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Death by suicide is a significant public health prob-
lem, with deaths resulting from suicide increasing
by 28% from 1999 to 2016.1 Of those whose died
by suicide, 54% were not previously diagnosed with
a mental health condition.1 Lack of a formal mental
health diagnosis could be attributed to social stigma
or limited access to health care.2 The United States
Preventative Services Task Force (USPSTF) rec-
ommends periodic screening for depression in the
general adult population, but only 2.25% to 5% of
adults are screened by their primary care provider
(PCP) in a given year.3–5 Increasing national focus
on depression and suicide, including media reports
of celebrity deaths and Logic’s song, “1 to 800 to
273 to 8255” (National Suicide Prevention Ho-
tline), highlights the importance of enlisting mul-
tiple health care providers at different points of
access to help identify those who are struggling
with mental health symptoms and suicidal ide-
ation.6–9

PCPs play an important role in screening for
and identification of suicidal ideation, as they are

one of most likely members of the health care team
to have contact with a patient before an attempted
suicide. Just 19% of patients have contact with a
mental health provider in the month before at-
tempting suicide, but 45% have contact with their
PCP.10 Community pharmacists can also play an
opportune role in assessing and identifying suicidal
ideation in collaboration with PCPs and connect-
ing patients with mental health care. Community
pharmacists have more frequent contact with pa-
tients throughout the year; patients visit their PCP
on average 4 times a year, while visiting their com-
munity pharmacy up to 35 times.11 With their
accessibility, community pharmacists are poised to
screen for, detect, and refer patients who may be at
risk for mental health crisis. Figure 1 highlights the
authors’ proposed role for an interdisciplinary
model for mental health screening and access. Al-
though psychiatrists may be better equipped to
provide the optimal initiation of care compared
with PCPs or nonphysician mental health care pro-
viders, all providers must be utilized to address this
need.12 Of patients seeking treatment in 2017,
20.3% reported unmet treatment needs.13

Community pharmacists play an important and
unique role in the health care system. Patients have
reported that their connections with their commu-
nity pharmacists are critical in times when their
prescribers are not available, and they are willing to
engage with and share important health informa-
tion with their community pharmacists.14 Previous
literature has shown that community pharmacists
are able to complete mental health screenings in
practice and, therefore, play a vital role in identi-
fying patients at risk.15–20 Patients’ and other
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health care providers’ current lack of understand-
ing of the pharmacist’s place in the health care
system may impede the uptake of a greater role of
the community pharmacist in mental health care.
However, there are indications that societal atti-
tudes toward engaging with a community pharma-
cist on such topics may be evolving. A total of 91%
of patients taking mental health medications re-
ported being very comfortable going to community
pharmacies and 83% feel they are treated with
respect by their community pharmacist.21 Patients
with mental health conditions have reported a re-
lationship of trust with their pharmacist as a facil-
itator of communication about mental health
needs, as it reduces fear of stigma.22

To further highlight why community pharma-
cists need to be engaged in mental health screening
and monitoring of these conditions, a recent study
by Qato et al.23 found that more than one-third of
adults in the United States are currently taking
medications that have the potential to cause depres-
sion. In addition, the prevalence of patients taking
a drug with suicidal ideation as a potential adverse
effect increased from 17% in 2005 to 2006 to al-
most 24% in 2013 to 2014.24 Lavigne24 recently
found that 125 Food and Drug Administration-
approved prescription drugs have suicidal ideation
as a potential adverse effect and some of these are
prescribed at high rates. Community pharmacists

are in an ideal position to monitor patients who are
currently prescribed medications that warrant
monitoring for emerging signs for suicide risk or
other mental health crisis.

Although community pharmacists are well-posi-
tioned to help with screening for suicidal ideation,
engaging them more fully in this aspect of health
care management is not without barriers. Examples
of barriers for collaboration between PCPs and
community pharmacists to address needs of pa-
tients with mental health issues include community
pharmacists’ lack of comfort and training in re-
sponding to mental health needs, low awareness of
community resources available for patients who
need assistance and support, stigma associated with
mental health conditions, and lack of awareness of
the potential role of the pharmacist.15,25,26 The
authors have found lack of time to be another
commonly reported barrier. Surprisingly, although
lack of reimbursement has been reported as a bar-
rier, it was ranked as 1 of the lowest of 12 barriers
in a study among North Carolina pharmacists.27,28

Patients have also supported community phar-
macists receiving training in suicide prevention,
which would address some of the identified barri-
ers.14 Sixteen programs are available for commu-
nity pharmacists across the nation; however, Wash-
ington state is the only state that has a required
suicide training program for pharmacists.29 Mental

Figure 1. Flowchart of the initial patient recruitment process.
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Health First Aid (MHFA) training could be an
avenue to improve community pharmacists’ confi-
dence by preparing them to identify, understand,
and respond to mental health needs.30 MHFA is an
evidence-based training that was developed by a
mental health literacy expert.31 Training helps to
build self-efficacy and confidence by increasing
their mental health literacy, ability to recognize
signs and symptoms of mental health crisis, appro-
priate responses to patients with suicidal thoughts,
and referral processes and locations for patients.16

MHFA training is required for community phar-
macy accreditation in Australia.32 For PCPs look-
ing to collaborate with community pharmacists in
suicide prevention, they may consider requiring
their community pharmacist colleagues to com-
plete this training.

