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Stories From the Heart
REAL PEOPLE, REAL LIVES, REAL LOSS
It wasn’t obvious just talking to him, but
Scott struggled with mental health
issues for most of his life. A father of
three girls, Scott graduated with a
master’s degree in business from the
University of WisconsinOshkosh and
aspired to work as an executive director
for a nonprofit.
“Scott had a real heart to help others,”
said Lynn, his sister. Lynn and her
family opened up their home to Scott,
who otherwise would have been living
on the streets as a result of the
devastating impact his Manic BiPolar
diagnosis had on his ability to hold a
job.
“He really wanted to get well, he was
very adamant about trying to get help,”
Lynn said. Coming to terms with his
inability to maintain fulltime work, Scott
applied for Social Security benefits so
he could afford his own apartment. He
was denied, twice. The courts argued
Scott should have been able to maintain
employment because he was able to
successfully obtain a master’s degree.

Not much time later,
Scott died by suicide.

Things truly aren’t always what they
seem. For Ben, life looked to be going
good: he held a fulltime job and
received two promotions during the five
years he spent with the company. Just
one day before Ben died by suicide, he
emailed his mother, Patti, mentioning
recent snow and his intention to buy
snow tires.

"Scott had a real
heart to help
others. He really
wanted to get
well, he was very
adamant about
trying to get
help."

“It was not in my mind at all that I would
expect the next day to find out that he
had killed himself,” Patti said. “The
agony is so deep, the pain is so deep —
because as a mother who has carried a
child, you connect with that baby the
day you find out you’re pregnant. When
they’re not in the world anymore, that
cord that connects them through life is
 Lynn, survivor of suicide
still connected in death.”
Suicide takes a family by surprise, and
many never have any answers
surrounding their loved one’s death —
such as is the case for Mike and Joann,
and their son, Shane.
“He was living in Chicago, in an
apartment building,” Mike said, “and it
was Saturday morning ... he jumped off
the roof of his apartment building  and,
we’d never really know why.”

Lost, Not Forgotten
OFFERING SUPPORT, HOPE, AWARENESS
“He was always the one that helped his
friends out, so  we really don’t have an
answer to ‘Why?’” Joann said. “We have
to keep talking about it to our kids,
friends and neighbors so people start to
realize it is a sickness like cancer or any
other health issue.”
The Center for Suicide Awareness
offers a barrierfree resource for all
those impacted by mental health issues
or facing difficult times, and strives to
reduce the stigma surrounding suicide.
The Center focuses on education,
prevention support and helping
survivors heal. The nonprofit
organization is saving lives throughout
the entire state of Wisconsin with its free
emotional text support line, HOPELINE.
Lynn connected with the Center after
her brother’s death, as a way to seek a
supportive community and give back to
a cause that aligned with her life and
honored her brother’s memory.
“You have to have people that advocate
for you, that understand the system —
because if you don't, it's really easy to
get lost, it's really easy to get frustrated
yourself,” Lynn said.

“And, that's what the Center really is
great at. It's helping you understand the
dynamics of what's happening as you
navigate this thing called mental health
help and services.”
Many survivors also feel a unique
subset of grief after losing someone to
suicide, grounded both in the questions
and confusion for their loved one’s state
of mind, as well as reactions from others
when they learn how the individual
passed.

"Many people
don't want to
talk about
suicide, and
don't think it
would ever
happen to them."

“Blindsided doesn’t even begin to
explain the devastation our family
experienced learning not only of Ben’s
 Mike, survivor of suicide
death, but by suicide,” Patti said. “We
heard the words you never wish to hear.
‘Your son is deceased.’ …. So many
questions, so few answers. As most can
attest to, there is nothing easy about
going on in life after losing a loved one.
The suicide element only magnified our
despair.”
The truth is, suicide sneaks into the
lives of many people, yet it remains a
difficult point of discussion.
“People don't want to talk about suicide,
and don't think it would ever happen to
them,” Mike said.

