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The Problem…

• Field of suicidology challenged by lack of conceptual clarity about 
suicidal behaviors and corresponding lack of well-defined terminology

- In both research and clinical descriptions of suicidal acts 

• Variability of terms referring to same behaviors (e.g., threat, gesture). 
Often pejorative and based on incorrect notions about seriousness 
and lethality of methods (e.g., manipulative, non-serious, etc).



Current Terminology 
Research Implications of the Problem

Example 1.

(Dhossche, 2000)



Current Terminology 
Research Implications of the Problem

Example 2.

(Hickey, Hawton, Fagg, & Weitzel, 2001)



Consequences…

• Makes interpreting the meaning of suicidal occurrences 
more difficult and hampers precise communication on 
individual or population basis

– Occurrences that should be classified as suicidal may be 
missed

– Occurrences may be inappropriately classified as 
suicidal



The Need for Consistent Definitions 
& Data Elements

“Research on suicide is plagued by many methodological 
problems… Definitions lack uniformity … reporting of suicide is 
inaccurate…”

(Reducing Suicide: A National Imperative,  Institute of Medicine, 2002)



Synonyms for Suicide

• Committed Suicide
• Completed Suicide
• Failed Attempt
• Fatal Repeater
• Fatal Suicide
• Fatal Suicide Attempt
• Hastened Death
• Intentional Self-Murder
• Intentional Suicide

• Lethal Suicide Attempt
• Rational Suicide
• Self-Inflicted Death
• Self-Murder
• Self-Slaughter
• Suicide Victim
• Successful Attempt
• Successful Suicide
• Unintentional Suicide



Synonyms for Suicide Attempt

• Aborted Suicide Attempt
• Attempted Suicide
• Cry for Help
• Death Rehearsals
• Failed Attempts
• Failed Completion
• Failed Suicide
• Near Lethal Self-Harm
• Near Miss Attempt
• Non-Lethal Self-Injurious Act

• Non-Suicidal Self-injury
• Parasuicide
• Risk-Taking Behavior
• Self-Assaultive Behavior
• Self-Destructive Behavior
• Self-Inflicted Behavior
• Self-Injurious Behavior
• Suicidal Episode
• Suicidal Manipulation
• Suicidal Rehearsal



“Unacceptable Terms”

• Attempted Suicide
• Completed Suicide
• Committed Suicide
• Failed Attempt
• Failed Completion
• Fatal Suicide Attempt

• Nonfatal Suicide Attempt
• Nonfatal Suicide
• Suicide Victim
• Suicide Gesture
• Manipulative Act



Nomenclature (def.):
• a set of commonly understood
• widely acceptable
• comprehensive 
• terms that define the basic clinical phenomena (of 

suicide and suicide-related behaviors)
• based on a logical set of necessary component 

elements that can be easily applied 

What is a Nomenclature?

Silverman (2006)



• enhance clarity of communication
• have applicability across clinical settings
• be theory neutral
• be culturally neutral
• use mutually exclusive terms that encompass the 

spectrum of thoughts and actions

Peter Brueghel the Elder, 1563

What is the Purpose of a Nomenclature?

http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/e/e1/Brueghel-tower-of-babel.jpg


Beck, et al., 
Classification (1974)



SLTB, 26, 237-252, 1996



O’Carroll, et al. 
Nomenclature 

(1996)



Rebuilding the Tower of Babel:  
A Revised Nomenclature 

for the Study of Suicide and Suicidal Behaviors

Part I: Background, Rationale, and Methodology 
Part II: Suicide-Related Ideations, Communications 

and Behaviors

Morton M. Silverman, M.D.
Alan L. Berman, Ph.D.
Nels D. Sanddal, M.S.

Patrick O’Carroll, M.D., M.P.H.
Thomas E. Joiner, Jr., Ph.D.

SLTB (2007), 37(3), 248-277



Suicide-Related IDEATIONS 

Suicide-Related COMMUNICATIONS 

Suicide-Related BEHAVIORS



Suicide-Related Communications 
(Silverman, et al., 2007)

INTENT TO DIE?

NO UNCERTAIN YES

SUICIDE THREAT 
I

PLAN?

NO YES

SUICIDE THREAT 
I SUICIDE PLAN I

SUICIDE THREAT 
II

PLAN?

NO YES

SUICIDE THREAT 
II SUICIDE PLAN II

SUICIDE THREAT 
III

PLAN?

NO YES

SUICIDE THREAT 
III SUICIDE PLAN III



INTENT TO DIE?

NO UNDETERMINED YES

SELF-HARM

SELF-INFLICTED 
INJURY?

NO YES

SELF-HARM I FATAL?

UNDETERMINED 
SUICIDE  

ATTEMPT

SELF-INFLICTED 
INJURY?

NO YES

UNDETERMINED 
SUICIDE-
RELAGED 

BEHAVIOR I

FATAL?

SUICIDE 
ATTEMPT

SELF-INFLICTED 
INJURY?

NO YES

SUICIDE 
ATTEMPT I FATAL?

NO YES

SELF-HARM II
SELF-INFLICTED 
UNINTENTIONAL 

DEATH

NO YES

UNDETERMINED 
SUICIDE-

RELATED DEATH 
II

SELF-INFLICTED 
DEATH with 

UNDETERMINED 
INTENT

NO YES

SUICIDE 
ATTEMPT II SUICIDE

Suicide-Related Behaviors



Suicide-Related Behaviors



Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention 

Development of standard definitions 
and recommended data elements for 

self-directed violence (SDV) 
surveillance 

Alex E. Crosby, M.D.



SelfSelf--Directed ViolenceDirected Violence 
Classification SystemClassification System

Lisa A. Brenner, Ph.D.
VISN 19 Mental Illness Research Education and 

Clinical Center
Denver VA Medical Center

University of Colorado, Denver, School of 
Medicine



Self-Directed Violence Classification System*

Type Sub-Type Definition Modifiers Terms

Thoughts

Non-Suicidal 
Self-Directed 

Violence 
Ideation

Self-reported thoughts regarding a person’s desire to engage in self-inflicted 
potentially injurious behavior. There is no evidence of intent to die.

