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Collaboration

Who should be involved in determining the goals of your program?
Who can—and should—be involved in campus suicide prevention efforts?
What are common barriers to effective partnerships?

L

How can partnerships be sustained to maximize success?

Introduction

Promoting mental health and preventing suiciderequire aset of strategies thataddress differentissues yet work
togethertoform a comprehensive approach. However, nosingle person ordepartment can putin place all of
the strategies that effectively prevent suicide, so suicide prevention must be a collaborative effort.

Some campuses create a mental health task force, while on other campuses, the staff responsible for suicide
prevention work one-on-onewith departments orindividuals on specificstrategies. You willneed to determine
whatis mostrealisticand feasibleforthe culture and needs of your campus.

Discover the lessons learned from staff on different campuses.

Person#1 - | learned quickly that no one on campus wants a suicide to occur, but sometimes otherissues take
precedence in certain departments. Once | figured out how their priorities intersected with preventing suicide
and promotingthe well-being of students, | was able to form some real partnerships on campus.

Person#2 - When we began oursuicide prevention efforts, | wanted to understand the staff’s perceptions of
student mental healthissues and suicide, so | met with key stakeholdersindividually. Through these discussions,
not only did my program goals become clearer, but there was also more investment and collaboration by
everyone who provided input.

Person #3 - My initial partnerships werewith departments thatinteract with studentsincrisis, like Health
Services, Security, and Residence Life. However, | soon realized that more staff than | anticipated had a stake in
preventingsuicide, such as the Legal Affairsand PublicRelations Departments, so | formed partnerships with
themas well.

Person#4 - | was too busy to regularly connect with my off-campus partners. Then we started to hearfrom
studentsabout long waittimes forreferrals. Afterthat, | met with my partners more routinely and invited them
to join our campus advisory board. This really helped improve student access to services off campus.
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Steps: Collaboration

A lot of informationis available about collaboration, and we’ve boiled it down to four fundamental steps related
to suicide prevention. Whileall campuses are different, these steps can help any campus develop partnerships
and improve collaboration.

Each of the steps below can assist you with collaboration.
Step 1: Start building partnerships
Step 2: Involve partners when developing program goals
Step 3: Identify who can help carry out your programs

Step 4: Sustain partnerships

Step 1: Start building partnerships

Whetheryouare embarking on a campus-wide suicide prevention effort orfocusing on a specificactivity such as
expanding your off-campus service provider network, you willneed to collaborate. It’simportant to extend your
reach beyond yourimmediate circle and build new partnerships to:

e Letotherstaff and students know about campus suicide prevention efforts
e Findout whatisimportantto them related to student mental health and well-being
e Helpsustainsuicide prevention activities so your efforts continueforyearstocome

Following are common questions about this step.

— How should I involve stakeholders?
— What can | do when potential partners or campus leadership don’tknow who | am?
— What can | do about limited faculty/staff time?

How should | involve stakeholders?

It'simportantto include arange of stakeholdersinyoursuicide prevention efforts so that your strategies will be
effectiveand sustainable. However, not every stakeholder needs to be involved in all aspects of your prevention
efforts.

Determine inadvance the tasks needed to successfully implementyoursuicide prevention efforts. Then you can
identify who might be the best partnersto help you accomplish those tasks, and how much they would need to
be involved.
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Here are some examples:

Major Tasks Who Can Help Why Their Involvement Would Be Type/Level of
Beneficial Involvement

Determine suicide | Deanof Students | The dean of studentsisincharge of Consulted as

prevention goals students’ wellness and academicsuccess, | needed

so she should be consulted about how
suicide prevention can help meetthese

goals.
Consulton program | Students Students will know best what messages Consultedas
development and imagesinan awareness campaign will | needed
have the greatestimpact on their peers.
Implementand Psychology Many staff membersinthe Psychology Actively
monitor programs Department Department have research experience involved

and can evaluate the effectiveness of
your programs.

Sustain programs University Seniorleaders have the authority to Keptup-to-
President continue to supportsuicide prevention, date

and they may be more willingtodo so
when they know about yourefforts.

What can | do when potential partners or campus leadership don’t know who

lam?

When potential partners don’t know who you are or the administrative leadership changes, set up one-on-one
meetings sothatyou can start to forma new relationship and have meaningful two-way conversations. If it’s
hard to schedule ameeting with someone onyourcampus, such as a seniorleader, see if there is another staff
memberwho could introduce you and putin a good word.

