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Suicide: the silent threat

It is estimated that at least one in four people will sulfer from a
psychological disorder at some poing in their lives. Youth
mental health website Reachout.com aims to ensure that as
many of these cases as possible are caught early

Fiona Ketly
o, Maura Hickey

L was the

‘ plan four

years ago?”

asks Elaine

Geraghty of

youth men-

tal health website Reachout.com.

“To go to school, eoflege. 10 get a

Job? That has changed utterly. Se-
curity has disappeared.

*Those of us who areu ke olber

can apprasch what is happening 1n

the coonomy with some crperi-
ence, and even then it's hugely
scary. Addn huving 1o grow apon
t1op of that, and you cdn sec that 11 5
tough for young Trish people right
now Some poople are just lost.”

Itis wadely recognised that onc in
four people ever the lifetime of zoy
eiven populition will experience a
mental disorder.

However, recent research carmied
out 1m New Zealand suggests thin
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figure is closet to one in twa,

The study assessed the mental
health of LOGH people born be-
wween 1972 and 1973, up 1o the age
of 32 It turgered depression. unxi-
cly. akeehol dependency und canna-
s dependence.

Given the proliferance of the
provlem. Geraghtly — who s beon
chief exceutive of the not-for-profit
website sing neeption n 2000 -
says iU s impertant w be working

towards a day whenwe will be able
1o talk about meatal heaith issues
without labels.

She adds tiw through her work
at Reacheut com, she hus seen
vouny people show the greatest ac-
cepance of the dea thut anyone
might have u mental health pro-
blem. and bethe least guick tolabel,

Elowever. with the hest [nsh re-
sedrch sugpesiing that at any enc
e, one 1 five young people will
cxpenence 4 mental healih pre-
blem, Geraghty says there 13 shill
much 10 be done in the arca of pre-
vention and early intervention m
mental heahth ssues She says the
attention should be focused o pre-
venting & mentsl illness or swicide
occurrmg. rather than the current
practice ol offering crisis suppert
uler the Fact

Because age onsct rescarch
shows that 30 per cent of mental
bealth problems appuar by age [4.
and 75 per cont by wge 24 a sorv

that specifically tackles youth men-
tal health 1s not just desteahle, but
neCusHaTY

“If sameone has o mental hedlth
problem, the chunses are that they
started around toe age of 14, S
(s oter startng woint at Reach-
ol Qur service 15 lor people Irom
age 12 up 1o the age of around 26,
Although we do have people com-
ing 10 us who are older. ind who ha.
ven't been able to aceesy help
clsewhere,” Gerahiy savs

“Youiig people are the gate-
Keepers ol our society, $o our job is
(o intervene earher, prompt young
peaple 1o deal with meatal health
issues Tefore they really become an
issue

Reachout.com defines self a¢
an internet-based intiaive that
profmotes the mentad health and
wellbeing of young prople in Ire-
land, aml favilitates help seeking
Gireugh signposting fece-10-Tucy
services, s und when those ser-

vices are eeded

Older gencradams miy be wary
of the imternet’s cupacdy as o selt~
help tool, but Geraghty says theie
15 1 potential for the ieenet to play
4 huge role in increasing the mental
hedkth hteracy of young peeple. To
discount it would be to discegard
the fact that bemng young ts synon-
yrroeus with betng aninine.

According to internet usage stu-
dics, ncarky 90 per vent of young
prople aged between 16 and 24
years old 1 Ieeland use the inter-
net, with three-quarlers of them on
1 every day “Young people Ly
therr Lves vehine” Geraghty s
“Wihy would there not be an online
service for them™”

She desenibes Reacheut com us a
“sufe place that kids can connect
with, und where they can conneet
with other people through sharcd
CAPEFLENCeS.