For example, persons engage in Non-Suicidal Self-Directed Violence 
Ideation in order to attain some other end (e.g., to seek help, regulate 
negative mood, punish others, to receive attention).

N/A •Non-Suicidal Self-Directed Violence Ideation

Suicidal
Ideation

Self-reported thoughts of engaging in suicide-related behavior.

For example, intrusive thoughts of suicide without the wish to die would be 
classified as Suicidal Ideation, Without Intent.

• Intent
-Without
-Undetermined
-With

•Suicidal Ideation, Without Intent
•Suicidal Ideation, With Undetermined Intent
•Suicidal Ideation, With Intent

Behaviors

Non-Suicidal
Self-Directed 

Violence

A self-inflicted potentially harmful or preparatory behavior with NO intent,          
such as to affect external circumstances or affect internal state.

For example, persons engage in Non-Suicidal Self-Directed Violence in order         
to attain some other end (e.g., to seek help, regulate negative mood,            
punish others, to receive attention).

N/A •Non-Suicidal Self-Directed Violence, Preparatory

• Injury
-Without
-With
-Fatal

• Interrupted by  
Self or Other

•Non-Suicidal Self-Directed Violence, Without 
Injury

•Non-Suicidal Self-Directed Violence, Without 
Injury, Interrupted by Self or Other

•Non-Suicidal Self-Directed Violence, With Injury
•Non-Suicidal Self-Directed Violence, With Injury, 
Interrupted by Self or Other

•Non-Suicidal Self-Directed Violence, Fatal

Undetermined
Self-Directed 

Violence

A self-directed potentially harmful or preparatory behavior where the intent 
to die is unclear based on the available evidence.

For example, the person is unable to admit positively to the intent to die         
(e.g., unconsciousness, incapacitation, intoxication, acute psychosis,  
disorientation, or death); OR the person is reluctant to admit positively to          
the intent to die for other or unknown reasons. 

N/A
•Undetermined Self-Directed Violence, 
Preparatory

• Injury
-Without
-With
-Fatal

• Interrupted by  
Self or Other

•Undetermined Self-Directed Violence, Without 
Injury

•Undetermined Self-Directed Violence, Without 
Injury, Interrupted by Self or Other

•Undetermined Self-Directed Violence, With Injury
•Undetermined Self-Directed Violence, With 
Injury, Interrupted by Self or Other

•Undetermined Self-Directed Violence, Fatal 

Suicidal
Self-Directed 

Violence

A potentially harmful or preparatory behavior with any intent to

 

die as a result of the behavior. 

For example, hoarding medication for the purpose of overdosing would be    
classified as Suicidal Self-Directed Violence, Preparatory. 

N/A •Suicidal Self-Directed Violence, Preparatory

• Injury
-Without
-With
-Fatal

• Interrupted by  
Self or Other

•Suicide Attempt, Without Injury
•Suicide Attempt, Without Injury, Interrupted by 
Self or Other

•Suicide Attempt, With Injury
•Suicide Attempt, With Injury, Interrupted by Self 
or Other

•Suicide



Self-Directed Violence Classification System*

Type Sub-Type Definition Modifiers Terms

Thoughts

Non-Suicidal 
Self-Directed 

Violence 
Ideation

Self-reported thoughts regarding a person’s desire to engage in self-inflicted 
potentially injurious behavior. There is no evidence of intent to die.

For example, persons engage in Non-Suicidal Self-Directed Violence 
Ideation in order to attain some other end (e.g., to seek help, regulate 
negative mood, punish others, to receive attention).

N/A •Non-Suicidal Self-Directed Violence Ideation

Suicidal
Ideation

Self-reported thoughts of engaging in suicide-related behavior.

For example, intrusive thoughts of suicide without the wish to die would be 
classified as Suicidal Ideation, Without Intent.

• Intent
-Without
-Undetermined
-With

•Suicidal Ideation, Without Intent
•Suicidal Ideation, With Undetermined Intent
•Suicidal Ideation, With Intent

Behaviors

Non-Suicidal
Self-Directed 

Violence

A self-inflicted potentially harmful or preparatory behavior with NO intent,          
such as to affect external circumstances or affect internal state.

For example, persons engage in Non-Suicidal Self-Directed Violence in order         
to attain some other end (e.g., to seek help, regulate negative mood,            
punish others, to receive attention).

N/A •Non-Suicidal Self-Directed Violence, Preparatory

• Injury
-Without
-With
-Fatal

• Interrupted by  
Self or Other

•Non-Suicidal Self-Directed Violence, Without 
Injury

•Non-Suicidal Self-Directed Violence, Without 
Injury, Interrupted by Self or Other

•Non-Suicidal Self-Directed Violence, With Injury
•Non-Suicidal Self-Directed Violence, With Injury, 
Interrupted by Self or Other

•Non-Suicidal Self-Directed Violence, Fatal

Undetermined
Self-Directed 

Violence

A self-directed potentially harmful or preparatory behavior where the intent 
to die is unclear based on the available evidence.

For example, the person is unable to admit positively to the intent to die         
(e.g., unconsciousness, incapacitation, intoxication, acute psychosis,  
disorientation, or death); OR the person is reluctant to admit positively to          
the intent to die for other or unknown reasons. 

N/A
•Undetermined Self-Directed Violence, 
Preparatory

• Injury
-Without
-With
-Fatal

• Interrupted by  
Self or Other

•Undetermined Self-Directed Violence, Without 
Injury

•Undetermined Self-Directed Violence, Without 
Injury, Interrupted by Self or Other

•Undetermined Self-Directed Violence, With Injury
•Undetermined Self-Directed Violence, With 
Injury, Interrupted by Self or Other

•Undetermined Self-Directed Violence, Fatal 

Suicidal
Self-Directed 

Violence

A potentially harmful or preparatory behavior with any intent to

 

die as a result of the behavior. 

