Abstract

Introduction: Suicide is one of the leading causes of death worldwide with the highest suicide
rate among older adults, ages 75 and over. Bearing in mind that psychotherapy is one of the
most efficient suicide prevention strategies, it is important to understand therapists'
willingness to treat suicidal older adults. In this study, we aimed to examine how the Mental
Health Professionals' (MHPs') willingness to treat a patient and likelihood to refer to another

MHP will be moderated by the patient's age and suicidality severity.

Method: 368 MHPs were presented with a vignette of a hypothetical patient referred for
psychological treatment. We manipulated the patient's age (young/ old) and suicidality
severity (depression/ suicidal ideation/ suicidal active) and measured MHPs' willingness to

treat, likelihood to refer to others, ageism, and professional experience.

Results: MHPs were less willing to treat and more likely to refer suicidal patients in
comparison to depressive patients. Furthermore, the willingness to treat was the lowest in the
old suicidal patients' condition. In addition, MHPs that had high ageism levels, were
significantly less willing to treat old patients over young patients regardless of suicidality

severity.

Discussion: our results suggested that MHPs are more reluctant to treat suicidal older
patients. These findings emphasize the need to expand training programs for suicide
prevention and suicide interventions, allowing MHPs to feel more capable and less ageism,

thus enable more willingness to treat this at-risk population of older adults.
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