People are usually more willing to work with you when youragendaaligns with theiragenda, and they can
benefitfrom the partnership as well. Begin your meeting by explaining your focus on mental health and suicide
preventionandthen turnthe focus to them. Ask whatthey are passionate aboutand figure out how you can
supporttheirinterests aswell asyourown.

Here is an example:

Imagine ameeting with the Dean of Students. Find out how she mightrespond to the following questions, and
how you could support herinterests.
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Why is student mental health/suicide preventionimportantto her?

U

What are hergoalsfor student mental health/suicide prevention (orforanissue she isconcerned
about)?

= What data doesshe collectrelated to mental healthissues (oranissue she is concerned about), and
how does she get that data?

You: I'mfocusingonsuicide prevention. lwould like tolearn more about yourinterests and goals.

Dean of Students: I’'m concerned aboutthe college’s retention rates. Students who are the firstin their
family to attend college (first-generation students) are less likely to graduate compared to other students.

You: | wonderifthese students are having trouble adjusting to college, which could be affecting their mental
healthandleadingthem todrop out?

Dean of Students: We would like to maintain orimprove ourretention rates, especially among first-
generation students.

You: Improving students’ mental health may be one way to achieve this goal. We can also look at colleges
similarto ours and see what programs they’ve created to reach first-generation students.

Dean of Students: We looked at data that we’ve been collecting overthe pastfive years onretention rates.

You: Maybe we could hold focus groups forthese students tofind out how the college can better help them
with any difficulties. We could also do key informantinterviews with faculty and staff who work closely with
these studentstofind outwhatthey see.

What can | do about limited faculty/staff time?

Time and resources are common challenges. Often people have good intentions, but they don’t have the time to
collaborate due to competing demands. When partners are too busy, it’s best to find ways to involve them that

require less of acommitment. Also, keep in mind thattime and resources can ebb and flow, so while afaculty or
staff membermay be less available or supportiveright now, that may not be the case nextyear.

Here are examples from suicide prevention coordinators and how they addressed limited staff time:

e Example #1: | try to have realisticexpectations and recognize whatever effort each person has contributed,
evenifitisjust theirverbal support. Forexample, | thank all my partners, since any supportthey provide is
valuable.

e Example #2: | find ways for busy staff membersto getinvolvedthatare lesstime-intensive. Forexample,
goingto periodic meetings ofteninvolves less timethan doing a specifictask, such as revising crisis
protocols. | have also created smallerwork groups so that people can focus on discrete tasks to make things
more manageable.
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e Example #3: When someone cannot partneror participate atall, then | askif they could re commend
someone intheirplace.
e Example #4: | lookforoutside providers who could partner with me if campus staff have limited availability.

Step 2: Involve partners when developing program goals

Involving stakeholders earlyin the process of developing program goals can help foster more buy-inforyour
work while also providing helpful direction. Itis especially important toinclude members fromthe group or
groups you planto target with your efforts (e.g., particular student populations such as student veterans or
LGBT students) to ensure that whatyou develop willbe relevantand useful forthem.

Once you have a clearsense of yourgoal(s), thenyou can begin to planthe programs you want to implement.
Following are some common questions about this step.

— Whoshould I involve when identifying program goals?
— How should I handle conflicting priorities?
— What if partners offer suggestions that aren’t right for our campus?

Who should | involve when identifying programs?

Involving stakeholdersinthe beginning of your planning process can help you get a bettersense of the issues
that are seenas most pressing onyour campus, which could influence your prevention goals. Input from
different stakeholdersis essential so that you identify the right goals for your campus.

Here is an example:

In the past year, a number of international students at alarge, diverse urban university had to be taken to the
hospital forserious suicidalideation and suicide attempts. None of these students had used the campus
counseling centerservices.

The counseling centerinitially wanted to do an awareness campaign to increase the number of international
students who use the campus counseling centerservices. They obtained input from the following stakeholders
to determine if they had the right goal and strategy.

International Center Director: Many international students have difficulties adjusting to college. In addition
to homesickness, they also face language and cultural adjustmentissues. The Counseling Centerand
International Centershould collaborate on programs, workshops, and support groups about these issues.
More students may attend these eventsif they are held atthe International Centerand places other than
the Counseling Center.
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International students: It’s tough adjustingtolife in the United States and being farfrom home. Also, most
international students on this campus speak Spanish or Chinese, and one reason they don’t use the
Counseling Centeristhatithas no Spanish- or Chinese-speaking counselors.