PCPs interested in collaborating with commu-
nity pharmacists for this public health need must
ensure their collaborators are adequately prepared
to respond to positive screens. USPSTF states de-
pression, suicidal ideation, and other mental health
screenings should only be undertaken when sup-
ports are available for proper diagnosis, treatment,
and follow-up.3 PCPs must work with their com-
munity pharmacist colleagues to develop an agree-
able algorithm for communication of findings and
awareness of resources in their respective commu-
nities, particularly if the patient needs immediate
crisis services.33 Furthermore, best practices still
need to be identified for how community pharmacists
should structure these screenings and interventions in
a confidential manner. Research is also needed to
identify how screening results should be communi-
cated to PCPs for follow-up and intervention.

PCPs must help patients recognize the value of
their community pharmacists in nondispensing
health care roles. Although patients have reported a
willingness to disclose self-harm with community
pharmacists, they have reported some trepidation
regarding community pharmacists’ role in mental
health. This could be due to concerns for stigma
and judgment or ability for community pharmacy
workflow to accommodate their needs, which were
identified by Murphy et al.14 Lack of private coun-
seling areas where other patients cannot overhear
conversations may contribute to patient concerns.
Community pharmacies should work to create
comfortable and private counseling areas for these
interventions. Some patients also admitted that

they have never considered the role of their phar-
macist in mental health care.14

Facilitators for this new role include the acces-
sibility of the pharmacist, awareness campaigns tai-
lored to patients and providers to educate each
about enhanced community pharmacist services,
and resources on display about these services.15

When PCPs educate patients about expectations of
the community pharmacist’s role in their health

Table 1. Best Practice Recommendations for
Interdisciplinary Suicide Screening

Challenge Recommendations

Patients to screen ● All adults (�18) as patients often do
not recognize their symptoms as
signs of mental health conditions
(i.e., depression)

● Risk factors for determining suicidal
ideation risk and acuity of risk may
have limited clinical utility36

● Older adults (�50), particularly
men, are less likely to be screened
for suicidal ideation37,38

Lack of education
and preparation

● To address the suicide public health
crisis, Washington state requires all
health care providers to complete
suicide prevention training29

● 2012 National Strategy for Suicide
Prevention outlined the importance
of prevention training for all
personnel in health professions39

● Evidence-based suicide prevention
training should be required of all
health care providers, including
pharmacists40

● Interprofessional education at
schools and colleges of pharmacy,
medicine, etc., could incorporate
mental health care and access

Gaps in transitions
of care40

● Need to develop transitions of care
programs post-emergency
department discharge to
communicate back to PCP,
community pharmacist, and if
established, mental health care
provider

● Need to ensure adequate
psychosocial assessment occurs to
identify patients at risk

● Need to develop triage process
from community pharmacy to PCP/
mental health care provider or crisis
unit/acute care based on severity

Role of the
pharmacist

● PCPs encourage patient perception
of the pharmacist as part of the
mental health care team40

● Research models of interdisciplinary
care for suicide prevention to
identify best practices40

PCP, primary care provider.
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care, the barrier of patient acceptance of an ex-
panded role of the pharmacist is decreased.34 Im-
proving identification of patients at risk for depres-
sion and suicidal ideation is a critical public health
concern, and greater collaboration between PCPs
and community pharmacists could provide a means
to do so.

Looking forward, many questions still need to
be answered and require thoughtful use of imple-
mentation science and research to identify the best
interdisciplinary response to the suicide public
health crisis. The National Action Alliance for Sui-
cide Prevention Research Prioritization Task Force
developed the first coordinated suicide prevention
research agenda in 2014.35 Research priorities in-
cluded provider and gatekeeper training, enhanced
continuity of care through generation of models
that ensure accessible treatment, and effective
care.35 Table 1 provides a summary of the author’s
recommendations for key questions and objectives
for stakeholders on how to create an interdisciplin-
ary response to the suicide public health crisis in
the United States.

To see this article online, please go to: http://jabfm.org/content/
32/6/763.full.
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