ELIMINATING STRUGGLE & STIGMA
Greg, a volunteer with the Center, is a survivor of suicide
after multiple attempts on his life. Struggling with trauma
and anxiety since childhood, Greg said he periodically had
thoughts of death or suicide, and first attempted to take
his own life at age 74.
“I was in such bad shape, overly depressed and just so
much pain inside me  that I just wanted to end it all,”
Greg said. “I was fortunate that while I was on my route to
end it all, my chemistry started coming back to functioning
more normally — and I was able to go and get help from
our local police department. The sergeant there talked me
through all of this.”
Diagnosed with major depression in the 1970s, he
recognized these struggles and was able to sift through
the pile of resources to find help — a task he said wasn’t
easy. Nowadays, the Center is help individuals like Greg.
“The importance is making known … the role the Center
plays in bringing our hands to hold their hands, a hug to
comfort them, and support them on their path to
acceptance,” Greg said. “We are truly ‘love of neighbor’ in
action.”
In this sense, the Center removes the guesswork and
struggle to find help, instead creating a supportive
environment for people in Greg’s situation to ensure
individuals have the resources they need easily and
readily available.
“This is why I love the center, because we don't charge
here and there's no barriers for help,” Lynn said.
The Center’s programs focus on prevention, intervention
and postvention through training and education, support
groups, resource guidance and its free, statewide
emotional text support line, HOPELINE. Training and
education programs are also designed to reduce the
stigma surrounding suicide and mental health issues.
Barb Bigalke, executive director and founder of the Center
for Suicide Awareness, makes specific and strategic
choices in the language she and Center staff use when
bringing awareness to the issues.
“Very few people talk about suicide so normal as we do,”
Barb said. One simple way to start changing the stigma is
in our language: rather than saying “committed suicide,”

which makes the act sound like a crime  the Center
consistently refers to it as “died by suicide.”
For Patti, the stigma was evident in the way many of her
friends and others in her community reacted to her son’s
death.
“I noticed when (Ben died by suicide), that I found a lot of
people were avoiding me, and shunning me  turning their
backs on me,” she said, “which only added to the hurt I’m
already feeling.”
Karen Salm, a volunteer with the Center who also helped
coordinator the nonprofit’s very first awareness walk in
2010, is continually astonished at the lack of support
friends and family offer to survivors of suicide.
For example, Karen has a coworker whose husband
died by suicide, and the death happened while she was
home. Friends and family passed blame on her for his
death, and she admitted she lost a lot of friends during
this tragic and difficult time in her own life.
“I am just surprised at how many people that I meet that
have been affected by suicide loss, and think it's awful
that friends and family just abandon them because the
death was a suicide,” she said. “To me no matter the
death if it was a car accident, heart attack, suicide  they
all should be treated the same.”
Through education, awareness and support, the Center
aims to instill change, making the topic no longer taboo.
“There is still a lot of stigma out there, but the more we
continue to talk about suicide, in our schools and
sponsoring walks, the more awareness will be brought
forward,” Joann said.

ELIMINATING STRUGGLE & STIGMA
Leveraging Expertise to Make a Difference
Before launching the Center, Barb worked for the
Wisconsin Department of Justice. It was through her
experience dealing with individuals impacted by or
struggling with suicide that she felt compelled to create
something bigger.
“I would see the tragedy of suicide, and then I became a
facilitator of support groups within the department,” she
said. “That experience made me realize that we need
more.”
In September 2010, Barb organized the Walk for Suicide
Awareness to launch a discussion around the topic. The
turnout was larger than anticipated: about 500 people
attended. Alongside a number dedicated volunteers
who’ve supported the cause since the start or have joined
along the way.
Barb holds degrees in Psychology, Human Development
and Mental Health Counseling. She is also trained in
various suicide prevention and crisis management
techniques. In fall 2015, the Center added two staff to
increase its reach and provide specific support for
Veterans, lead by Mike Crum, and AODA issues, lead by
Scott Granger. Both Mike and Scott hold professional
certifications and educational backgrounds related to their
emphasis within the nonprofit.
The level of education and expertise is not often found in
leaders of other nonprofits focused on suicide awareness
and prevention, and Lynn said it’s a big part of why
individuals can truly trust the impact the Center aims to
make.
"More so than any other nonprofit, they really do walk the
talk,” Lynn said. “And that's so important. Barb, as a
leader of the Center, she really has a passion in her heart
for helping others. The intention is always about helping
the individual — it doesn't matter if they're young, their
race, socioeconomic status — it doesn't matter. When you
are giving someone a truly barrierfree service, it's
amazing how it changes lives."