Counseling Center Director: Unfortunately, none of our counselors are bilingual, and we have no budgetto
hire additional staff. We may be able to establish MOUs with mental health providersinthe community who
speak Spanish and Chinese so students could be referred tothem forindividual counseling. Perhaps some of
these providers would also be willing to come to campus to run workshops and support groups.

Based on the inputfromthese stakeholders, they revised theirgoals and strategies as follows:

e Increasethe numberof international students seeking and obtaining help by providing referrals to off -
campus providers who speak the students’ native languages.

e Increase connectednessand supportamong international students by providing workshops and support
groups on cultural barriers, homesickness, and mental health needs at the campus International Center
to helpthemadjusttocollege.

How should | handle conflicting priorities?

On the surface, conflicting priorities can appearto be a significant barrierto forming partnerships, butthey
don’thave to be. Try to understand other people’s perspectives and whatisimportant to them. Thenreframe
your own goal to match their priorities so they can see how it supports theirown work.

Here is an example:

On this campus, the Mental Health Task Force priority is suicide prevention, butthe Vice Presidents hasa
different priority, so the task force members need to try to figure out how their priorities could overlap.

Vice President: Suicide preventionisvery important, but binge drinkingis our priority right now. Too many
students have been hospitalized foralcohol poisoning this year, and one studentalmostdied from it.
Parentsare understandably upsetaboutthis, and soisthe community.

Residence Life Staff/Member of the Mental Health Task Force: | think some of our students could be
drinking because they feel isolated and want to fitin.

Mental Health Counselor/Member of the Mental Health Task Force: We know from lastyear’s American
College Health Association (ACHA) survey results for our campus that students who are depressed are more
likely to engage in binge drinking.

Here are areastheirpriorities overlap:

e We wantstudentsto be healthy and safe.
e Studentsundertheinfluence of alcohol and/ordrugs are more at risk fora suicide attempt.
e Students may be drinkingto self-medicate mental health problems.
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The Vice Presidentand Mental Health Task Force should work together because preventing binge drinking can
also help prevent student suicide attempts and deaths.

What if partners offer suggestions that aren’t right for our campus?

Some stakeholders who are involved in program planning may offerideas or suggest strategies that aren’t
aligned with yourgoals. Infact, their suggestions may even conflict with the datagathered orthe input from
otherstakeholders about whatis needed onyourcampus.

Followingisatwo-partapproach foraddressingthis situation:

1) Verifythis isthe right goal or strategy. Always go back to the data you have collected from your campus
about which groups are most at risk for suicide and where program gaps may exist. It may help toshow
your stakeholders thisinformation to give them abettersense of where efforts need to be focused.

2) Validate the partner’s suggestion. Make sure your stakeholders feel that theirconcerns have been
heard. If you aren’table to focus ontheirareas of concern with your project, provide suggestions
whenever possible for how they could find other ways to address these issues.

Here is an example:
Imagine a partner recommended agoal and strategy that isn’t rightforyour campus.

Partner: | thinkanimportantgoal for our campusis to increase the number of faculty who know how to talk
to studentsindistress and referthemto counseling.

So how about requiring all faculty members to take gatekeepertrainings?

You: Hmm... the data from our annual student mental health survey showed that students preferto talk to
theirpeerswhenthey have problems. And from key informantinterviews with faculty, we know that
students rarely come to them with problems. Also, many faculty don’t have timeto participate in trainings.
This suggestion may not be the bestgoal, butl want this partnerto know that | value hisideas.

You: Actually, according to the student mental health survey we’ve administered over the past five years,
students more oftenturntotheir peersthan faculty members when they’re having difficulties. Based on
these findings, perhaps we should train students, instead of faculty, so they will know how to refertheir
friendsto counseling.

And, we could also offer brown bag lunches forinterested faculty about how they could bettersupport
students’ mental health. Then during the session, we can give them information on how to refer students to
counseling, too.

Partner: That makessense!
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Step 3: Identify who can help carry out your programs

Afteryoudetermine yourgoals, then begin to identify stakeholders who can help youimplement your program.
Who you choose could be based on political reasons, the department they workin, theirarea of expertise, or
something specificthat they bringto the table.

As youidentify peopletoinvolve, also determine what you want to ask of each person. How they can help may
be based on theirrole on campus, theirknowledge orresources, theirinteractions with students, orhow th ey
could be impacted by your goal.

Following are some common questions about this step.

— Dol needto involve others with program development?
— What ifthere are turf issues or challenging staff?
— Whoelse could | involve?