Unlike sere ot her self-helpsies,
chatrooms and Facchook groups
operating in the area, the site 1s sup-
perted by a team of chnigal ndyvi-
sers and expert contributors 1t
delivers content through 300 thact
sheets, personal essays, video
streaming und an ‘ask the expert’
SErVICE, WHCEe Young people’s gues-
tions dhout topics are poasted anoen-
vmously and answered 1n an open
ocum

“IU's 4 safe uad positive cowiron-
ment for young peaple.” Geraghty
savs. 1t ullows them to seek help
anonymously in a medium with
which they are highly familiar.
Reaghout com is gnang a positive
message, but its not Pollyanna-po-
sitve. The message 15 that there are
solutions and supporis to gt yon
through tough times

“Mental health problems can
nian absolately anvifung There s
4 prrcettage of prople with merital
health preblems that need hupe
chmgeal suppuort, but there s also a
maority of peaple with problems
who never quie cet to that stage.
They need support 100, and some-
times thit means Just talking, And
if that's enline. greal We are here
10 help the people who can't help
themselves ™

Ruachoutcom draws on 12 years
of expericnee from its parcnt. the
Insprre Foundation The Ausiralian
philantliropic organsalion was es-
tithlished with the primary aim of
reducig youth suicide th Austra-
I When loohing 1o expand 11s ser-
veees, it tarpeted Ireland as &
country with similar, dangerously
high youth suierde rates.

Cieinghty ceneurs that suicide
andd self-harmn wre 1ssues of serous
concern i Treland. In 2009, there
were 527 deaths by suicide regis-
teeedd in 1he Contral Statisties OF
Nee, with the bighest numbers
reported for young men. In that
same vear there were 11966 hospr-
tal presentations duc w dehberate
selt-harm. with the peak rate for
women al age 15-19 sk the peak
rate lor men at 20224, according w
the Mational Suicide Research
Foundation

One of the barrizrs 10 addressing
the problems, Gersghty says, 15 the
Tact that young people ure reluctunt
10 seek help from medical profes-

sioretls, and are mstea] mere likely
10 speak 1o a close foiend or sibling
than an adult wbou their problems,

“Reachout 15 Lhe big brother, g
sister or ¢lose Mmvnd that you would
Tave a conversation with 1Cs just
that how you are having that con-
versaton 15 different.” she says
e youth-driven clemuent of the
SHUE i§ A IMPOFLANT ONE 1N SNSUTING
1L gontinuys 1o draw users (it re-
ported 2120601 bngue visilors in
the firsttwo yuaish

Therefore, Gersghty works withi
14 youth ambuss and around
20 volunteers who provide o filter
for the content il advertising on
the site, host fundriising events
and work in promaoting the sig amd
IENIAIS

And while Reachout cists its not
wide - working with youth ergam-
sation Heusdway, the FAL the Bos-
ing Assocwation of Ireland and
paceits, teachers and guidance
counsellors setoss the country -
there is no place on the site for those
preple to udd ther voee 1o the dis-
course. " Tlis i a space for young
people, and 1den't want to diseredut
that.” Cieraghty says. ' Although |
woukl eheourags parents i read i,
Wonly 1o ~we how our experts might
tackle ceriain problems they Face
with thewr children ™

Speaking 1o Gieraghty, vou get un
jden of how essential Uhe service is
iy Irelandd's youtk, but alsa how pre-
carkaus. Reachout weuld not he out
of place in a government-funded
health mmsative, yet the spece that
st oceupwes in the not-for-profit see-
s coled e viewed as problkematic,

Iis almoest tota] dependence on
philanthropic funding at a tme
when charstable denalions are at
an atl-time low makes Geraghl
0B m creating a viable service adit-
ficult vne.

And winle there 15 something
highly regretful about a socwety
that’s pinning the mental heaith of’
113 youth on the Kindress of o few
¢ able indivaduals, Geraghiy s
Bullish abour the future.

“1am used to working i an -
dustry that is wugh Iwas ininde-
pendent radio for 20 years, so 1 am
ne stranger 10 pressurd, aond Lan
gratelul for 1he support we recene
We are & relatively new organisa-
tion that has (o prove s mettle and
discover new Mund Tases

“In this husiness, we don't wail
for gvery quarter to read the JINLR
figurey t see how we are deang,
Here, s possible o delivel a ser-
vice and nieasure the impact 1o0-
stantly. 1 wamt 1@ encourage people
WO ARe 1031 POSIEIN (O Ivest to da
30 - begause we are an imvestment
it delivers

Ruaising money might be Ger-
aghty’s bustness. but she's keen to
stress that the overall business of
Reachout is o build resilicnee in
young people, with the ultmute
aim ol reducing vouth suicide rates

“Never has there been a greater
need for & survice such us ours, so
have no problem with premoting
our Bustiess 10 4 dew veston” she
says, "We are keeping the future
generation dlive
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A problem shared on Reachout.com

My paychiatnst calls it “adap-
tatin™ - that graceful periad in
which you come to terms with
whatever 15 happening to you.
This could ae anything from
moving schools to losing a
loved one. For me, | had ta
overcome being diagnesed with
schizoaffective dizorder. Adap-
tation has become my whole
Iife.