The Center has seen tremendous success in its
awareness efforts since its 2010 inception. The Walk for
Suicide Awareness grows every year, with 4,000 people
attending the most recent event.
“The walk is something people put on their calendars
every year,” Barb said.
In 2014, the Center produced a documentary, “If You
Only Knew What You Left Behind,” shedding light on the
stigma surrounding suicide. The documentary won the
35th Annual Telly Award, which honors the finest film and
video productions, groundbreaking web commercials,
videos and films, and outstanding local, regional and
cable TV commercials and programs.
The Center has been an instrumental support group for
other individuals interested in launching walks and
support groups, and this network has helped create
outlets for suicide awareness and support throughout
Wisconsin.
“We’re growing out of pure necessity,” Barb said. “We’re
growing because the demand is higher than what we
anticipated.”

"When you are giving someone a truly barrier-free service, it's amazing how it changes lives."
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It's Up to Us to Help
AWARENESS TO AN AVOIDED ISSUE
Throughout his quest for help, Lynn’s
brother Scott had a number of
emergency hospital visits. As Scott’s
advocate, Lynn was often a part of the
intake process. Lynn found medical
professionals’ reactions to situations
related to Scott’s mental health
disturbing.

“The difference in the way you're treated
is night and day,” she said. “When you
are having medical issues, people have
more of a compassion. When you have
mental health issues, they treat you
more like a prisoner.”
These gaps in mental health care are
also very evident among Veteran
populations, Mike said.
“Veterans are a unique population
because I think they just get balled into
this general term of a Veteran,” he said.
“When you break that term down, a
Veteran is someone who served in an
individual branch, which can vary
greatly. I think there’s a big
misconception or judgement that all
Veterans are the same or have the
same kind of experience.”
The last WI suicide report published in
2012 cites 1 in 5 suicides in the state is
a Veteran. Since 2007, more than 700
WI Veterans have died by suicide.

“We have to do a better job of just
letting Veterans know that they’re not
alone,” Mike said.

The Center wants everyone facing any
difficulty to know they’re not alone — no
matter their background, situation or
experience. Through a unique
relationship with the local tavern league,
for example, the Center provides pint
glasses with details for the emotional
text support line, HOPELINE, for bar
owners and bartenders to use.
This is an important outreach, as about
onethird of the people that seek help
from the Center are struggling with
some sort of substance abuse.
“Drug and alcohol abuse and misuse
has a relationship when it comes to
suicidal thoughts,” Scott said.
“Sometimes people, when they’re down
— they find the courage, unfortunately,
to finish their thoughts — under the
influence, it’s easier to go ahead with it.”
And in these situations, where a life is
lost by suicide, it unfortunately seems all
too easy to sweep it under the run.
“I think some people also think if we
don't talk about it, it won't happen or it'll
go away by itself — which is not true,”
Karen said.

Some people are
willing to talk
about suicide
and others still
refuse to
acknowledge
that it is a
problem and that
things need to be
done to help
educate the
community on
suicide
prevention.
 Karen, volunteer

Addressing the Issue
PROGRAMS & SERVICES AT OUR CENTER

The Center for Suicide Awareness has identified a number of avenues that prove successful in supporting its
mission to educate, prevent and help survivors heal. While its services are varied and customizable
depending on the situation, the Center focuses on four specific program areas to target its goals: Support
Groups; Training and Education; HOPELINE; and Resource Navigation.
Support Groups are a very important tool both for
survivors of suicide (healing) and individuals dealing with a
crisis, mental health issue or other life difficulty (prevention).

The Center is constantly adapting its resources
available to the community, and will create new groups
as the need arises.

During the session, the Center will focus on teaching coping
skills and identifying the stages of grief as well as offering
general support by simply providing a listening ear.
Some examples of specific groups include: Youth
Survivors; Adult Survivors; Coping after an Attempt; Military
and Veteran Support Groups and more.

Each individual meeting will take a specific approach to
meet the needs of participants. For example, some
Military and Veteran groups might be selflead, while
others are topicoriented, such as posttraumatic
stress, unemployment issues, romantic relationship
issues or maintaining relationships with your children.

