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• The social work voice on suicide has been relatively absent 

from the literature. This systematic review aimed to map the 

contribution social work research has made to suicide 

prevention, intervention and postvention. 

• 241 papers were identified. Explanatory research remains the 

primary mode of scientific inquiry in suicide research. 

• There remains a dearth of social work research dedicated to 

suicide in Indigenous populations, postvention knowledge, and 

suicide and stigma. 

• Future social work research should pursue a greater 

contribution to the primary prevention literature by evaluating 

programs and interventions. 
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• Worldwide, suicide is a significant public health concern with 

nearly one million people dying by suicide each year (WHO, 

2014). Social workers have the capacity to play a role in the 

implementation of many of the strategies used for suicide 

prevention, intervention and postvention. 

• However, there has been a paucity of suicide research 

published by social workers. Joe and Niedermeier (2008) 

published the first systematic review examining social work 

contribution to suicidology covering the period 1980–2006, 

with only 133 articles published by social workers. 

• This study seeks to extend the work carried out by Joe and 

Niedermeier (2008). 

• Research question, ‘What is the social work contribution to 

suicide prevention, intervention and postvention research?’.

• Search for relevant articles, published between 01/01/2003 and 

12/31/2013, was completed using seven electronic databases. 

• Inclusion criteria: 1) presented original research in the fields of 

suicide prevention, intervention and/or postvention; 2) authored 

or co-authored by at least one social work researcher; and 3) 

were published between 2003-2013 in peer reviewed English 

language journals. 

• Articles were assigned to one of the three categories typified in 

Rosen et al. (1999) typology of social work knowledge. The 

authors also devised a list of the central themes. 

• Social workers frequently encounter those affected by suicide. However, the social work

voice on suicide has been relatively absent from the literature.

• This systematic review aimed to map the contribution social work research has made to

suicide prevention, intervention and postvention.

• 241 papers on suicide authored by social workers were identified. Explanatory research

remains the primary mode of scientific inquiry in suicide research undertaken by social

workers, with fewer descriptive and control articles.

• There remains a dearth of social work research dedicated to suicide in Indigenous

populations, postvention knowledge and suicide and stigma.

• Future social work research should pursue a greater contribution to the primary

prevention literature by evaluating programs and interventions. Working with those who

are suicidal or the bereaved by suicide is important for informing social work practice in

this area.

• Suicide continues to be a major public health concern. Social 

workers play an important and critical role in suicide prevention 

through broader health and wellbeing initiatives and education, 

implementing intervention strategies in within mental health 

settings as well as providing postvention support to those 

bereaved by suicide. However, a paucity of suicide prevention, 

intervention and postvention research leaves the social work 

profession without a strong evidence base of social work 

specific knowledge to draw upon in both practice and policy. 

• This study reiterates the importance of social work researchers 

continuing to engage in suicide research whether as individuals 

or as collaborators with other disciplines. Furthermore, 

remaining faithful to providing an ethically and value based 

practice requires a fervent demonstration of commitment from 

social workers working at the micro, macro and mezzo levels of 

intervention to contribute to the development of social work 

evidence in suicide prevention, intervention and postvention.
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• The findings of our review support the outcomes of the 

previous study by Joe & Niedermeier (2008). Of the 241 

articles meeting the inclusion criteria, a majority were either 

descriptive 33% (n=79) or explanatory 57% (n=137) with 

10.3% (n=25) meeting the definition of a control study. 

• Of the total included articles, 71% consisted of quantitative, 

research with the remainder being 23% qualitative and 6% 

mixed methods. 

• The results of an analysis of the major research topics by 

social work researchers are illustrated in the tree maps. The 

largest tiles represent the most prevalent themes and fields of 

interest covered by social work research. The smaller tiles 

represent less common topics.
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• Worldwide, suicide is a significant public health concern with close to one million people dying

by suicide each year (WHO, 2014). The impact of suicide and suicidal behaviour has far

reaching effects, individually, for families and within the broader community (Jordan &

McIntosh, 2011).

• Health professionals, including social workers, come in contact with those at risk of, or exposed

to, suicide on a regular basis, either in direct client practice or indirectly through advocacy,

health promotion and policy work. Social workers practicing from a holistic perspective have the

capacity to play a significant role in the implementation of many of the strategies used for

suicide prevention, intervention and postvention. Therefore, it is reasonable to assume social

work practice in this area would be well developed with a sound research base informing

practice, generated through either social work specific research embedded with social work

values or as part of a multidisciplinary team.

