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Edwin Shneidman, Authority on Suicide, Dies at 91

By WILLIAM DICKE

Edwin S. Shneidman, a psychologist who gave new direction to the study of suicide and was a founder of the nation’s first comprehensive suicide prevention center, died Friday at his home in Los Angeles. He was 91.

His death was confirmed by his son David. 

Until Dr. Shneidman took up the study of suicide shortly after World War II, the subject had received little sustained attention from researchers or clinicians. But as a researcher, theoretician, lecturer and author, he helped establish the study of suicide as an interdisciplinary field and devised many concepts now widely accepted. 

With Norman L. Farberow, Dr. Shneidman founded the Los Angeles Suicide Prevention Center in the 1950s. The center, where he was co-director, offered research, training and suicide prevention services and became the prototype for such centers in the United States and abroad.

In a career that spanned more than four decades, Dr. Shneidman was also the chief of the first national suicide prevention program, at the National Institute of Mental Health; founded the American Association of Suicidology; and was the first professor of thanatology (the study of death) at the University of California, Los Angeles.

In his early work, he and Dr. Farberow carried out a large suicide study that contradicted some widely held beliefs. For example, although it had long been thought that people had to be insane to take their own lives, they found that only 15 percent of suicides were psychotic. 

They also developed the idea that most people who became acutely suicidal were in that state for a relatively brief period, and emphasized a need for active intervention.

They set up a telephone service to invite suicidal people to come in for an assessment and a referral for treatment. But, overwhelmed by the response, they had difficulty making referrals, and so they began offering treatment themselves.

Dr. Robert E. Litman, who was chief psychiatrist at the center, said Dr. Shneidman and Dr. Farberow had pioneered an approach in which trained nonprofessionals took calls from troubled people. 

In an account in “The Enigma of Suicide,” by George Howe Colt, the author quotes Dr. Litman as recalling: “People were calling us and literally saying, ‘I’m just about to make a suicide attempt. Do I have to take these pills or jump off a building before I can talk to you? Or could I shortcut it and come in directly?’ ”

Staff members made house calls, escorted suicidal people to the hospital, tracked down estranged spouses and even traced telephone calls. One day, Mr. Colt wrote, a client ran out of the offices onto the roof, with staff members in hot pursuit; they grabbed her before she could jump.

Three decades after the center was founded, the suicide rate in Los Angeles had been cut in half, Dr. Litman said in an interview.

Dr. Shneidman and his colleagues devised the “psychological autopsy,” a method used to help a coroner determine whether a death had been caused by suicide or accident when the circumstances were ambiguous. Staff members would interview friends and relatives of the deceased, study diaries and other documents, and try to reconstruct the person’s state of mind.

Their best-known case was that of Marilyn Monroe, who died of an overdose of barbiturates in 1962. After learning that she had twice previously tried to commit suicide and had been deeply depressed before she finally succeeded, they called the death a “probable suicide.” The coroner’s report agreed.

Dr. Shneidman left the Los Angeles center in 1966 to become the first chief of the Center for the Study of Suicide Prevention at the National Institute of Mental Health in Bethesda, Md., where he encouraged suicide prevention efforts in 40 states.

By March 1969, the number of suicide prevention centers in the United States had risen to 119 from 44 in July 1967, according to the American Association of Suicidology. There are now about 140 suicide prevention and crisis centers accredited by the association, and many more unaccredited ones.

Dr. Shneidman joined the U.C.L.A. faculty as professor of medical psychology in 1970 and became professor of thanatology in 1975. In addition to research and teaching, he counseled dying patients and their survivors. He retired in 1988 but continued to write and mentor researchers in his field. 

Edwin Shneidman was born on May 13, 1918, in York, Pa. He received bachelor’s and master’s degrees at U.C.L.A. and earned a Ph.D. in psychology in 1948 at the University of Southern California. 

In addition to his son David, of Seattle, he is survived by three other sons — Jon, of Fort Bragg, N.C.; Paul, of Gibbsboro, N.J.; and Robert, of Portland, Ore. — and six grandchildren. His wife of 56 years, Jeanne, died in 2001.

Among other books, Dr. Shneidman was the author of “Deaths of Man” (1973); “Voices of Death” (1980); “Definition of Suicide” (1985), which was considered a major theoretical treatment; “Suicide as Psychache” (1993); and “The Suicidal Mind” (1996). His most recent book was “A Commonsense Book of Death: Reflections at Ninety of a Lifelong Thanatologist” (2008).

“Dying is the one thing — perhaps the only thing — in life that you don’t have to do,” he once wrote. “Stick around long enough and it will be done for you.”
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