For example, hoarding medication for the purpose of overdosing would be    
classified as Suicidal Self-Directed Violence, Preparatory. 

N/A •Suicidal Self-Directed Violence, Preparatory

• Injury
-Without
-With
-Fatal

• Interrupted by  
Self or Other

•Suicide Attempt, Without Injury
•Suicide Attempt, Without Injury, Interrupted by 
Self or Other

•Suicide Attempt, With Injury
•Suicide Attempt, With Injury, Interrupted by Self 
or Other

•Suicide



Self-Directed Violence Classification System*

Type Sub-Type Definition Modifiers Terms

Thoughts

Self-Injury
Ideation

Self-reported thoughts regarding a person’s desire to engage in self-inflicted 
potentially injurious behavior. There is no evidence of intent to die.

For example, persons engage in Self-Injury Ideation in order to attain some 
other end (e.g., to seek help, regulate negative mood, punish others, to 
receive attention).

N/A •Self-Injury Ideation

Suicidal
Ideation

Self-reported thoughts of engaging in suicide-related behavior.

For example, intrusive thoughts of suicide without the wish to die would be 
classified as Suicidal Ideation, Without Intent.

• Intent
-Without
-Undetermined
-With

•Suicidal Ideation, Without Intent
•Suicidal Ideation, With Undetermined Intent
•Suicidal Ideation, With Intent

Behaviors

Non-Suicidal
Self-Directed 

Violence

A self-inflicted potentially harmful or preparatory behavior with NO intent,          
such as to affect external circumstances or affect internal state.

For example, persons engage in Non-Suicidal Self-Directed Violence in order         
to attain some other end (e.g., to seek help, regulate negative mood,            
punish others, to receive attention).

N/A •Non-Suicidal Self-Directed Violence, Preparatory

• Injury
-Without
-With
-Fatal

• Interrupted by  
Self or Other

•Non-Suicidal Self-Directed Violence, Without 
Injury

•Non-Suicidal Self-Directed Violence, Without 
Injury, Interrupted by Self or Other

•Non-Suicidal Self-Directed Violence, With Injury
•Non-Suicidal Self-Directed Violence, With Injury, 
Interrupted by Self or Other

•Non-Suicidal Self-Directed Violence, Fatal

Undetermined
Self-Directed 

Violence

A self-directed potentially harmful or preparatory behavior where the intent 
to die is unclear based on the available evidence.

For example, the person is unable to admit positively to the intent to die         
(e.g., unconsciousness, incapacitation, intoxication, acute psychosis,  
disorientation, or death); OR the person is reluctant to admit positively to          
the intent to die for other or unknown reasons. 

N/A
•Undetermined Self-Directed Violence, 
Preparatory

• Injury
-Without
-With
-Fatal

• Interrupted by  
Self or Other

•Undetermined Self-Directed Violence, Without 
Injury

•Undetermined Self-Directed Violence, Without 
Injury, Interrupted by Self or Other

•Undetermined Self-Directed Violence, With Injury
•Undetermined Self-Directed Violence, With 
Injury, Interrupted by Self or Other

•Undetermined Self-Directed Violence, Fatal 

Suicidal
Self-Directed 

Violence

A potentially harmful or preparatory behavior with any intent to

 

die as a result of the behavior. 

For example, hoarding medication for the purpose of overdosing would be    
classified as Suicidal Self-Directed Violence, Preparatory. 

N/A •Suicidal Self-Directed Violence, Preparatory

• Injury
-Without
-With
-Fatal

• Interrupted by  
Self or Other

•Suicide Attempt, Without Injury
•Suicide Attempt, Without Injury, Interrupted by 
Self or Other

•Suicide Attempt, With Injury
•Suicide Attempt, With Injury, Interrupted by Self 
or Other

•Suicide



Type Sub-Type Definition Modifiers Terms

Thoughts

Self-Injury
Ideation

Self-reported thoughts regarding a person’s desire to engage in self-inflicted 
potentially injurious behavior. There is no evidence of intent to die.

For example, persons engage in Self-Injury Ideation in order to attain some 
other end (e.g., to seek help, regulate negative mood, punish others, to 
receive attention).

N/A •Self-Injury Ideation

Suicidal
Ideation

Self-reported thoughts of engaging in suicide-related behavior.

For example, intrusive thoughts of suicide without the wish to die would be 
classified as Suicidal Ideation, Without Intent.

• Intent
-Without
-Undetermined
-With

•Suicidal Ideation, Without Intent
•Suicidal Ideation, With Undetermined Intent
•Suicidal Ideation, With Intent

Behaviors

Non-Suicidal
Self-Directed 

Violence

A self-inflicted potentially harmful or preparatory behavior with NO intent,          
such as to affect external circumstances or affect internal state.

For example, persons engage in Non-Suicidal Self-Directed Violence in order         
to attain some other end (e.g., to seek help, regulate negative mood,            
punish others, to receive attention).

N/A •Non-Suicidal Self-Directed Violence, Preparatory

• Injury
-Without
-With
-Fatal

• Interrupted by  
Self or Other

•Non-Suicidal Self-Directed Violence, Without 
Injury

•Non-Suicidal Self-Directed Violence, Without 
Injury, Interrupted by Self or Other

•Non-Suicidal Self-Directed Violence, With Injury
•Non-Suicidal Self-Directed Violence, With Injury, 
Interrupted by Self or Other

•Non-Suicidal Self-Directed Violence, Fatal

Undetermined
Self-Directed 

Violence

A self-directed potentially harmful or preparatory behavior where the intent 
to die is unclear based on the available evidence.

For example, the person is unable to admit positively to the intent to die         
(e.g., unconsciousness, incapacitation, intoxication, acute psychosis,  
disorientation, or death); OR the person is reluctant to admit positively to          
the intent to die for other or unknown reasons. 

