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Suicide in Children and Teens
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Suicides among young people continue to be a serious problem. Suicide is
the second leading cause of death for children, adolescents, and young
adults age 15-to-24-year-olds.

The majority of children and adolescents who attempt suicide have a significant mental health
disorder, usually depression.

Among younger children, suicide attempts are often impulsive. They may be associated with
feelings of sadness, confusion, anger, or problems with attention and hyperactivity.

Among teenagers, suicide attempts may be associated with feelings of stress, self-doubt,
pressure to succeed, financial uncertainty, disappointment, and loss. For some teens, suicide
may appear to be a solution to their problems.

Depression and suicidal feelings are treatable mental disorders. The child or adolescent needs
to have his or her iliness recognized and diagnosed, and appropriately treated with a
comprehensive treatment plan.

Thoughts about suicide and suicide attempts are often associated with depression. In addition
to depression, other risk factors include:

o family history of suicide attempts

e exposure to violence

e impulsivity

e aggressive or disruptive behavior

e access to firearms

e bullying

o feelings of hopelessness or helplessness
e acute loss or rejection

Children and adolescents thinking about suicide may make openly suicidal statements or
comments such as, "l wish | was dead," or "l won't be a problem for you much longer." Other
warning signs associated with suicide can include:
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e changes in eating or sleeping habits

e frequent or pervasive sadness

¢ withdrawal from friends, family, and regular activities

e frequent complaints about physical symptoms often related to emotions, such as
stomachaches, headaches, fatigue, etc.

e decline in the quality of schoolwork

e preoccupation with death and dying

Young people who are thinking about suicide may also stop planning for or talking about the
future. They may begin to give away important possessions.

People often feel uncomfortable talking about suicide. However, asking your child or adolescent
whether he or she is depressed or thinking about suicide can be helpful. Specific examples of
such questions include:

e Are you feeling sad or depressed?
e Are you thinking about hurting or killing yourself?
e Have you ever thought about hurting or killing yourself?

Rather than putting thoughts in your child's head, these questions can provide assurance that
somebody cares and will give your child the chance to talk about problems.

Parents, teachers, and friends should always err on the side of caution and safety. Any child or
adolescent with suicidal thoughts or plans should be evaluated immediately by a trained and
qualified mental health professional.

Return to Table of Contents

If you find Facts for Families© helpful and would like to make good mental health a reality,
consider donating to the Campaign for America’s Kids. Your support will help us continue
to produce and distribute Facts for Families, as well as other vital mental health information,
free of charge.

You may also mail in your contribution. Please make checks payable to the AACAP and
send to Campaign for America’s Kids, P.O. Box 96106, Washington, DC 20090.

The American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry (AACAP) represents over 9,400
child and adolescent psychiatrists who are physicians with at least five years of additional
training beyond medical school in general (adult) and child and adolescent psychiatry.
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Facts for Families© information sheets are developed, owned and distributed by AACAP.
Hard copies of Facts sheets may be reproduced for personal or educational use without
written permission, but cannot be included in material presented for sale or profit. All Facts
can be viewed and printed from the AACAP website (www.aacap.org). Facts sheets may not
be reproduced, duplicated or posted on any other website without written consent from
AACAP. Organizations are permitted to create links to AACAP's website and specific Facts
sheets. For all questions please contact the AACAP Communications Manager, ext. 154.

If you need immediate assistance, please dial 911.

Copyright © 2020 by the American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry.
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