated Exposure to Stressful 
Situations 



²Ŝ Ŏŀƴ ƭŀōŜƭ ƻǳǊ ǊŜǎŎǳŜ ƎŜŀǊΧ 

MBS (Minimum Breaking Strength) 

SWL (Safe Working Load) 



Χ.ǳǘ ǿŜ ŎŀƴΩǘ label our rescuers 
 

MBS (Mental Breaking Strength) 

SWL (Sane Working Load) 



Recovery Tips for Rescuers 
 ІмΥ DŜǘ ǊƛŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ά{ǳŎƪ-it-up-or-quit-LΩƳςa-

tough-guy-this-kind-of-thing-comes-with-the-
ǘŜǊǊƛǘƻǊȅέ ƳŜƴǘŀƭƛǘȅ 

 

 

 

 



Recovery Tips for Rescuers 
 #2: Get an Advocate (a person trained to help others with 

emotional issues after a traumatic experience, usually called 
by law enforcement) on scene ASAP 

 
 
 
 



Recovery Tips for Rescuers 
 ІоΥ [ƛƳƛǘ 9ȄǇƻǎǳǊŜΥ 5ƻƴΩǘ ŀǎǎǳƳŜ ŜǾŜǊȅƻƴŜ ƛǎ 

ok with performing a recovery. Ask more than 
once if anyone wants to sit this one out. 

 

 

 

 



Recovery Tips for Rescuers 
 #4: Be supportive if someone bows out of a 

recovery 

 

 

 

 



Recovery Tips for Rescuers 
 ІрΥ w9a9a.9wΥ ¸ƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀ ǘǊŀƛƴŜŘ ŎƭƛƴƛŎŀƭ 

ǇǎȅŎƘƻƭƻƎƛǎǘ ǘƻ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ŀǎǎƛǎǘŀƴŎŜ ŦƻǊ ŀ ǊŜǎŎǳŜǊΩǎ ƳŜƴǘŀƭ 
health after a traumatic experience. Being human is enough. 

 
 
 
 



Post Recovery Coping Strategies  
(short term) 

 �‡Humor 

�‡One on One 
Follow Up 

�‡Critical Incident 
Stress Debriefing 
(CISD) 

�‡Blended 
Approach 