Diagnosis

Schizoaffective disorder 1s that
delightful mix of bipalar dis-
order and schizophrenia, It
takes you o a Journey of
extreme highs, despainng lows
and alternate realities, | have
also been diagnosed with ab-
sessive comaulsive disorder
and generalised anuety,

It was cripphing depressian
that led me to seek help, and
for two years | was treatod
(rather unsuccessfullyl. | had a
supportive GP and @ great
psychiateist whoim | trusted to
the ends of the world. Then it
began. | started to notice
strange things happening to
me. [t was a gradual progress.

Eplsodes
Thie first thing | noticed were
bugs crawlng all ower me, It
took me a while to realise thesc
hugs weren't real. and | re-
member thinking at the time:
which 1s worsc? | desperately
wanied 1o believe that (e hugs
ware real and that | wasn':
gning crazy.

| refused 10 seek heln, and
laboured on for about a year,
Then things got worse. | had
episodes of extreme anxiety
and paranoia. The bups began
cemmun gating with me and
controlimg me, It was ternfyuing,
| started seeing signs wnich
had special significance o me
alone, I'm lucky that | managed
to kecp a id on 1t to a certain
extent.

Continuing to get sicker

| eventually told my psychatnst
and e arganiscd scyaral tests,
He put me on an anti-psychotic
medicing fmy first of several).
However, | continued o get
sicker. as well 25 cxperiencing
bad side effects from the drups
including waight gain, and
dystonia {(where all the muscles
Iy neck senged wp). I got o
the point where | was no longer
i gentrol, | thought, my mexls
werk poisonous, 50 | stoaped
taking them - 2 disaster.

Getting worse

Everything got waorse at full
force. | was on the brirk of
losing touch with reality. Signs
were telling me to kil myself,
and | Deleved them. Around all
of this happeming, | started
university and | found this

‘I am smart enough not to let this iilness interfere with

my dreams’

antremely stressful, | was sui-
cidal 1aa, as all this was
happening against 3 hack-
ground of dyvsphonc mania,
{''Dysphoric mara’™ ar 2 mixed
affective state 15 exactly as it
wounds, You expenence de-
pression and manig at the
same ume. Itis hellish)

Support of friends

Before | knew it | was n
hospital, Being an ingatient
definitely helped. We were able
to fikd e with mede much
quicker than we could have if |
was at home. Flus, | needed
the hep of the nurses, who
taught me how to cope with my
lness and Now to open up 1o
people, Always there with &
heloing hand were my psychia-
tast and some great fiends.

Support all around
My family were always there 1o
comfort me, and leamed how
10 suPpart me. TAE NUTSES Were
a fuge help - they brought me
In games and movies, and
played the pang with me. It
helped no end. | stayed in
hospital for 12 weeks. | had to
drop out of university, which |
hated, It was all 0 confronting
- | could no longer ignare what
was hapoening w me.

| expenenced new phenom
ena too - my fish was talking to
me. there were hidden mes-
sages for g n songs, Sal
started taking a drug called

THINKSTOCH

Clozaping. It's the mosl pawer-
ful ant-psychoiic on the market
50 3 trug of last resort. It
carned with it some senous
side effects, including the abil-
ity 10 Mess with your white
blood cell count, so that mesnt
weekly blood tests. | have anly
Just fimshed my course of
weoekly blood draws, and now |
am on monthly draws for tha
rest of my hfe.

A burden shared

So how have | adapted? Well, |
started back al university on a
parttime basis | have slowly
been learming to cut myself
some siack (academically), to
be aware of my iliness getting
worse, and 1o talk more, | talk
to my friends, my psychiatrist
and my GP. 1 sull find it hard to
talk to Mum about what 1s
£oing on.

Adjusting
| have had to adapt to being
more fragile, to the fact that
thirgs will never oe the same
again, to the fact that my (Ife
has become a senes of ap-
pointments. | have adjusted in
part ta mood swings. One of
the hardest things | have found
15 hearing people say that | am
psychotc. That stll makes me
cry, But I'm working an it,

| 2m smart @nough not to let
this illness interfere with my
dreams, | am going 1o win this
battle.
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