The Center also provides Training and Education for schoolage children as well as for facilitators. Training sessions
are often tailored to meet specific needs (for example, a faithbased session or elementary school session), but there
are several specific pieces that are an important part of any curriculum.
For schools, education programs often include:

For facilitators, training programs often include:

 Acknowledge, Care, Tell (ACT): focuses on teaching
individuals to recognize depression or other negative
feelings and act before something devastating happens.
The curriculum does this by teaching a positive way to
acknowledge those feelings, then expressing care for the
individual in need and telling a trusted adult.
 Honest, Open, Proud (HOP): Focuses on suicide
education and reducing the stigma, teaching warning
signs and coping methods. The Center is the only
organization in Northeast Wisconsin certified to teach
HOP.
 Alcohol and Other Drug Abuse (AODA): Focused
around identifying and understanding what drug addiction
looks like.
 Question, Persuade, Refer (QPR): Focused on
preventing suicidal behavior by teaching practical and
proven suicide prevention techniques.
 Stigma Elimination: Focused on defining stigma and
how it looks it different settings.

 From the schools list: ACTl; QPR; HOP; and Stigma
Elimination.
Communication Training: Focused on educating
health care employees, police and other public service
employees on how to communicate with suicide
survivors after a tragedy.
PeertoPeer Support: Training on how to facilitate
support groups for those impacted by suicide, whether a
small group or oneonone setting.
Signs of Suicide (SOS): Focused on how to identify
the Signs of Suicide.
Suicide Prevention Training: Focused on prevention
training and education for students, educators and
businesses.
 Stigma Reduction: Focused on defining stigma and
how it looks in different settings, and outlining what
approaches people have tried to reduce stigmas,
offering a model for organizations to apply in their
efforts to reduce various aspects of stigma.

Programs, Continued
The HOPELINE is a free, statewide emotional text support
line that launched in October 2014. It was initially open from
3:30 to 9 p.m. Monday through Friday, but due to high
interest transitioned to a 24/7 resource on July 1, 2015.
The Center trains responders across the state to manage
the HOPELINE, and currently has 1,700 responders in all
parts of Wisconsin.
All responders must provide references and undergo
background checks. They then complete online training,
which includes instruction on the software, responding to
texts, training on specific topics and resources, and
responding to crises, including when to get intervention
involved.

The Center also recognizes that as an individual struggling with a mental health issue or other life crisis, it can be very
difficult to find the help you need — even if the resources do exist. The Center offers Resource Navigation to bridge
this gap, acting as a first stop resource for finding the help individuals need.
The Center has collected information on places that offer resources for individuals struggling to find the support they
need. When an individual is in crisis, the Center has a doorswideopen policy, barrier free. The Center talks to the
individual, listens, and finds solutions that will actually make a positive impact.

BY THE NUMBERS

250

lives supported

100

lives improved

Infinite
# of youth impacted

On an annual basis, the Center is making a difference in the lives of more than 250
people through its support groups alone.

Every month, on average, an additional 10 people simply walk into the Center
looking for help, and in most cases the Center is able to refer them to at least 2
community resources that will help their current situation. That’s more than 100
lives in a given year improved.

The Center has an overwhelmingly large impact with youth, appearing in schools
across Wisconsin throughout the year and constantly touching the lives of
students.

HOPELINE is Saving Lives
REAL PEOPLE, REAL LIVES, BEING SAVED
Resources and tools in place because
of the Center for Suicide Awareness are
saving lives and influencing positive
change in ways that will make a
difference in preventing tragedy.
The HOPELINE has an immediate
impact on the distress levels of texters:
on a scale of 1 to 10, individuals report
a reduction from 7 to 3 as to how much
the situation that they are texting about
is impacting their life. In this way
HOPELINE interrupts what could
otherwise be an escalation of distress
that could lead to suicidal behavior.
When suicidal behavior is detected via
HOPELINE, the Center is able to act
and stop what could be a fatal situation.
Responders are trained to ask
individuals where they are located, and
this information is often volunteered by
the texters. If a HOPELINE user sends
a message that they are actually going
to hurt themselves, the Center has and
will send emergency professionals.
Lynn helped manage HOPELINE when
it first launched in 2014, and recalled
the story of a young girl who was
suicidal and reached out via the
emotional text support line. The girl
mentioned that she had just slit her
wrist, and her parents were in a different

part of the home and unaware.