N/A
•Undetermined Self-Directed Violence, 
Preparatory

• Injury
-Without
-With
-Fatal

• Interrupted by  
Self or Other

•Undetermined Self-Directed Violence, Without 
Injury

•Undetermined Self-Directed Violence, Without 
Injury, Interrupted by Self or Other

•Undetermined Self-Directed Violence, With Injury
•Undetermined Self-Directed Violence, With 
Injury, Interrupted by Self or Other

•Undetermined Self-Directed Violence, Fatal 

Suicidal
Self-Directed 

Violence

A potentially harmful or preparatory behavior with any intent to

 

die as a result of the behavior. 

For example, hoarding medication for the purpose of overdosing would be    
classified as Suicidal Self-Directed Violence, Preparatory. 

N/A •Suicidal Self-Directed Violence, Preparatory

• Injury
-Without
-With
-Fatal

• Interrupted by  
Self or Other

•Suicide Attempt, Without Injury
•Suicide Attempt, Without Injury, Interrupted by 
Self or Other

•Suicide Attempt, With Injury
•Suicide Attempt, With Injury, Interrupted by Self 
or Other

•Suicide

When both Thoughts and Behaviors are present
Behaviors trump Thoughts

for purposes of classification

Classification Guideline 1



Self-Directed Violence Classification System*

Type Sub-Type Definition Modifiers Terms

Thoughts

Non-Suicidal 
Self-Directed 

Violence 
Ideation

Self-reported thoughts regarding a person’s desire to engage in self-inflicted 
potentially injurious behavior. There is no evidence of intent to die.

For example, persons engage in Self-Injury Ideation in order to attain some 
other end (e.g., to seek help, regulate negative mood, punish others, to 
receive attention).

N/A •Self-Injury Ideation

Suicidal
Ideation

Self-reported thoughts of engaging in suicide-related behavior.

For example, intrusive thoughts of suicide without the wish to die would be 
classified as Suicidal Ideation, Without Intent.

• Intent
-Without
-Undetermined
-With

•Suicidal Ideation, Without Intent
•Suicidal Ideation, With Undetermined Intent
•Suicidal Ideation, With Intent

Behaviors

Non-Suicidal
Self-Directed 

Violence

A self-inflicted potentially harmful or preparatory behavior with NO intent,          
such as to affect external circumstances or affect internal state.

For example, persons engage in Non-Suicidal Self-Directed Violence in order         
to attain some other end (e.g., to seek help, regulate negative mood,            
punish others, to receive attention).

N/A •Non-Suicidal Self-Directed Violence, Preparatory

• Injury
-Without
-With
-Fatal

• Interrupted by  
Self or Other

•Non-Suicidal Self-Directed Violence, Without 
Injury

•Non-Suicidal Self-Directed Violence, Without 
Injury, Interrupted by Self or Other

•Non-Suicidal Self-Directed Violence, With Injury
•Non-Suicidal Self-Directed Violence, With Injury, 
Interrupted by Self or Other

•Non-Suicidal Self-Directed Violence, Fatal

Undetermined
Self-Directed 

Violence

A self-directed potentially harmful or preparatory behavior where the intent 
to die is unclear based on the available evidence.

For example, the person is unable to admit positively to the intent to die         
(e.g., unconsciousness, incapacitation, intoxication, acute psychosis,  
disorientation, or death); OR the person is reluctant to admit positively to          
the intent to die for other or unknown reasons. 

N/A
•Undetermined Self-Directed Violence, 
Preparatory

• Injury
-Without
-With
-Fatal

• Interrupted by  
Self or Other

•Undetermined Self-Directed Violence, Without 
Injury

•Undetermined Self-Directed Violence, Without 
Injury, Interrupted by Self or Other

•Undetermined Self-Directed Violence, With Injury
•Undetermined Self-Directed Violence, With 
Injury, Interrupted by Self or Other

•Undetermined Self-Directed Violence, Fatal 

Suicidal
Self-Directed 

Violence

A potentially harmful or preparatory behavior with any intent to

 

die as a result of the behavior. 

For example, hoarding medication for the purpose of overdosing would be    
classified as Suicidal Self-Directed Violence, Preparatory. 

N/A •Suicidal Self-Directed Violence, Preparatory

• Injury
-Without
-With
-Fatal

• Interrupted by  
Self or Other

•Suicide Attempt, Without Injury
•Suicide Attempt, Without Injury, Interrupted by 
Self or Other

•Suicide Attempt, With Injury
•Suicide Attempt, With Injury, Interrupted by Self 
or Other

•Suicide



Self-Directed Violence Classification System*

Type Sub-Type Definition Modifiers Terms

Thoughts

Non-Suicidal 
Self-Directed 

Violence 
Ideation

Self-reported thoughts regarding a person’s desire to engage in self-inflicted 
potentially injurious behavior. There is no evidence of intent to die.

For example, persons engage in Non-Suicidal Self-Directed Violence 
Ideation in order to attain some other end (e.g., to seek help, regulate 
negative mood, punish others, to receive attention).

N/A •Self-Injury Ideation

Suicidal
Ideation

Self-reported thoughts of engaging in suicide-related behavior.

For example, intrusive thoughts of suicide without the wish to die would be 
classified as Suicidal Ideation, Without Intent.

• Intent
-Without
-Undetermined
-With

•Suicidal Ideation, Without Intent
•Suicidal Ideation, With Undetermined Intent
•Suicidal Ideation, With Intent

Behaviors

Non-Suicidal
Self-Directed 

Violence

A self-inflicted potentially harmful or preparatory behavior with NO intent,          
such as to affect external circumstances or affect internal state.

For example, persons engage in Non-Suicidal Self-Directed Violence in order         
to attain some other end (e.g., to seek help, regulate negative mood,            
punish others, to receive attention).

