COVID-19 and suicide in older
adults

To tHE Eprror: There has been recent
important discourse about the adverse
impact of coronavirus disease 2019
(COVID-19) on mental health, with
modelling from the Brain and Mind
Centre predicting increases in suicide

in the wake of the pandemic.' Links

with the economic downturn have been
emphasised, with financial stressors and
loss of productivity among the youth

and working adults playing a large part,
leading to a call for proactive investment
in mental health services." This is of
undisputed, urgent importance. However,
there has been relative silence about the
effects of the pandemic on suicide risk

in older adults, especially men aged 85
years or over, who have the highest rate of
suicide of all age groups in Australia.”

Older adults are particularly vulnerable
to the social ramifications of the
pandemic, including social distancing,
if not frank social exclusion by

quarantine, exacerbating pre-existing
loneliness,’ particularly for those

in residential care. Management

of older people with pre-existing
mental illness as well as the expected
increases in depression and anxiety”*
have been confounded by changes in
service provision and access to mental
health services.” Similarly, delays

in presentation and management of
physical illness combined with the
suspension of elective procedures’ may
contribute to untreated pain and other
distressing physical symptoms, also
identified as risk factors for suicide.”

Furthermore, calls to reopen the
economy knowing the risk this poses

to older people — seen by some as
“expendable” — reflects societal

ageism and adds to older people’s own
internalised ageism.(’ Perceptions of
disconnection from society and feeling
burdensome and devalued are already
known associations with late-life
self-harm and suicide.” In addition to
fuelling active self-harm, there has been
speculation regarding links between the

pandemic and increased requests for
voluntary assisted dying.”” These reports
suggest that such requests have been
driven by anxiety about dying, fears of
loss of control, and inability to access
help for distressing symptoms. This is
not unfounded, given the complexity
of providing appropriate palliative
care to older patients who are dying,
particularly to those in nursing homes,
ever more so during the COVID-19
pandemic.’

We add to the call to act urgently and
flatten the mental illness and suicide
curve' for Australians of all ages.

Anne P F Wand

Carmelle Peisah

UNSW Sydney, Sydney, NSW.
a.wand@unsw.edu.au

Competing interests: No relevant disclosures. =

The unedited version of this article was published as a
preprint on mja.com.au on 24 June 2020.

doi: 10.5694/mja2.50763

© 2020 AMPCo Pty Ltd

References are available online.

£
>
N
=
W
—
)
=

0207139010 S



mailto:﻿￼
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-7811-5225
https://doi.org/10.5694/mja2.50763
http://mja.com.au

o
I
o
~N
o
[}
o
o
=)
O
o
n

MJA 213 (7)

1 University of Sydney. Modelling shows path to

suicide prevention in COVID-recovery [media
release]. 13 May 2020. https://www.sydney.
edu.au/news-opinion/news/2020/05/13/model
ling-shows-path-to-suicide-prevention-in-covid-
recovery.html (viewed July 2020).

Australian Bureau of Statistics. Causes of death,
Australia, 2018 [Cat. No. 3303.0]. https://www.
abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/Lookup/by %20
Subject/3303.0~2018~Main%20Features~Inten
tional%20self-harm,%20key%20characteristi
cs~3 (viewed June 2020).

Wand APF, Zhong BL, Chiu HFK, et al. COVID-19:
the implications for suicide in older adults. Int

Psychogeriatr2020; https://doi.org/10.1017/s1041
610220000770 [Epub ahead of print].
Holt NR, Neumann | T, McNeil J), Cheng AC.

Implications of COVID-19 in an ageing population.

Med ] Aust2020; https://www.mja.com.au/journ
al/2020/implications-covid-19-ageing-population
[Preprint, 6 May 2020].

Wand APF, Peisah C, Draper B, Brodaty H.
Why do the very old self-harm? A qualitative
study. Am J Geriatr Psychiatry 2018; 26:
862-871.

Dabashi H. Coronavirus and the prospect of mass
involuntary euthanasia. Al Jazeera 2020, 17 May.
https://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/opinion/

coronavirus-prospect-mass-involuntary-eutha
nasia-200515122939558.html (viewed July 2020).
Lapid MI, Koopmans R, Sampson EL, et al.
Providing quality end-of-life care to older people
in the era of COVID-19: perspectives from five
countries. Int Psychogeriatr2020; https://doi.
0rg/10.1017/s1041610220000836 [Epub ahead of
print].

Cunningham M: Requests to die surge as virus
fears push terminally ill to make plans. Sydney
Morning Herald 2020, 29 May. https://www.smh.
com.au/national/requests-to-die-surge-as-virus-
fears-push-terminally-ill-to-make-plans-20200
528-p54xbc.html (viewed July 2020). =


https://www.sydney.edu.au/news-opinion/news/2020/05/13/modelling-shows-path-to-suicide-prevention-in-covid-recovery.html
https://www.sydney.edu.au/news-opinion/news/2020/05/13/modelling-shows-path-to-suicide-prevention-in-covid-recovery.html
https://www.sydney.edu.au/news-opinion/news/2020/05/13/modelling-shows-path-to-suicide-prevention-in-covid-recovery.html
https://www.sydney.edu.au/news-opinion/news/2020/05/13/modelling-shows-path-to-suicide-prevention-in-covid-recovery.html
https://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/Lookup/by Subject/3303.0~2018~Main Features~Intentional self-harm, key characteristics~3
https://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/Lookup/by Subject/3303.0~2018~Main Features~Intentional self-harm, key characteristics~3
https://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/Lookup/by Subject/3303.0~2018~Main Features~Intentional self-harm, key characteristics~3
https://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/Lookup/by Subject/3303.0~2018~Main Features~Intentional self-harm, key characteristics~3
https://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/Lookup/by Subject/3303.0~2018~Main Features~Intentional self-harm, key characteristics~3
https://doi.org/10.1017/s1041610220000770
https://doi.org/10.1017/s1041610220000770
https://www.mja.com.au/journal/2020/implications-covid-19-ageing-population
https://www.mja.com.au/journal/2020/implications-covid-19-ageing-population
https://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/opinion/coronavirus-prospect-mass-involuntary-euthanasia-200515122939558.html
https://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/opinion/coronavirus-prospect-mass-involuntary-euthanasia-200515122939558.html
https://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/opinion/coronavirus-prospect-mass-involuntary-euthanasia-200515122939558.html
https://doi.org/10.1017/s1041610220000836
https://doi.org/10.1017/s1041610220000836
https://www.smh.com.au/national/requests-to-die-surge-as-virus-fears-push-terminally-ill-to-make-plans-20200528-p54xbc.html
https://www.smh.com.au/national/requests-to-die-surge-as-virus-fears-push-terminally-ill-to-make-plans-20200528-p54xbc.html
https://www.smh.com.au/national/requests-to-die-surge-as-virus-fears-push-terminally-ill-to-make-plans-20200528-p54xbc.html
https://www.smh.com.au/national/requests-to-die-surge-as-virus-fears-push-terminally-ill-to-make-plans-20200528-p54xbc.html