Using GPS technology, the Center was
able to identify her location and notify
law enforcement so they could respond
to the home and act.
She survived.
“Some people were worried people
wouldn't open up to you via texting, but
it amazed me — within moments — just
how quickly people really feel
comfortable with sharing their struggles,”
she said.
Texting is a very popular means of
communication, so its use via
HOPELINE offers a nonthreatening
resource because individuals aren't
being judged by how their voice sounds
— they like the anonymity, Lynn said.
Sometimes when you're in that frame of
mind, it's hard to even talk.
The immediate and constant availability
is an additional bonus of the service.
“It is providing a very important service
to people that are really hurting and
need help immediately,” Joann said.
“People know they can call any time,
day or night 24 hours, to get through
that deep, dark hole — and people will
listen and not shun them.”

“People know
they can call any
time, day or
night 24 hours,
to get through
that deep, dark
hole — and
people will listen
and not shun
them.”
 Joann, survivor of suicide

Spreading Hope Across WI
THE RIPPLE AFFECT OF AWARENESS
The Center’s statewide reach is not just
limited to its text line — the organization
is also empowering others to create
awareness and resources in various
parts of Wisconsin.

Patti and her husband, Terry, are one
example. The two launched Ben’s Hope
under Barb’s mentorship, in honor of
their son. Ben’s Hope is in Platteville,
and the group organizes an annual
suicide awareness walk and hosts
monthly support meetings.
Patti said through her ongoing
openness surrounding her son’s death
by suicide, she’s received apologies
from numerous people who avoided her
after his passing.
“I’ve actually had apologies from
people,” she said, “and what I’ve
learned is that everyone has their story.
For example, an individual who came

up to me and said, ‘I want you to know
that I thought I was healed from a family
suicide that I had endured before. I
realized listening to you that the reason I
was avoiding you was not because of
your own situation, but because of my
own situation — that I haven’t dealt with
it.’”
This is one of the key characteristics of
the Center: being able to bend and build
based on the needs of the community.

“We’re not going to put our funding
barriers on our clients,” Mike said. “We
are unique and customized with our
programs. That’s been the biggest
satisfaction for me, to be able to say we
can do it. We’re still going to try to figure
out a way of how to help that person.
That just shows compassion to that
person, that they don’t have to be
ashamed of being homeless or ashamed
of feeling suicidal.”

“We’re not going
to put our
funding barriers
on our
clients. We’re
still going to try
to figure out a
way of how to
help that person
 Mike, center staff

“We’re growing out of pure necessity. We’re growing because
the demand is higher than what we anticipated.”
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Donate Now
$30 Support a Group

$50 A Family Walk

While regular support groups do include some volunteer
time and resources, there are often minimal costs
associated with these sessions. This donation helps
keep our groups running on a monthly basis.

Our annual awareness walk requires a lot of resources and expenses add up, including
things such as event insurance, promotions and Tshirts. Event registration helps cover
these costs, but sometimes individuals can’t afford the $10 entry fee. This donation
provides free entries for a family of 5, ensuring there are no hurdles to participation.

$175 Leave Something Behind
The Center regularly presents to classrooms of youth about relevant
suicide topics. This donation provides the support needed for that
education, allowing us to also ensure every child gets some type of
takeaway about the HOPELINE.

$400 Support the Vets

$200 Helping HOPELINE
The Center is constantly sharing information for the HOPELINE resource.
The more people know, the more valuable the tool. We bring fliers to all of
our trainings and other presentations. This donation supports those efforts
for a whole month.

$600

Cushion on the Streets

The Center works with local law enforcement on suicide
prevention education, also equipping individuals with challenge
coins with information for the HOPELINE. This donations touches
the lives of Veterans in need in each of Wisconsin’s 72 counties.

Many individuals throughout Wisconsin are living on the streets, oftentimes in a
runaway situation. Local law enforcement will provide seat cushions with HOPELINE
information to these individuals. This donation not only provides a soft place to sit for
300 people in need, but also awareness about this important resource.

$1,000 Save a School

How to Donate

It’s important that youth know about the HOPELINE because we
never know when a crisis can hit. This donation allows us to
provide enough collateral for a school to really spread awareness
about this resource and maximize districtwide impact.

Online at bit.ly/CFCADonate

Please make checks payable to Center for Suicide Awareness and mail to:
Center for Suicide Awareness
Attn: Barb Bigalke
PO Box 845
Kaukauna, WI 54130

Your Impact Matters
www.centerforsuicideawareness.com | Facebook.com/CenterforSuicideAwareness