• However, there has been a paucity of suicide research published by social workers. In 2006,

US based researchers Joe and Niedermeier (2008) published the first systematic review

examining social work contribution to suicidology covering the period 1980 – 2006. The results

of that study indicated a mere 133 articles on suicide (prevention/intervention/postvention) had

been published by social work researchers over the 26 year period and that 64.9% of articles

by social workers in the field of suicide prevention remained explanatory in nature focusing on

multifactorial risk factors and suicidal behaviours. The remainder of papers retrieved by Joe &

Niedermeier (2008) consisted of articles examining trend analysis of suicide rates (descriptive)

and control articles evaluating interventions accounted for 7.6 % of the articles included.

• From this, the authors emphasised the importance of social workers in practice having the

opportunity to rely on research from their own discipline as such research would incorporate

into its approach the very unique characteristics so particular to social work practice.

• In light of this, and given the continued public focus on suicide prevention, this paper seeks to

extend the work carried out by Joe and Niedermeier (2008). However, unlike Joe and

Niedermeier’s (2008) paper which was limited to articles published in specific journals (29

social work journal and 3 specialty journals on suicide and/or death), this review expands the

coverage to include any peer reviewed publications overlooked by Joe and Niedermeier’s

(2008) study.

• Social work is a collaborative profession engaging in interdisciplinary scholarship. Its settings

are heterogeneous, traversing multiple fields of practice. It is inevitable a majority of the

research will be appear in non-social work journals, a point that has also been raised by Joe &

Neidermeier (2008) and others (Thyer, 2002). By expanding the range of peer reviewed

publications this review provides a comprehensive overview of the current knowledge on

suicide prevention, intervention, and postvention authored in whole or part by social workers.
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• Search for relevant articles, published between 01/01/2003 and 
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settings as well as providing postvention support to those 

bereaved by suicide. However, a paucity of suicide prevention, 

intervention and postvention research leaves the social work 
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specific knowledge to draw upon in both practice and policy. 
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or as collaborators with other disciplines. Furthermore, 
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intervention to contribute to the development of social work 
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• Search Protocol: The authors used a modified version of Joe & Niedermeiers’ (2008) search

protocol to answer the research question, ‘What is the social work contribution to suicide

prevention, intervention and postvention research?’.

• Inclusion criteria:

1. presented original research in the fields of suicide prevention, intervention and/or

postvention;

2. authored or co-authored by at least one social work researcher; and

3. published between 2003-2013 in peer reviewed English language journals.

• Exclusion criteria:

1. articles containing a minor focus on suicide;

2. articles where the outcomes were not related to suicide;

3. articles which covered topics such as euthanasia or assisted suicide or non-suicidal

self-harm;

4. none of the listed authors were social work qualified;

5. non-primary empirical research (e.g. reviews, unpublished reports; dissertations, and

grey literature) and;

6. papers published in non-English language journals.

• Search strategy: A thorough search for relevant articles, published between 01/01/2003-

12/31/2013, was completed using seven electronic databases selected for their coverage of

social work, social welfare and human services (see PRISMA below). Tailored keyword

search strings using advanced search functions were devised.

• Data Analysis: Articles were consigned to one of the three categories typified in Rosen et al.

(1999) typology of social work knowledge (i.e. descriptive, explanatory and control). The

authors also devised a list of the central topics covered by the articles retrieved. The

frequency of key categories were counted and converted into three hierarchical tree maps

created using Google docs (see Results).
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descriptive 33% (n=79) or explanatory 57% (n=137) with 

10.3% (n=25) meeting the definition of a control study. 

• Of the total included articles, 71% consisted of quantitative, 

research with the remainder being 23% qualitative and 6% 

mixed methods. 

• The results of an analysis of the major research topics by 

social work researchers are illustrated in the tree maps. The 

largest tiles represent the most prevalent themes and fields of 

interest covered by social work research. The smaller tiles 

represent less common topics.