N/A •Non-Suicidal Self-Directed Violence, Preparatory

• Injury
-Without
-With
-Fatal

• Interrupted by  
Self or Other

•Non-Suicidal Self-Directed Violence, Without 
Injury

•Non-Suicidal Self-Directed Violence, Without 
Injury, Interrupted by Self or Other

•Non-Suicidal Self-Directed Violence, With Injury
•Non-Suicidal Self-Directed Violence, With Injury, 
Interrupted by Self or Other

•Non-Suicidal Self-Directed Violence, Fatal

Undetermined
Self-Directed 

Violence

A self-directed potentially harmful or preparatory behavior where the intent 
to die is unclear based on the available evidence.

For example, the person is unable to admit positively to the intent to die         
(e.g., unconsciousness, incapacitation, intoxication, acute psychosis,  
disorientation, or death); OR the person is reluctant to admit positively to          
the intent to die for other or unknown reasons. 

N/A
•Undetermined Self-Directed Violence, 
Preparatory

• Injury
-Without
-With
-Fatal

• Interrupted by  
Self or Other

•Undetermined Self-Directed Violence, Without 
Injury

•Undetermined Self-Directed Violence, Without 
Injury, Interrupted by Self or Other

•Undetermined Self-Directed Violence, With Injury
•Undetermined Self-Directed Violence, With 
Injury, Interrupted by Self or Other

•Undetermined Self-Directed Violence, Fatal 

Suicidal
Self-Directed 

Violence

A potentially harmful or preparatory behavior with any intent to

 

die as a result of the behavior. 

For example, hoarding medication for the purpose of overdosing would be    
classified as Suicidal Self-Directed Violence, Preparatory. 

N/A •Suicidal Self-Directed Violence, Preparatory

• Injury
-Without
-With
-Fatal

• Interrupted by  
Self or Other

•Suicide Attempt, Without Injury
•Suicide Attempt, Without Injury, Interrupted by 
Self or Other

•Suicide Attempt, With Injury
•Suicide Attempt, With Injury, Interrupted by Self 
or Other

•Suicide



Type Sub-Type Definition Modifiers Terms

Thoughts

Non-Suicidal 
Self-Directed 

Violence 
Ideation

Self-reported thoughts regarding a person’s desire to engage in self-inflicted 
potentially injurious behavior. There is no evidence of intent to die.

For example, persons engage in Non-Suicidal Self-Directed Ideation in order 
to attain some other end (e.g., to seek help, regulate negative mood, 
punish others, to receive attention).

N/A •Non-Suicidal Self-Directed Violence Ideation

Suicidal
Ideation

Self-reported thoughts of engaging in suicide-related behavior.

For example, intrusive thoughts of suicide without the wish to die would be 
classified as Suicidal Ideation, Without Intent.

• Intent
-Without
-Undetermined
-With

•Suicidal Ideation, Without Intent
•Suicidal Ideation, With Undetermined Intent
•Suicidal Ideation, With Intent

Behaviors

Non-Suicidal
Self-Directed 

Violence

A self-inflicted potentially harmful or preparatory behavior with NO intent,          
such as to affect external circumstances or affect internal state.

For example, persons engage in Non-Suicidal Self-Directed Violence in order         
to attain some other end (e.g., to seek help, regulate negative mood,            
punish others, to receive attention).

N/A •Non-Suicidal Self-Directed Violence, Preparatory

• Injury
-Without
-With
-Fatal

• Interrupted by  
Self or Other

•Non-Suicidal Self-Directed Violence, Without 
Injury

•Non-Suicidal Self-Directed Violence, Without 
Injury, Interrupted by Self or Other

•Non-Suicidal Self-Directed Violence, With Injury
•Non-Suicidal Self-Directed Violence, With Injury, 
Interrupted by Self or Other

•Non-Suicidal Self-Directed Violence, Fatal

Undetermined
Self-Directed 

Violence

A self-directed potentially harmful or preparatory behavior where the intent 
to die is unclear based on the available evidence.

For example, the person is unable to admit positively to the intent to die         
(e.g., unconsciousness, incapacitation, intoxication, acute psychosis,  
disorientation, or death); OR the person is reluctant to admit positively to          
the intent to die for other or unknown reasons. 

N/A
•Undetermined Self-Directed Violence, 
Preparatory

• Injury
-Without
-With
-Fatal

• Interrupted by  
Self or Other

•Undetermined Self-Directed Violence, Without 
Injury

•Undetermined Self-Directed Violence, Without 
Injury, Interrupted by Self or Other

•Undetermined Self-Directed Violence, With Injury
•Undetermined Self-Directed Violence, With 
Injury, Interrupted by Self or Other

•Undetermined Self-Directed Violence, Fatal 

Suicidal
Self-Directed 

Violence

A potentially harmful or preparatory behavior with any intent to

 

die as a result of the behavior. 

For example, hoarding medication for the purpose of overdosing would be    
classified as Suicidal Self-Directed Violence, Preparatory. 

N/A •Suicidal Self-Directed Violence, Preparatory

• Injury
-Without
-With
-Fatal

• Interrupted by  
Self or Other

•Suicide Attempt, Without Injury
•Suicide Attempt, Without Injury, Interrupted by 
Self or Other

•Suicide Attempt, With Injury
•Suicide Attempt, With Injury, Interrupted by Self 
or Other

•Suicide

Self-Directed Violence Classification System*



Self-Directed Violence Classification System*

Type Sub-Type Definition Modifiers Terms

Thoughts

Non-Suicidal 
Self-Directed 

Violence 
Ideation

Self-reported thoughts regarding a person’s desire to engage in self-inflicted 
potentially injurious behavior. There is no evidence of intent to die.

For example, persons engage in Non-Suicidal Self-Directed Violence 
Ideation in order to attain some other end (e.g., to seek help, regulate 
negative mood, punish others, to receive attention).

N/A •Non-Suicidal Self-Directed Violence Ideation

Suicidal
Ideation

Self-reported thoughts of engaging in suicide-related behavior.

For example, intrusive thoughts of suicide without the wish to die would be 
classified as Suicidal Ideation, Without Intent.

