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Introduction

In recent years, many people in the UK have felt the impacts of an unstable economy. The
coronavirus pandemic disrupted people's emotional, psychological and financial wellbeing,
including experiences of job loss, furlough leave, and drops in income'". Rapidly increasing
inflation rates since 2021 onwards have led to a ‘cost of living crisis’ - leaving more people
struggling to make ends meet, as their wages or benefits fall behind the cost of everyday
life. It's been forecast that household incomes won't return to 2021 levels until 2027",

Evidence has long pointed to the connection between financial hardship and suicide risk,
but recent economic events have brought the issue even more to the fore. We've seen the
impact through Samaritans' listening service, where we've provided emotional support to
people impacted by the cost of living crisis. We asked Samaritans volunteers about the calls
for help they had recently responded to where financial hardship was discussed, which shed
light on how people are experiencing the connection between money, mental health and
suicide in the current economic climate. What we heard from volunteers shows the
importance of people not only being able to afford the essentials like heating and eating,
but having enough money to live healthy, happy lives with proper support in place.

We urgently need a joined-up policy response to money, mental health and suicide, where
people can receive help no matter where they seek it, as they continue to weather a
difficult economic situation.

Financial hardship contributes to suicide

Suicide is complex and rarely caused by one thing. However, there is a clear link between
suicide, mental ill-health and financial hardship. People among the poorest 10% of society
are more than twice as likely to die from suicide compared to the wealthiest 10% of
society". Poverty can cause feelings which are known contributors to suicide, like anxiety
and shame, which in turn can lead people to feel a sense of entrapment or loss of control.
Less well-off people are also more likely to experience relationship breakdown, social
isolation, stigma and poor mental health, which have all been closely linked with risk of
suicide.

Geographical inequalities Suicide rates are two to three times higher in the poorest
neighbourhoods compared to the richest".

Unemployment People who are unemployed are two to three times more likely to die by
suicide than those in employment", and unemployment can increase a persons’ chances of
experiencing mental ill health and vice versa“™,

Financial and job insecurity Younger people bore the brunt of economic disruption during
the coronavirus pandemic, including losing their jobs, experiencing furlough, and having
their working hours reduced. This was related to increased suicidal thoughts™,
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Debt Almost a quarter (23%) of people who attempted suicide were in problem debt,
according to a 2018 analysis*. Indebtedness has also been linked to risk factors for suicide —
for example, mortgage arrears or debt to friends and family*.

Recession Suicide rates increased following the 2008 recession, particularly among
middle-aged men*.

Housing and homelessness Insecure (for example, social or rented housing) and poor
quality housing have been linked to feeling a lack of control and distress™, and insecure
housing was a particular problem mentioned by women who attempted suicide during the
2008 recession™. An estimated 99 homeless people had their death registered as suicide in
2021 in England and Wales - at 13.4% of estimated deaths of homeless people*.

People facing financial hardship are calling
Samaritans for emotional support

Our volunteers currently answer over 420 calls for help a day, on average, from people
who are worried about money or unemployment'. In 2023, 7.1% of the calls we responded
to mentioned these concerns, which is still a higher proportion than we received in 20212

From January to March 2023, we also saw the highest percentage of first-time phone
callers concerned about money or unemployment. In June 2023, almost 1in 10 calls for help
from first-time callers were about these concerns.

To help us understand more about the experiences behind these headline figures, in
Autumn 2023 we asked our volunteers about what they had been hearing on our listening
service®. Despite recent falls in inflation, half of volunteers believed the cost of living was
impacting the distress of people calling Samaritans more in the past few months.

Volunteers told us that people calling for help were worried about meeting the costs related
to everyday living:

®» 97% of the volunteers who responded to our survey had supported callers
worried about paying their essential bills

P Almost four in five (78%) volunteers who responded had spoken to callers
experiencing problem debt because of the cost of living crisis.

1 Samaritans volunteers respond to almost 9,000 calls every day.
2 Based on data from December 2023, the most recent data available at the time of writing.
3 Based on a self-selected survey sample of 170 Samaritans listening volunteers.
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"A caller had empty "A caller talked about "More people seem to be
cupboards and nothing cutting back on food and using food banks now,
to eat all weekend.” making one tin of beans even those in work as
Samaritans volunteer last two days for their incomes are being
themselves and two kids. stretched to cover the
Not everyone can get to bills which have risen all
a food bank.” round"”.
Samaritans volunteer Samaritans volunteer

P 74% told us about people calling for

help who had cut back on things which "I have spoken to callers who can barely
are really important for their wellbeing. afford to feed and keep a roof over their
This included people feeling less able to heads let alone enjoying hobbies”.

leave the house due to cost, for example Samaritans volunteer

being unable to spend money on days out
for their children and family.

The most common example given by volunteers was of people not seeing their loved ones
as much as they want to, leading to loneliness and isolation — a key risk factor for suicide.

“Call from a lonely single person, out of
work and struggling to do anything other
than pay the bills and eat on a tight
budget - they had become lonely

because they no longer see as much of “A woman had succumbed to her

friends they previously went out to the agoraphobia as she no longer felt she had
pub with etc. They couldn't see how the financial means to get on the bus to
anything was going to change anytime visit her friend"

soon so didn't see the point in carrying on Samaritans volunteer

an existence rather than a life.”
Samaritans volunteer

As well as loneliness, volunteers mentioned other feelings which we know are related to
suicide risk®, including callers feeling ‘guilty’ and 'anxious’ about being unable to support
their families, and ‘'shame’ due to feeling dependent on others. Other volunteers mentioned
speaking to people who were trapped in abusive relationships because they couldn't afford
to leave.