• Suicide continues to be a major public health concern. Social 

workers play an important and critical role in suicide prevention 

through broader health and wellbeing initiatives and education, 

implementing intervention strategies in within mental health 

settings as well as providing postvention support to those 

bereaved by suicide. However, a paucity of suicide prevention, 

intervention and postvention research leaves the social work 

profession without a strong evidence base of social work 

specific knowledge to draw upon in both practice and policy. 

• This study reiterates the importance of social work researchers 

continuing to engage in suicide research whether as individuals 

or as collaborators with other disciplines. Furthermore, 

remaining faithful to providing an ethically and value based 

practice requires a fervent demonstration of commitment from 

social workers working at the micro, macro and mezzo levels of 

intervention to contribute to the development of social work 

evidence in suicide prevention, intervention and postvention.
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Figure 1: Systematic Review Process 
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mixed methods. 
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implementing intervention strategies in within mental health 

settings as well as providing postvention support to those 

bereaved by suicide. However, a paucity of suicide prevention, 

intervention and postvention research leaves the social work 

profession without a strong evidence base of social work 

specific knowledge to draw upon in both practice and policy. 
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continuing to engage in suicide research whether as individuals 

or as collaborators with other disciplines. Furthermore, 

remaining faithful to providing an ethically and value based 

practice requires a fervent demonstration of commitment from 

social workers working at the micro, macro and mezzo levels of 

intervention to contribute to the development of social work 

evidence in suicide prevention, intervention and postvention.

References available upon request 



Abstract

References

Methods

Introduction
Conclusions

ResultsResults

Click headings to further view content

Descriptive Articles (N=79; 32.8%)

Overall, the majority of the descriptive articles consisted of qualitative research (62%) with

27% and 11% using quantitative and mixed methodology respectively.

Hierarchical Tree Map of 79 published articles using descriptive research design. “%”

represents number of subthemes identified within the category of descriptive articles included

in this review.
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Explanatory Articles (N=137; 56.8%)

137 explanatory articles were authored by social work researchers with 95% of the papers

using qualitative methodologies whilst 4% consisted of qualitative and 1% mixed methods.

Hierarchical Tree Map of 137 published articles using explanatory research design. “%”

represents number of subthemes identified within the category of explanatory articles

included in this review.

Bereav.=Bereaved; C.A=Child Abuse; C. Disease=Chronic Disease; D & A=Drug and Alcohol

(Substance Abuse); LGBTI=Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender & Intersex;

Preg=Pregnancy; S/W=Social Work.
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Control Articles (N=25; 10.3%)

Within this, quantitative articles accounted for 84% of papers with 16% using mixed

methodology. The number of control papers retrieved reaffirms the previous findings of Joe &

Niedermeier (2008), where there remains a paucity of social work research on knowledge that

guides and directs social work practice through the testing and evaluation of the efficacy of

suicide prevention strategies, intervention and postvention. Furthermore, the control articles

retrieved in this review gave marginal coverage of Mrazek & Haggerty (1994)

prevention/intervention continuum. Two articles were representative of universal and

multifaceted interventions respectively, with the majority of control papers falling within the

area of selective prevention (including gatekeeping and screening) (n=14). Of the selective

prevention articles, three programs did include an “indicated” component targeting

participants at high risk. Meanwhile, there were seven articles on treatment programs whilst

postvention interventions accounted for 12% (n=3) of the control articles retrieved.

Hierarchical Tree Map of 25 published articles using control research design. “%” represents

number of subthemes identified within the category of control articles included in this review.

U=universal; S=selective; P.V.=postvention; Tx=Treatment
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• The social work voice on suicide has been relatively absent 

from the literature. This systematic review aimed to map the 

contribution social work research has made to suicide 

prevention, intervention and postvention. 

• 241 papers were identified. Explanatory research remains the 

primary mode of scientific inquiry in suicide research. 

• There remains a dearth of social work research dedicated to 

suicide in Indigenous populations, postvention knowledge, and 

suicide and stigma. 

• Future social work research should pursue a greater 

contribution to the primary prevention literature by evaluating 

programs and interventions. 

• Worldwide, suicide is a significant public health concern with 

nearly one million people dying by suicide each year (WHO, 

2014). Social workers have the capacity to play a role in the 

implementation of many of the strategies used for suicide 

prevention, intervention and postvention. 

• However, there has been a paucity of suicide research 

published by social workers. Joe and Niedermeier (2008) 

published the first systematic review examining social work 

contribution to suicidology covering the period 1980–2006, 

with only 133 articles published by social workers. 

