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The purpose of this study was to identify risk and protective factors for suicide attempts among adolescent populations. In 1997, suicide was the third leading cause of death among children and adolescents 10-19 years of age, and reported injurious suicide attempts were 100 times more frequent than completed suicides, in the United States.

This study collected data from the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health, conducted between 1995 and 1996, which is a nationally representative sample of students in the 7th through 12th grades, using a systematic random sample of high schools in the United States. The effects of community, family, and individual factors, gender and racial/ethnic differences (Hispanic white, non-Hispanic white, and black) were examined for.

During the study period, 3.6% of the overall sample population attempted suicide (5.1% of girls and 2.0% of boys). Hispanic and non-Hispanic white females had more attempts and were also younger at age of attempt. Previous suicide attempt, violence victimization or perpetration, alcohol or marijuana use, and school problems were associated with increased risk for suicide attempts in all of the sample populations. Same-sex attraction increased the risk for suicide attempt among all study populations, with the exception of Hispanic females. Weapon carrying at school was predictive of increased risk for suicidal attempts among boys. For girls, having a friend who attempted or completed suicide or having a history of illicit drug use, somatic symptoms, or mental illness increased the risk for suicide attempts.

Perceived parent-family connectedness emerged as a protective factor for attempting suicide in all sample populations. Emotional well-being reduced the odds for all girls regardless of racial/ethnic groups. High grade point average for boys was associated with a decreased risk for suicide attempt. The presence of 3 protective factors reduced suicide attempts by 70% to 85% for all sample populations regardless of racial/ethnic group or gender.

Reviewer's Comment

Reduction of suicide attempts should be a primary goal for physicians participating in adolescent healthcare. Healthcare professionals must ask the appropriate questions to identify risks factors with regard to emotional health, family interactions, and school achievement. More importantly, however, this study revealed that more efforts must be placed on promotion of protective factors. Educating parents of adolescent patients about adolescent issues and available community resources is very important. Discussions with parents and patients should emphasize that improved family and school relationships and emotional well-being are important factors that play a role in reduction of suicide attempts in this patient population. Parents need to be informed that active involvement during this period is of utmost importance. (LM Crews)