• Intent
-Without
-Undetermined
-With

•Suicidal Ideation, Without Intent
•Suicidal Ideation, With Undetermined Intent
•Suicidal Ideation, With Intent

Behaviors

Non-Suicidal
Self-Directed 

Violence

A self-inflicted potentially harmful or preparatory behavior with NO intent,          
such as to affect external circumstances or affect internal state.

For example, persons engage in Non-Suicidal Self-Directed Violence in order         
to attain some other end (e.g., to seek help, regulate negative mood,            
punish others, to receive attention).

N/A •Non-Suicidal Self-Directed Violence, Preparatory

• Injury
-Without
-With
-Fatal

• Interrupted by  
Self or Other

•Non-Suicidal Self-Directed Violence, Without 
Injury

•Non-Suicidal Self-Directed Violence, Without 
Injury, Interrupted by Self or Other

•Non-Suicidal Self-Directed Violence, With Injury
•Non-Suicidal Self-Directed Violence, With Injury, 
Interrupted by Self or Other

•Non-Suicidal Self-Directed Violence, Fatal

Undetermined
Self-Directed 

Violence

A self-directed potentially harmful or preparatory behavior where the intent 
to die is unclear based on the available evidence.

For example, the person is unable to admit positively to the intent to die         
(e.g., unconsciousness, incapacitation, intoxication, acute psychosis,  
disorientation, or death); OR the person is reluctant to admit positively to          
the intent to die for other or unknown reasons. 

N/A
•Undetermined Self-Directed Violence, 
Preparatory

• Injury
-Without
-With
-Fatal

• Interrupted by  
Self or Other

•Undetermined Self-Directed Violence, Without 
Injury

•Undetermined Self-Directed Violence, Without 
Injury, Interrupted by Self or Other

•Undetermined Self-Directed Violence, With Injury
•Undetermined Self-Directed Violence, With 
Injury, Interrupted by Self or Other

•Undetermined Self-Directed Violence, Fatal 

Suicidal
Self-Directed 

Violence

A potentially harmful or preparatory behavior with any intent to

 

die as a result of the behavior. 

For example, hoarding medication for the purpose of overdosing would be    
classified as Suicidal Self-Directed Violence, Preparatory. 

N/A •Suicidal Self-Directed Violence, Preparatory

• Injury
-Without
-With
-Fatal

• Interrupted by  
Self or Other

•Suicide Attempt, Without Injury
•Suicide Attempt, Without Injury, Interrupted by 
Self or Other

•Suicide Attempt, With Injury
•Suicide Attempt, With Injury, Interrupted by Self 
or Other

•Suicide



Type Sub-Type Definition Modifiers Terms

Thoughts

Self-Injury
Ideation

Self-reported thoughts regarding a person’s desire to engage in self-inflicted 
potentially injurious behavior. There is no evidence of intent to die.

For example, persons engage in Self-Injury Ideation in order to attain some 
other end (e.g., to seek help, regulate negative mood, punish others, to 
receive attention).

N/A •Non-Suicidal Self-Directed Violence Ideation

Suicidal
Ideation

Self-reported thoughts of engaging in suicide-related behavior.

For example, intrusive thoughts of suicide without the wish to die would be 
classified as Suicidal Ideation, Without Intent.

• Intent
-Without
-Undetermined
-With

•Suicidal Ideation, Without Intent
•Suicidal Ideation, With Undetermined Intent
•Suicidal Ideation, With Intent

Behaviors

Non-Suicidal
Self-Directed 

Violence

A self-inflicted potentially harmful or preparatory behavior with NO intent,          
such as to affect external circumstances or affect internal state.

For example, persons engage in Non-Suicidal Self-Directed Violence in order         
to attain some other end (e.g., to seek help, regulate negative mood,            
punish others, to receive attention).

N/A •Non-Suicidal Self-Directed Violence, Preparatory

• Injury
-Without
-With
-Fatal

• Interrupted by  
Self or Other

•Non-Suicidal Self-Directed Violence, Without 
Injury

•Non-Suicidal Self-Directed Violence, Without 
Injury, Interrupted by Self or Other

•Non-Suicidal Self-Directed Violence, With Injury
•Non-Suicidal Self-Directed Violence, With Injury, 
Interrupted by Self or Other

•Non-Suicidal Self-Directed Violence, Fatal

Undetermined
Self-Directed 

Violence

A self-directed potentially harmful or preparatory behavior where the intent 
to die is unclear based on the available evidence.

For example, the person is unable to admit positively to the intent to die         
(e.g., unconsciousness, incapacitation, intoxication, acute psychosis,  
disorientation, or death); OR the person is reluctant to admit positively to          
the intent to die for other or unknown reasons. 

N/A
•Undetermined Self-Directed Violence, 
Preparatory

• Injury
-Without
-With
-Fatal

• Interrupted by  
Self or Other

•Undetermined Self-Directed Violence, Without 
Injury

•Undetermined Self-Directed Violence, Without 
Injury, Interrupted by Self or Other

•Undetermined Self-Directed Violence, With Injury
•Undetermined Self-Directed Violence, With 
Injury, Interrupted by Self or Other

•Undetermined Self-Directed Violence, Fatal 

Suicidal
Self-Directed 

Violence

A potentially harmful or preparatory behavior with any intent to

 

die as a result of the behavior. 

For example, hoarding medication for the purpose of overdosing would be    
classified as Suicidal Self-Directed Violence, Preparatory. 