Do | need to involve others with program development?

Involving others when carrying out your program can help ensure it effectively reaches youraudience. For
example, partners can help promote and publicize a program, offer guidance on what works well and what
doesn’twith aspecificaudience, and monitorthe effectiveness of your effort.

It'simportantto partnerwith people fromyourtargetaudience. They may be staff, faculty, students, or specific
studentgroups (e.g., veterans, LGBT students). Input from yourtarget audience can hel p ensure your programis
a success.

Here is an example:

One campus developed an awareness campaign aimed at educating students about the warning signs of suicide.
Initially, they didn’tinvolve students as partners.

Students not included as partners

Campus staff designed posters featuring the warning signs of suicide without any input from students, and
put themonbulletin boards around campus. However, the designs weren’t appealing to students, the the
medical terminology was confusing tothem, and the bulletin boards were already cluttered with other
flyers.

Result: Very few students noticed the posters or learned the warning signs.

Studentsincluded as partners

In the second year, campus staff included students as partners early in the implementation process of the
awareness campaign. A group of students selected the photos and language to use on a new set of posters
and alsoidentified unique eye-catchinglocations to hangthe posters, such as bathroom stalls.
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Result: Studentstalked aboutthe posters, and more students referred their friends to counseling and/or
soughthelp themselves.

What if there are turf issues or challenging staff?

Sometimes, turfissues arise that create barriers to building relationships. Personality differences or
miscommunication can also impact collaboration.

If you face turf issues and challenging staff, it’s understandable that you may want to avoid certain partnerships.
However, sometimesthese barriers can be overcome.

Below are suggestions that have worked for other campuses.

e Articulate your work clearly
Articulate as clearly as possible what you are doing, whatyou need, and your process. This can help you
appearlessthreateningandalso help reduce potential miscommunication.

e  Work collaboratively

o Askstaff who may be pushing back onyour efforts about theirconcerns and take time to listen
to them. Consider how you could address their concernsinameaningful way that doesn’t
hinderyourefforts.

o Work togethertodetermine the goals of your work. This may mean compromisingon some
aspectsyouwouldlike tosee implemented. However, you will have agreater chance for success
if your key stakeholders have boughtinto your effort.

e Combine efforts
Sometimes afaculty orstaff memberbecomesannoyedif you're performing atask that they usually
performor wantto workon (such as developingcrisis protocols). When this happens, try towork
togetheronthe task, ratherthan separately.

e Offerthem prestigiousroles
Give the staff memberanimportant or prestigious task. People often preferrolesin which they feel
respected and valued. Insome cases, you may need to letthem take the lead in orderto move forward.

e Be realistic
Be realisticabout your expectations and what you have control over. At some point, if you don’t make
any headway, you may need to let go of this potential partnerand focus your energy elsewhere. When
this happens, revisityour goals and objectives, and identify what you can move ahead on without that
person’s support. Or,you may needto letthe partnertake the lead if that will help your project

advance.
Here is an example:
A campussuicide prevention program based in the Health & Wellness Department wants toimplementan

online screening program to identify students at risk. This will involve sending the screening results to
counseling staff, who will then have to follow up with students at risk. Several key staff from the counseling
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centeroppose this effort. The centeris already understaffed, and they are concerned that their staff will not

have the time to follow up with studentsindividually about theirscreening resultsin addition to their regular
duties.

Possible solutions:

e Work with these key staff to devise aplaninwhich subgroups of students are invited to participate in
the screening atdifferent times to minimize potentialdemand on the counseling center.

e Assistcounseling center staff by identifying less burdensome methods for reviewing screening results.

Who else could | involve?

There are many stakeholders on campus and off who may be able to help you. Think outside the box forsome
unlikely partners you may not have initially considered. Forideas, look at the specificdepartments on your
campus and courses of study, existing organizationsin yourcommunity, and partnerships on other campuses.

Here is an example:

A campusis doinga meansrestriction campaign and wantsto set up a prescription drop box to promote safe
handling of medications so studentsin crisis don’t have access to medications they could overdose on.

Below are some potential partners and how they might getinvolved in this means restriction campaign.

e NursingSchool — The staff and studentsin this school may have an interestin promoting safe
prescriptiondrug use and disposal.

e Environmental Sciences —Since environmental student groups and this department may be concerned
about medicationsthat have been dumpedintothe toilet orsink gettinginto the water supply, they
might wantto promote this campaign.

e Graphics Design and Communications — The staff and studentsin these two departments could help
develop promotional materials to publicize the campaign.

e PublicHealth School —The staff and studentsinthis school may have an interestinlearninghow to
evaluate publichealth campaigns such as thisone.

e Campus Security — This department could provide consultation on the placement of the prescription
drop box and assist with the safe disposal of any medications collected.

