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ABSTRACT 
The proportion of elderly people has been increasing in recent years and with it, the public health 
problems related to it. Intentional self-harm is an important public health problem, including in 
this part of the population. This study aimed to describe the panorama of voluntary self-inflicted 
injuries in the elderly population of the southeast region in the period from 2011 to 2015. 
Concluding that self-inflicted injuries in the elderly are in 6th place among the external causes of 
morbidity and mortality in the period 2011 to 2015 in the southeast region, demonstrating the 
relevance of the topic in this portion of the population. Suicide among those over 60 occurs more 
frequently in men. It is necessary to identify these patients and what leads them to idealize the 
suicidal act so that factors that improve their mental health can be addressed to avoid this event. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

According to the United Nations Population Fund, in 2012, the number of people aged 60 

and over accounted for 11.5% of the global population and this percentage is expected to increase 

to 22% by 20501. According to the IBGE, the current proportion of elderly people in Brazil is 

14.3%, an increase in relation to 2005, when it was 9.8%2. 

A person aged 60 years or older is considered elderly, according to the Statute of the 

Elderly3. Suicide in this group is a serious problem for societies in many countries4. According to 

a study carried out in 13 European countries by the Multicentre Study of Suicidal Behaviour 

(WHO/EURO), the average death rate in people over 65 years of age due to self-harm reaches 

29.3/100,0005. 
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The elderly population is living longer, but they do not live well and this can be 

demonstrated by the increased incidence of suicide. This act has some risk factors such as: mood 

disorder and depression, family problems associated with economic difficulties, alcohol abuse and 

suicidal ideation as a way to end life7. 

The increase in the absolute number of elderly people is not accompanied by an 

improvement in their quality of life, so the risk of events involving voluntary self-harm (suicide) 

increases. Knowing this mortality panorama can contribute to the development of campaigns that 

help to make the population aware of this risk and also promote an increase in the life expectancy 

of the elderly population. It is of great importance for health professionals to know the risk of 

suicide in the elderly in order to intervene early and thus prevent this event from occurring. 

 

2 OBJECTIVE 

To describe the panorama of mortality due to voluntary self-harm in the elderly population 

of the Southeast region from 2011 to 2015. 

 

3 METHODOLOGY 

The survey of this study was based on data collection on the DATASUS Portal website in 

HEALTH INFORMATION (TABNET) AND VITAL STATISTICS. Subsequently, the option 

Mortality – 1996 to 2015 was chosen by the ICD-10. From where data were collected for the 

southeast region, for the population over 60 years of age, in the period from 2011 to 2015. The 

causes of external mortality for the study population, the number of annual deaths, and by sex were 

obtained.  

This numerical information provided by the tables was carefully analyzed and, using 

Microsoft Office Word and Microsoft Office Excel software, tables and graphs were assembled to 

facilitate the interpretation and presentation of the information evaluated. 

 

4 RESULTS 

Table 1: Deaths by Household by Cause - ICD-BR-10, External causes of morbidity and mortality, Southeast Region, 
age group 60 years and over, in the period 2011 – 20158. 

EXTERNAL CAUSES OF MORBIDITY AND MORTALITY 64.171 

Falls 22.374 

Transportation Accidents 12.711 

All other external causes 11.247 

Events (facts) whose intent is undetermined 9.592 

Assaults 3.743 

Voluntary self-harm 2.972 
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Drowning and accidental submersions 735 

Exposure to smoke, fire, and flames 609 

Poisoned, intoxic by or exposed to nociv subst 175 

Legal interventions and war operations 13 

 

It is observed that the main cause of death in the period and in the population evaluated is 

falls. Self-harmed voluntarily is in the 6th position. 

 

Graph 1: Deaths by Household by Cause - ICD-BR-10, Voluntary self-harm, Southeast Region, age group 60 years 
and over, in the period 2011 - 2015, by sex8. 

 
 

A higher number of cases was observed in the male population, and in this group there was 

an increase in events over the years. 

 

5 DISCUSSION 

Deaths from falls in the elderly are often associated with other health problems, such as 

osteoporosis, imbalances, Alzheimer's disease, Parkinson's, among others that tend to increase 

with population aging.9 

The high mortality rates due to traffic accidents among the elderly reveal the great risk to 

which this population is exposed on a daily basis (mainly due to the high vulnerability of elderly 

pedestrians), often due to physical or mobility problems, requiring special equipment and policies, 

in addition to specialized care in health services.9 

In relation to the data contained in Table 1, there are limitations due to inaccuracies in the 

declaration of the intentionality of the occurrence (homicide/assaults, suicide/voluntary self-harm 

or accident) that condition the increase in the proportion of external causes of undetermined intent. 
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This occurs whenever only the nature of the observed lesion is recorded (chapter XIX of the ICD-

10 and chapter XVII of the ICD-9), making it difficult to code according to the external cause 

(chapter XX of the ICD-10 and supplementary classification of external causes of the ICD-9).8 

Studies by the World Health Organization (WHO, 2001; CHESNAIS, 1981) reveal that the 

intentions of elderly people to kill themselves are almost always related to feelings of loneliness, 

social impotence and the high degree of suffering caused by degenerative diseases and depression. 

Many suicides are associated with abandonment and other forms of violence committed by 

families or institutions that should provide care to these elderly10. 

Analyzing the number of suicides from a gender perspective, higher values were found 

among men than among women. According to WHO data, for every woman who dies in Brazil by 

suicide, regardless of age, there are between 3 and 4 men dying from this cause. This differentiation 

of suicide rates between the sexes is based on factors such as: methods of dealing with stress and 

conflicts, access to alcohol and drugs, viability, and preference for certain means of suicide, and 

differences in the search for mental health support11. 

Regarding the means of suicide, more lethal techniques, such as hanging and firearms, 

predominate among men, while women use less lethal methods, such as drug intoxication12. 

Women have high rates of suicide planning and suicide attempts, while men are the ones who most 

often reach the final act, because they use more effective instruments. This fact has been called the 

"suicide paradox"13,14,15. 

 

6 CONCLUSION 

Self-harm in the elderly ranks 6th among the external causes of morbidity and mortality in 

the period from 2011 to 2015 in the Southeast region, demonstrating the relevance of the theme in 

this portion of the population. Suicide among those over 60 years of age occurs more frequently 

in men. It is necessary to identify these patients and what leads them to idealize the suicidal act so 

that factors that improve their mental health can be addressed, in order to avoid this event.  

Further studies are needed to establish the causes that lead this population to suicide. 

Highlighting that the study has as a weakness the way in which the data is obtained, the fact that 

the information is impersonal and the underreporting that still occurs in the country. 
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