• This study seeks to extend the work carried out by Joe and 

Niedermeier (2008). 

• Research question, ‘What is the social work contribution to 

suicide prevention, intervention and postvention research?’.

• Search for relevant articles, published between 01/01/2003 and 

12/31/2013, was completed using seven electronic databases. 

• Inclusion criteria: 1) presented original research in the fields of 

suicide prevention, intervention and/or postvention; 2) authored 

or co-authored by at least one social work researcher; and 3) 

were published between 2003-2013 in peer reviewed English 

language journals. 

• Articles were assigned to one of the three categories typified in 

Rosen et al. (1999) typology of social work knowledge. The 

authors also devised a list of the central themes. 

• The findings of our review support the outcomes of the 

previous study by Joe & Niedermeier (2008). Of the 241 

articles meeting the inclusion criteria, a majority were either 

descriptive 33% (n=79) or explanatory 57% (n=137) with 

10.3% (n=25) meeting the definition of a control study. 

• Of the total included articles, 71% consisted of quantitative, 

research with the remainder being 23% qualitative and 6% 

mixed methods. 

• The results of an analysis of the major research topics by 

social work researchers are illustrated in the tree maps. The 

largest tiles represent the most prevalent themes and fields of 

interest covered by social work research. The smaller tiles 

represent less common topics.

• Suicide continues to be a major public health concern. Social 

workers play an important and critical role in suicide prevention 

through broader health and wellbeing initiatives and education, 

implementing intervention strategies in within mental health 

settings as well as providing postvention support to those 

bereaved by suicide. However, a paucity of suicide prevention, 

intervention and postvention research leaves the social work 

profession without a strong evidence base of social work 

specific knowledge to draw upon in both practice and policy. 

• This study reiterates the importance of social work researchers 

continuing to engage in suicide research whether as individuals 

or as collaborators with other disciplines. Furthermore, 

remaining faithful to providing an ethically and value based 

practice requires a fervent demonstration of commitment from 

social workers working at the micro, macro and mezzo levels of 

intervention to contribute to the development of social work 

evidence in suicide prevention, intervention and postvention.
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Discussion

• The review reports the contribution by social work researchers to suicide research during the

years 2003-2013 with a specific focus on research that seeks to study suicide prevention,

intervention and postvention. Historically, social work research has been predominated by

explanatory articles (Rosen, Bailey, Proctor, Bruno & Staudt, 1999). This trend continues with a

majority of papers retrieved in this review being explanatory or descriptive in nature. Social

work research needs to build on existing explanatory knowledge and develop new programs or

engage in empirical assessment of existing interventions.

• With regard to knowledge generation, seven of the 241 articles are wholly authored by social

workers underscoring the multidisciplinary nature of suicide prevention and postvention.

• Whilst a lack of suicide research by social work researchers may imply indifference or a lack of

expertise among social work practitioners, studies suggest that limited funding of research

projects, poor organisational support discouraging social work practitioners from participating

in research activities, a lack of research training of undergraduates and the absence of

collaboration between universities and social work practitioners all contribute to a minimal

evidence base (Brough, Wagner & Farrell, 2013).

Future Research

• The research gaps identified in the review are considerable. One salient area, suicide among

Indigenous and rural populations, was wholly neglected by social work research, despite

continued high rates in suicide in these groups, and continued interest on the health and social

care needs of Aboriginal populations. A second area with declining publications is social work

research on youth suicide. Other suicide related issues which appear to have been neglected

includes postvention and the relationship between suicide and stigma.

Limitations and Methodological Factors of Articles

• All relevant control papers regardless of their methodological quality. Based on traditional

standards, the overall quality of control papers published by social work researchers on

strategies designed to reduce suicidal risk remains weak, with only four articles using

randomised controlled design. Other quantitative research methods for the evaluation of

interventions used pre-test and or post-test (n=17), a typical design when seeking to evaluate

outcomes, but not always appropriate for complex areas.

• Apart from limitations of control articles and research design, a large number of descriptive
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generalizability of the results to other population groups.

• Other issues affecting quality of the articles overall ranged from absence of control groups,

potential bias from self-referred samples and self-reporting, and use of cross-sectional study

designs.
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