Step 4: Sustain partnerships

It's not always easy to involve peoplein suicide prevention, and it can be equally difficult to keep them involved.
However, inany collaborative effort, it’s vital to find ways to support your partners and keep them engaged. This
isessential to sustaining your prevention efforts since you will not be as successful doingitalone.
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Following are some common questions about this step.

— How do | keep my partners engaged?
— What should | do when my partners’ priorities shift?
— What could | do to sustain a partnership off campus?

How do | keep my partners engaged?

It can be challenging to keep stakeholders engaged in the longterm due to competingdemands and stretched
resources. So, it’simportantto considerfrom the beginning of your program how you planto keep stakeholders
informed about the progress you make and how they can remaininvolved. Communicating broadly about your
program’s successesis also essentialfor maintaining buy-in from seniorleadership and stakeholders.

Below are some ways other campuses have kept stakeholders engaged and supportive.

Frequently (Weekly/Monthly)

e Social mediapostings —Maintain a social mediaaccount (e.g., Facebook, Twitter, Instagram)and post
program updatesregularly to keep students informed about mental health programming and resources.

e E-mailsore-newsletters—Send out regularupdate e-mails or e-newsletters to faculty and staff partners
that summarize key advancements and next steps.

Periodically

e Trainingandevents—Invite on- and off-campus partners to participate in trainings or events.

e Checkinwith partners— Checkin with faculty, staff, and student groups at the beginning of each
semesterabout priorities.

Annually

e Appreciationevents—Hostan annual stakeholderappreciation event, during which you can discuss
program progress and ways stakeholders can assist with future plans.

e MOU review—Checkin annually with off-campus partners about the status of MOUs and whetherany
changesneedtobe made.

What should | do when partners’ priorities shift?
When priorities or agendas shift, you may need to find other ways to collaborate. If yourinitial collaborative

effort was successful and partners feltvalued and respected, then theymay be motivated and willing to
collaborate againin otherways.
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Learn abouttheirnew priorities, and identify how their current goals might overlap with your own. These new
overlappingareas are where you will want to focus your efforts with your partners.

Here is an example:

In the past, you collaborated with the Wellness Center by assessing suicide risk and providing counseling
referrals to students. Butrecently, the Wellness Center has shifted their priority.

Due to several recent sexual assaults, the Wellness Center has now made thisissue its priority. Staff are focusing
theirefforts on providing sexual assault bystander trainings.

Your goals may still overlap
Even thoughthe Wellness Center’s priority has shifted, you still share asimilar goal: encouraging peers and
bystandersto take actionif they see someone atrisk of suicide orsexual assault.

Find new ways to collaborate
Work with the Wellness Centerto add suicide warning signs into their bystandertraining, and help the center
organize and promote these trainings.

What could | do to sustain a partnership off campus?

Evenif you have some regular partners off campus, you may wantto considerhow thes e relationships could be
strengthenedto betterserve your students.

Developing memorandums of understanding (MOUs) with some of your partners can be beneficial. AnMOU isa
formal contract between the campus and an agency that specifies how they will work together. It can also help
sustain a partnership, especially through a period of staff turnover or budget constraints.

MOUs vary in length and formality, sowork with your partners to identify what information should be
documented through the MOU process.

Here are some tips about how to easily create an MOU.

Tip #1: Purpose
Start off the MOU by identifying the purpose. Focus this section on your shared goals and list specific,
measurable objectives foreach goal.

Tip #2: Roles and Responsibilities

Describe the partner’srole as well asyour campus’ role. Provide enough information so thatit’s clear what each
of youwilldoand how yourroles and responsibilities relate to preventing suicide. Also includethe name of the
main contact as well as an alternate.
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Tip #3: Communication

Be sure to acknowledge any policies that your campus and the partnerhas about confidentiality. Depending on
the purpose of the MOU you may also wantto include any parameters or decisions related to branding,
publicity, or other aspects of communications.

Tip #4: Reporting and Evaluation

This section of the MOU helps facilitate accountability and sustainability. List any desired reporting
requirements you oryour partner has (e.g., progress reports, updates on successes and challenges) as well as

the timing of them. Also provide details on any evaluations that will be conducted (e.g., who willdo it, methods
used).




