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“What do they say?” 
Understanding suicidal behaviour in the framework of communication 
 
This year it is 50 years since Farberow and Shneidman advocated for perceiving suicidal behaviour as an act of 
communication. Furthermore, in 1967 Watzlawick pointed out “the impossibility of not communicating”. Suicidal 
behaviour thus can be perceived as a specific way of communicating something; as a communicative act. This 
perspective seems crucial as it is placed at the very intersection between the individual and his/her cultural context. 
The suicidal act thus cannot be seen isolated from the context where it occurs and the basis for an understanding of 
suicidal behaviour as communication is systemic. An act might look similar in different contexts, but it will have 
different communicative content and power dependent on the culture/systems where it occurs and affects others. 
Self-harm by a poor, young, newly wed female in the countryside in India might have different connotations for 
both herself and others compared to a similar act by a lonely, old man in Greenland. In order to understand and 
prevent suicidal behaviour it is crucial to focus on the phenomenon as an act between people and not only as 
something in a person. Through a systematic focus on suicidal behaviour as communication we can contribute to 
target our preventive efforts in general as well as get an individual platform to work with suicidal individuals. 
In this plenary the focus will be on what kind of communication suicidal behaviour can be. The theoretical 
foundation is developed on the background of Qvortrup’s pragmatic linguistic four-factor model (1999), which 
understands suicidal behaviour as different ways of relating to self or others. This will be discussed in relationship 
to cultural variation. Through this we can understand the individual’s positioning in a dynamic system and obtain 
understanding of the central problems by systematic guided listening to the involved. 
 
 