N/A •Suicidal Self-Directed Violence, Preparatory

• Injury
-Without
-With
-Fatal

• Interrupted by  
Self or Other

•Suicide Attempt, Without Injury
•Suicide Attempt, Without Injury, Interrupted by 
Self or Other

•Suicide Attempt, With Injury
•Suicide Attempt, With Injury, Interrupted by Self 
or Other

•Suicide

When both Preparatory and 
Self-Inflicted Behaviors are present

Self-Inflicted Behaviors 
trump Preparatory Behaviors
for purposes of classification

Classification Guideline 2



FRONT

Without Intent Undetermined Intent With Intent

Non-Suicidal Self-Directed
Violence Related

Non-Suicidal Self-Directed 
Violence Ideation

Suicide Related
Suicidal Ideation,

Without Intent
Suicidal Ideation, With
Undetermined Intent

Suicidal Ideation,
With Intent

Without Intent Undetermined Intent With Intent

Without Injury
(Preparatory)

Non-Suicidal
Self-Directed Violence,

Preparatory

Undetermined
Self-Directed Violence,

Preparatory

Self-Directed Violence, 
Preparatory

Without Injury
(Interrupted by 

Self/Other)

Non-Suicidal
Self-Directed Violence,

Without Injury
Interrupted by Self/Other

Undetermined
Self-Directed Violence,

Without Injury
Interrupted by Self/Other

Suicide Attempt,
Without Injury

Interrupted by Self/Other

Without Injury
(Uninterrupted)

Non-Suicidal
Self-Directed Violence,

Without Injury

Undetermined
Self-Directed Violence,

Without Injury

Suicide Attempt,
Without Injury

Without Intent Undetermined Intent With Intent

Non-Fatal Injury
(Interrupted by 

Self/Other)

Non-Suicidal
Self-Directed Violence,

With Injury,
Interrupted by Self/Other

Undetermined
Self-Directed Violence,

With Injury,
Interrupted by Self/Other

Suicide Attempt,
With Injury,

Interrupted by Self/Other

Non-Fatal Injury
(Uninterrupted)

Non-Suicidal
Self-Directed Violence,

With Injury

Undetermined
Self-Directed Violence,

With Injury

Suicide Attempt,
With Injury

Fatal Injury
Non-Suicidal

Self-Directed Violence,
Fatal

Undetermined
Self-Directed Violence,

Fatal
Suicide



BACK



THOUGHTS

BEHAVIORS

Without Intent Undetermined Intent With Intent

Non-Suicidal Self-Directed
Violence Related

Non-Suicidal Self-Directed 
Violence Ideation

Suicide Related
Suicidal Ideation,

Without Intent
Suicidal Ideation, With
Undetermined Intent

Suicidal Ideation,
With Intent

Without Intent Undetermined Intent With Intent

Without Injury
(Preparatory)

Non-Suicidal
Self-Directed Violence,

Preparatory

Undetermined
Self-Directed Violence,

Preparatory

Self-Directed Violence, 
Preparatory

Without Injury
(Interrupted by 

Self/Other)

Non-Suicidal
Self-Directed Violence,

Without Injury
Interrupted by Self/Other

Undetermined
Self-Directed Violence,

Without Injury
Interrupted by Self/Other

Suicide Attempt,
Without Injury

Interrupted by Self/Other

Without Injury
(Uninterrupted)

Non-Suicidal
Self-Directed Violence,

Without Injury

Undetermined
Self-Directed Violence,

Without Injury

Suicide Attempt,
Without Injury

Without Intent Undetermined Intent With Intent

Non-Fatal Injury
(Interrupted by 

Self/Other)

Non-Suicidal
Self-Directed Violence,

With Injury,
Interrupted by Self/Other

Undetermined
Self-Directed Violence,

With Injury,
Interrupted by Self/Other

Suicide Attempt,
With Injury,

Interrupted by Self/Other

Non-Fatal Injury
(Uninterrupted)

Non-Suicidal
Self-Directed Violence,

With Injury

Undetermined
Self-Directed Violence,

With Injury

Suicide Attempt,
With Injury

Fatal Injury
Non-Suicidal

Self-Directed Violence,
Fatal

Undetermined
Self-Directed Violence,

Fatal
Suicide



Without Intent Undetermined Intent With Intent

Non-Suicidal Self-Directed 
Violence Related

Non-Suicidal Self-Directed 
Violence Ideation

Suicide Related
Suicidal Ideation,

Without Intent
Suicidal Ideation, With
Undetermined Intent

Suicidal Ideation,
With Intent

Table A: Thoughts

� Do the person’s thoughts suggest non-suicidal self-directed violence ideation, or do they suggest suicide related ideation?

� If the ideations were suicide related, was there evidence of intent (without, undetermined, or with)?

STEP 1 – Answer the following:

I.

 

Is there any indication that the person engaged in self-directed  violent behavior (either preparatory or potentially harmful)? 
(If YES, go to STEP 2; if NO, see Question II below)

II.

 

Is there any indication that the person had thoughts of suicide or non-suicidal self-directed violence? (If YES, answer Table 
A questions; if NO,  there is insufficient evidence to suggest thoughts of self-directed violence)



Without Intent Undetermined Intent With Intent

Non-Suicidal Self-Directed 
Violence Related

Non-Suicidal Self-Directed 
Violence Ideation

Suicide Related
Suicidal Ideation,

Without Intent
Suicidal Ideation, With
Undetermined Intent

Suicidal Ideation,
With Intent

Table A: Thoughts

� Do the person’s thoughts suggest non-suicidal self-directed violence ideation, or do they suggest suicide related ideation?

� If the ideations were suicide related, was there evidence of intent (without, undetermined, or with)?

STEP 1 – Answer the following:

I.

 

Is there any indication that the person engaged in self-directed  violent behavior (either preparatory or potentially harmful)? 
(If YES, go to STEP 2; if NO, see Question II below)

II.

 

Is there any indication that the person had thoughts of suicide or non-suicidal self-directed violence? (If YES, answer Table 
A questions; if NO, there is insufficient evidence to suggest thoughts of self-directed violence)



Without Intent Undetermined Intent With Intent

Non-Suicidal Self-Directed 
Violence Related

Non-Suicidal Self-Directed 
Violence Ideation

Suicide Related
Suicidal Ideation,

Without Intent
Suicidal Ideation, With
Undetermined Intent

Suicidal Ideation,
With Intent

Table A: Thoughts

� If the ideations were suicide related, was there evidence of intent (without, undetermined, or with)?

STEP 1 – Answer the following:

I.

