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The rate of female suicide is on the
rise and we need to better understand
why

More Australian women are dying by their own hand than ever before.

While suicide has been considered a predominantly male phenomenon, with two-thirds of
Australia's suicide deaths being men, the sad reality is that the trend in increased suicide and
suicidality  is among women. Five years ago, three-quarters of deaths by suicide were men.

In 2013, 637 Australian women and girls died by suicide. Suicide is the leading cause of death
among women aged between 20 and 34 years old. The suicide rate is highest among women
aged 40 to 44 years old at 9.4 deaths per year per 100,000 women.

Since 2000, the rate of women reporting to hospital for self-harm has increased by 50 per cent,
data from the Australian Institute of Health and Welfare shows.
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Modern life is piling more pressures on women. SHUTTERSTOCK

https://www.smh.com.au/national
https://www.smh.com.au/opinion
https://www.smh.com.au/
javascript:void(0);


Eating disorders are identified as a significant risk factor among women who suicide. A 2014
World Health Organisation study found that women who experience family and intimate
partner violence are 4.5 times more likely to die by suicide.

At Lifeline, Australia's largest crisis support organisation, more than 60 per cent of callers to
our service are women, particularly middle-aged women. Nearly 80 per cent of users on our
online chat service are women, particularly younger women. Family and relationship issues are
the key area of focus for them seeking help.

Lifeline recorded the highest monthly demand ever on its services in three separate months in
2015.

All this pain is occurring in a society that is extraordinarily affluent and well educated. There is
a seeming gap between our wealth and our wellbeing, and women are perhaps feeling it more
than men.

Regretfully, because much more research is needed, the factors for female suicidality in
Australia are not well understood, including the role in some cases of mental illness. But that
shouldn't stop us from at least casting light on pressures and factors that either foster suicide
or act as protections to prevent suicide.

I sat in on some social research focus groups in western Sydney and the women talked about
there being "too much constantly going on and everything seems out of control". It's easy to
understand when we match the intensity of contemporary Australian life to the depravity of
contemporary world events.

We face a digital deluge on our smartphones and other screens. For example, it's estimated that
a typical person in the workforce will receive on average 85 emails per day and send about 40
per day. And then the internet also shakes and stirs a toxic cocktail of body shaming and hyper-
sexualisation. See how many hits one gets when you put "hot dog legs", "bikini bridge" or "coins
on collarbone" into Google.

Women run the relentless gauntlet of modern Australia, especially those who work full-time.
The sprawl of our cities steals women's time with family and friends. According to government
modelling, we are now spending an average of 85 minutes a day trying to get around our capital
cities at a private time cost of some $6 billion and countless more to our sanity.

But there is also hope. Our growing recognition of mental health lets us raise and talk about
our issues. We now have open and compassionate conversations in some workplaces and in
cafes about our stuff – virtually unthinkable for many a generation ago.

Our technology lets us accelerate community connections. One wonders how kids' sporting
comps were organised before mobile phones and text messages.

Our knowledge lets us embrace helpful self-care techniques such as mindfulness and
meditation – contemporary practices built on ancient and proven traditions. There is perhaps
growing recognition that to simply hit the "pause" button is a great antidote for our lives that
always feel like they are on "fast forward". Indeed, my engineering colleague's research shows
that we better connect in communication terms when we allow for silences in our speech
patterns; the same is true for living.

It was heartening to recently read that a very exclusive Sydney girls' school has appointed a
dean of wellbeing and to hear leading psychologists call for emotional intelligence to be part of
school curriculums.



In the face of what's been described as a national emergency in suicide, we need to better
understand what's driving despair and what builds resilience so women are empowered in their
emotional lives, as well their political, social and economic lives.
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