
Good reasons for listening to the 
narratives of suicidal persons

Konrad Michel, M.D.
University Hospital of Psychiatry

Bern, Switzerland

konrad.michel@spk.unibe.ch



... they may not 
understand one 
another's speech.
Genesis 11: 1-9



The Violin Maker
Michel & Valach, Archives of Suicide Research 1997
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The Violin Maker
Michel & Valach, Archives of Suicide Research 1997

“Nothing helps. I have tried everything in my life. .... I have 

failed in my job. I messed up the relationships with most of 

my relatives, and I am in the train of doing the same thing 

with my wife. Everything wrong, always, always, always. .... 

I do not know where the journey will go, but at least it does 

not stay in this vale of tears”.

SENSE OF FAILURE



5

The Violin Maker
Michel & Valach, Archives of Suicide Research 1997

Rejected by Violin 
Makers Association

“I do not know where 
the journey will go; at 
least it will not stay in 
this vale of tears”

Triggering event

PAIN
SHAME!Loss of income

“FAILURE” –
father’s voice

Loss of a major life 
goal
Loss of face

Suicide as a 
solution to end 

the pain



You are depressed.

You need an 
antidepressant.

I am not going to 
to see this guy 
again...

..they may not understand one another's speech.       
Genesis 11: 1-9



The M.D.‘s Model of 
Understanding

93 - 95% of suicides fulfil the criteria of a DSM 5 psychiatric 

disorder.

1. Affective disorders (50 - 70%)

2. Psychotic disorders

3. Substance abuse

4. Personality disorders

Depression is a risk 
factor

BUT:  It is not the 
depression, which 

initiates the suicidal 
act, it is the „owner“ 

of the depression.



The Patients‘ Inner Experience

• Loss of major life goals
• Shame, sense of failure

• Loss of self-respect, self-hate

• Fear of not being understood
• Fear of stigma due to psychiatric treatment

• Fear of losing autonomy



Men Do Not Talk

Interviews with parents of 33 cases

• Boy concealed problems and hid

behind a mask (89%)

• Parents felt powerless and deprived

• of information

• Shame for What He Had Done

• Shame for What Happened to Him

• Shame of Physical Appearance

• Shame for Himself and Who He Was.



„Suicide is not an illness -
it is an action“ 

Ladislav Valach, PhD 



Understanding Suicide 
as an Action

1. We explain our actions through stories
2. Actions are goal-directed and related to higher-

order goals



The Narrative Interview (I)
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Narrative: A story told to an attentive listener to explain
and give meanings to events. A narrative ends with an 
outcome.

Suicidal patients have a good narrative competence

„Can you tell me how you got

to the point of harming 

yourself?“



Hypothesis:
Narratives Create Alliance

Study
Comparison of different interview approaches
8 psys, 18 patients
HAQ (Penn Helping Alliance Questionnaire)

Results

Therapeutic alliance (Penn Helping Alliance 
Questionnaire) was rated higher when therapists

1. used a narrative interviewing style 

2. acknowledged the meaning of important life-goals

Michel et al., Arch Suicide Res 2004



The Narrative Interview (II)

• An empathic listener creates a sense of 
validation and trust in the story teller 

• TRUST is the basis of therapeutic alliance

• THERAPEUTIC ALLIANCE is the precondition for a 
successful therapy



Attempted Suicide Short 
Intervention Program ASSIP

3 sessions, highly structured, manual based
+ 6 standardized letters over 24 months



„I would like you to tell me the story how you came 
to the point that you wanted to end your life” “.

ASSIP  SESSION 1     NARRATIVE INTERVIEW



ASSIP  SESSION 2     VIDEO-PLAYBACK

„We shall now watch together what you told me 
in the first session...“



ASSIP  SESSION 3     SAFETY PLANNING

• Warning signs

• Saftey strategies

• Long-term measures



120 suicide attempters (60/60)

RESULTS
At 24 months: Control: 41 reattempts, 

ASSIP :   5 reattempts
• 80% reduction of risk of patients

reattempting
• 72% fewer days spent in hospital

March 1, 2016



I would like to hear 
how you came to the 
point of harming 
yourself (?)

Well, ...my father 
was the head of a 
high-school. He 

often told me that I 
am hopeless, a  

failure...

...and they do understand one another's speech.       



Conclusions



Narrative

Therapeutic Alliance

OK

To connect with 
the Person in the Patient



The Clinician’s Dual Role

• C. listens
• Patient is the expert of 

his/her story
• C. and patient 

collaboratively develop 
an understanding of 
what happened

1. 2.

C. is the expert of 
diagnosing and 
treating psychiatric 
disorder 

C. makes clinical
assessment and plans
for treatment

C. assumes
responsibility



THANK YOU FOR YOUR 
ATTENTION!

www.konradmichel.ch