 

Is there any indication that the person engaged in self-directed violent behavior (either preparatory or potentially harmful)? 
(If YES, go to STEP 2; if NO, see Question II below)

II.

 

Is there any indication that the person had thoughts of suicide or non-suicidal self-directed violence? (If YES, answer Table 
A questions; if NO, there is insufficient evidence to suggest thoughts of self-directed violence)

� Do the person’s thoughts suggest non-suicidal self-directed violence ideation, or do they suggest suicide related ideation?



Without Intent Undetermined Intent With Intent

Without Injury
(Preparatory)

Non-Suicidal
Self-Directed Violence,

Preparatory

Undetermined
Self-Directed Violence,

Preparatory

Self-Directed Violence, 
Preparatory

Without Injury
(Interrupted by 

Self/Other)

Non-Suicidal
Self-Directed Violence,

Without Injury
Interrupted by Self/Other

Undetermined
Self-Directed Violence,

Without Injury
Interrupted by Self/Other

Suicide Attempt,
Without Injury

Interrupted by Self/Other

Without Injury
(Uninterrupted)

Non-Suicidal
Self-Directed Violence,

Without Injury

Undetermined
Self-Directed Violence,

Without Injury

Suicide Attempt,
Without Injury

STEP 2 – Answer the following:

I.

 

Did the behavior involve an injury? (If NO, see Table B; if YES, see Table C)

Table B: Behaviors, Without Injury

� Was there evidence of intent (without, undetermined, or with)?

� Was the behavior preparatory? (see key term on reverse side)
� If the behavior was not preparatory, was it interrupted by self or other?



Without Intent Undetermined Intent With Intent

Non-Fatal Injury
(Interrupted by 

Self/Other)

Non-Suicidal
Self-Directed Violence,

With Injury,
Interrupted by Self/Other

Undetermined
Self-Directed Violence,

With Injury,
Interrupted by Self/Other

Suicide Attempt,
With Injury,

Interrupted by Self/Other

Non-Fatal Injury
(Uninterrupted)

Non-Suicidal
Self-Directed Violence,

With Injury

Undetermined
Self-Directed Violence,

With Injury

Suicide Attempt,
With Injury

Fatal Injury
Non-Suicidal

Self-Directed Violence,
Fatal

Undetermined
Self-Directed Violence,

Fatal
Suicide

Table C: Behaviors, With Injury

� Was there evidence of intent (without, undetermined, or with)?

� Did the behavior result in a fatal injury or a non-fatal injury?
� If the behavior resulted in a non-fatal injury, was it interrupted by self or other?

STEP 2 – Answer the following:

I.   Did the behavior involve an injury? (If NO, see Table B; if YES, see Table C)



VISN 19 MIRECCC Research 
Projects

Self-Directed Violence 
Classification System



Implementation and Refinement of the Suicide 
Classification System 

Quality Enhancement Research Initiative (QUERI) 
Department of Veterans Affairs, Health Services 

Research and Development

• Implement the VISN 19 MIRECC training program for the 
Self-Directed Violence Classification System in two clinical 
settings. 

• Evaluate organizational- and provider-level factors 
associated with implementation, including barriers and 
facilitators to change, and the feasibility of a QUERI 
Phase II demonstration project.

• Analysis of the programmatic impact on health care 
system processes pertaining to suicide risk assessment 
and clinical decision making.

COMIRB  09-0641 
PI Brenner



Suicide Nomenclature and Measure Development 
TATRC Award #W81XWH-08-P-1042: 

Tele-TBI Cell Phone Initiative SME Support/

• Phase I: Development: Develop a measure that will facilitate identification of a 
particular suicide/self-harm term based upon responses to yes/no questions. The 
questions will be modified to allow for self-report or clinician administration.   

• Phase II: Qualitative Analysis: This phase will involve convening a panel of 
experts to establish face validity of the measure. The expert panel and study staff 
will participate in a focus group to review the measure and associated 
nomenclature. The question hierarchy will be discussed. During this phase, 
questions will be revised as needed based on expert responses

• Phase III: Feasibility: The goal for this phase of the project is to assess the 
feasibility of the battery including: 1) veteran comprehension of the questions; 2) 
veteran comfort with the measure; 3) ease of use; and 4) perceived usefulness as 
determined by mental health clinicians. 

COMIRB  09-0641 
PI Brenner



Thank You

Lisa .Brenner@va.gov



Self-Directed Violence 
Classification System 

Clinical Application

Alex E. Crosby, M.D.



Sample Vignettes
• A former Navy pilot has 

bipolar disorder and is 
delusional in the midst 
of a mixed episode.  
Friends report that he 
has been rambling 
about themes of 
religious self-sacrifice, 
and the need to atone 
for the sins of the world.  
The client is found dead 
after falling to his death 
from the roof of his 
apartment building.

A. Suicidal Ideation, With 
Intent

B. Non-Suicidal Self-Directed 
Violence, Preparatory

C. Non-Suicidal Self-Directed 
Violence, Fatal

D. Undetermined Self- 
Directed Violence, With 
Injury

E. Undetermined Self- 
Directed Violence, Fatal

F. Suicide Attempt, With 
Injury

G. Suicide



Sample Vignettes
• A woman drives to a 

remote location and 
parks.  She is angry at 
herself for being unable to 
keep a job since she left 
the Army, and now she 
has lost her boyfriend.  
She uses the car’s 
cigarette lighter to burn 
herself on her upper arms.  
She reported later, “It felt 
right, I wanted to punish 
myself.”

A. Self-Injury Ideation
B. Non-Suicidal Self-Directed 

Violence, Preparatory
C. Non-Suicidal Self-Directed 

Violence, With Injury
D. Non-Suicidal Self-Directed 

Violence, With Injury, 
Interrupted by Self or Other

E. Undetermined Self-Directed 
Violence, With Injury

F. Suicidal Self-Directed 
Violence, Preparatory

G. Suicide Attempt, With Injury
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