"Women trapped with controlling and/or abusive partners as they have nowhere to go,
can't afford accommodation even although they are working.”
Samaritans volunteer

Volunteers also told us about people calling for help who had cut back on mental health
support due to the cost.
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"They can't afford the bus fare to their weekly club, center, support groups etc. If they
scrape the fare or walk, they feel embarrassed they can’t contribute or buy a cuppa. Most
don't go anymore”

Samaritans volunteer

People contacting Samaritans have also spoken about difficulties accessing statutory
health services, which had led them to seek out private therapy or counselling which they
could no longer afford.

"Many people seem unable to access therapy/counselling because of cost in the private
sector and oversubscribed/inadequately funded NHS services”
Samaritans volunteer

While people’s wellbeing has been directly affected by financial hardship, volunteers
pointed out some clear gaps in the support available. More than two thirds (69%) of
volunteers had spoken to callers who had ended up contacting Samaritans because they
couldn't afford to access other support. Volunteers also spoke about people experiencing
barriers to accessing support which directly addresses their needs, including problems with
the social security system, ambulance waiting times, and waiting lists for mental health

services.

"The main themes I'm noticing are callers "It often sounds as though ALL support
not being able to access other needed needs are under resourced increasing
support (e.g. GP, therapy, police, hospital, callers difficult lives.”

prison supports) so using Samaritans

instead.” Samaritans volunteer

Samaritans volunteer

These insights from our volunteers demonstrate the need for Government to improve the
support available to people experiencing hardship and at risk of suicide. 57% of volunteers
said that there is not enough Government support available for people during the cost of
living crisis, while 28% believed that the help exists but needs to be improved or increased.

Support and services need to be available

We've heard that people are contacting us because they have felt unable to receive help
from elsewhere, pointing to the rising demand felt by public services and charity
organisations across the board. Nearly 80% of foodbanks reported increased demand in
Autumn 2023 compared to the previous year™. The need for financial support through the
benefits system has also been rising, with 3.7 million claims made for Universal Credit
during the coronavirus pandemic®, and 370,000 more people claiming Disability Living
Allowance or Personal Independence Payment in February 2023 compared with the
previous year<,

Demand for mental health services has also increased since the pandemic. While this
means that more people are in touch with services, there are also more on waiting lists and
unable to access statutory help. As of August 2023, 414,550 people were known to be in
contact with children and young people’s mental health services and 1.15 million adults
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were in touch with mental health services™. In June 2022 an estimated 1.2 million people
were on a waiting list for community based mental health services across England.

With more people experiencing hardship and needing support, public services are under
ongoing pressure. Support needs to be available to ensure people can access the help they
need to live comfortably, and in ways that support their wellbeing, no matter which

services they are in touch with.

» Money advice and mental health
support need to be joined up, so that
people can get help before their
situation gets worse.

In the Suicide Prevention Strategy for
England 2023, the Government commits
to a 'no wrong door’ approach to mental
health which means every contact with
services counts®. To fulfil this ambition,
services need to join up, so that everyone
seeking financial help is offered help with
their mental health, and everyone seeking
help with their mental health is offered
financial help if they need it. As part of
this, the Government and NHS England
should ensure that everyone in England
with a mental health care plan also
receives financial support and advice,
with mental health support workers
provided with training on how to support
people. This could get help to those who
need it, to prevent their financial and
emotional wellbeing from getting worse.

P Frontline workers across public
services need to be trained to identify
and support people at risk of suicide,
so people can get help no matter what
problem they are facing.

With more people struggling to make
ends meet, it's likely that more people are
in touch with or seeking help from
statutory services related to financial
hardship, including debt advisors, job
centres, the social security system or
housing support.

While two thirds of people who die by
suicide are not in touch with mental
health services in the year before they
die*i 91% of men who die by suicide are
in touch with a statutory service at some
point in their life*". The existing
touchpoints of the state can therefore
play a crucial role in putting people in
touch with wellbeing support when they
are experiencing money problems.
Frontline public services could proactively
identify and signpost people who may
need support, including at key points in
their life which are known to increase
suicide risk.

The Suicide Prevention Strategy for
England 2023 sets an ambition to make
suicide prevention training accessible to
everyone in the country*. In the first
instance, suicide prevention training
should be provided to all frontline public
servants who come into contact with
people at risk, for example people
working in housing, debt, social security or
substance misuse services, as well as
those who work with communities at high
risk of suicide such as prison officers, and
wider healthcare professionals such as
GPs. This would equip them with the skills
and confidence to identify those who
may be struggling and intervene, signpost
and refer to specialist support.
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% Expand the Breathing Space
mental health scheme so that more
people experiencing mental ill health
can receive debt respite.

People already in contact with mental
health support also need preventative
support related to financial hardship. The
Breathing Space scheme is an example of
a joined-up policy response, where people
in mental health crisis are supported to
improve their mental health and escape
debt. Available to people receiving
mental health crisis treatment, the
scheme allows individuals to receive
respite from their debt for the duration of
their crisis treatment, plus 30 days. Taking
this time for their mental health means
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