


Supporting Your Teen: A Guide to Understanding and Preventing Suicide Risks
Introduction
Parenting a preadolescent/adolescent at high risk of suicide is challenging and emotionally taxing. This manual aims to equip you with comprehensive information on suicide risk factors, proactive measures to mitigate risk, signs and symptoms to monitor, how to keep the environment safe, and when to seek emergency help. By staying informed and engaged, you can significantly contribute to your child's well-being and recovery.
Understanding Suicide Risk
Suicide is a complex issue influenced by multiple factors, including psychological, environmental, and social elements. Understanding these can help you better support your child.
Psychological Factors
· Mental Health Disorders: Conditions such as depression, bipolar disorder, and anxiety disorders significantly increase the risk of suicide.
· Trauma History: Previous trauma, such as physical, emotional, or sexual abuse, can elevate the risk.
· Substance Abuse: Drug and alcohol use can impair judgment and increase impulsivity, leading to higher suicide risk.
Environmental Factors
· Stressful Life Events: Bullying, relationship issues, academic pressures, and significant losses (e.g., death of a loved one) can contribute to suicidal thoughts.
· Family Dynamics: Dysfunctional family relationships, lack of support, and high levels of conflict can exacerbate mental health issues.
Social Factors
· Isolation: Social isolation or feeling disconnected from peers can increase vulnerability.
· Cultural and Societal Pressures: Societal expectations and cultural stigmas around mental health can inhibit seeking help.


Mitigating Risk
Mitigating suicide risk involves creating a supportive environment, fostering open communication, and ensuring professional support.
Open Communication
· Encourage Honest Conversations: Foster an environment where your child feels safe to express their feelings. Use open-ended questions and listen without judgment.
· Validate Their Feelings: Acknowledge their emotions and let them know it's okay to feel how they do. Avoid dismissing their feelings or offering simplistic solutions.
Supportive Environment
· Consistent Presence: Be present and involved in your child's life. Spend quality time together, showing interest in their activities and friendships.
· Positive Reinforcement: Encourage and praise positive behaviors and achievements, no matter how small.
Professional Help
· Therapy and Counseling: Ensure your child attends therapy regularly. Collaborate with therapists to understand their treatment plan and progress.
· Medication Management: If your child is prescribed medication, monitor their adherence and report any side effects to their healthcare provider.
Signs and Symptoms to Monitor
Recognizing warning signs can help you intervene early and seek appropriate help.
Emotional Symptoms
· Persistent Sadness: Ongoing feelings of sadness, hopelessness, or worthlessness.
· Intense Mood Swings: Rapid changes in mood, such as extreme irritability, anger, or sudden calmness.
Behavioral Symptoms
· Withdrawal: Avoiding social interactions, spending more time alone, and losing interest in previously enjoyed activities.
· Risky Behaviors: Engaging in dangerous activities, substance abuse, or self-harm.
· Changes in Routine: Alterations in sleeping patterns, appetite, or personal hygiene.
Verbal Cues
· Talk of Death: Mentioning death, dying, or suicidal thoughts, even if it seems casual or joking.
· Burden Statements: Expressing feelings of being a burden to family or friends.
Keeping the Environment Safe
Creating a safe environment involves restricting access to means of self-harm and having a crisis plan in place.
Suicide Safety: Precautions at Home (AACAP, No. 130; July 2020)
Suicide is one of the leading causes of death for children, teens, and young adults in the United States. 
· In 2021, suicide was the second-leading cause of death among Ohioans 10-34 years of age and the 12th-leading cause of death in Ohio, overall. 
2021+Suicide+Fact+Sheet_Final.pdf (ohio.gov)
· According to the CDC, "suicide is the second-leading cause of death in ages 10-14 and the third leading cause of death for 15–24-year-olds, after accidents and homicide."
YRBS_Data-Summary-Trends_Report2023_508.pdf (cdc.gov)
Although attempting and completing suicide is more common in children with depression and other mood disorders, impulsive suicide attempts can occur in those with no known history of mental illness. Families can make homes safer, helping to protect children and teens. If your child is talking about thoughts or plans of suicide, they should be urgently evaluated by a qualified mental health provider. Following these suggestions can help reduce the risks and chance for a suicide attempt.
Sources of Risk in the Home
Weapons
· Research Findings: Having a gun or weapon in the home increases the risk of dying by suicide.
· Safety Measures:
· Store guns unloaded in a locked safe.
· Lock bullets in a separate location.
· Only adults should have access to gun safe keys or combinations.
· Consider trigger locks for guns.
· Inquire about gun ownership and storage when children visit friends or relatives' homes.
· Lock away knives, razor blades, and other sharp objects.
Medications
· Supervision: Parents and caregivers should control all medications kept in the home.
· Storage:
· Keep all medications, prescribed and over-the-counter, in a locked box.
· An adult should dispense and monitor all medications.
· Track all medication bottles and pill counts, including for pets.
· Dispose of expired or unused medications at a local pharmacy or fire station.
· Ask the parents of your child’s friends about their medication storage practices.
Substances
· Alcohol and Drugs:
· Monitor and lock away bottles of alcohol.
· Lock all forms of marijuana in a lock box.
· Inquire about how other parents store alcohol or marijuana.
· Other Hazardous Items:
· Keep vehicle keys secured or in a lock box.
· Lock away toxic household cleaners, pesticides, and industrial chemicals.
· Limit access to ropes, electrical wire, and long cords.
· Secure and lock high-level windows and rooftop access.

Online Activities
· Monitor: Parents and caregivers should monitor online activities for:
· Researching suicide methods.
· Purchasing items for self-harm.
· Visiting self-harm or suicide-related chatrooms or social media sites.
· Receiving messages about suicide, calls for help, or peer bullying.
Following these steps can help improve safety in your home. If you are concerned about signs of suicidal thoughts or expressions of hopelessness or depression, seek help from a child and adolescent psychiatrist or other mental health professional immediately for an emergency evaluation.
Emergency Room Signs and Symptoms
Most families know when to call an ambulance or take their child to the emergency room when they seem physically ill. Families may have a hard time identifying a psychiatric or mental health emergency. A psychiatric emergency is a dangerous or life-threatening situation in which a child needs immediate attention.
If your child has overdosed on medication or drugs, swallowed something dangerous, or attempted suicide, this is an emergency. Immediately call 911 or your local emergency number.

Reasons to bring your child for an emergency mental health evaluation include:
Risk of harm to self, such as:
· Saying in person or online that they want to kill themselves
· Searching online about how to kill themselves
· Taking steps to kill themselves like stockpiling pills, making a noose, or getting a gun or other weapons
· Writing a suicide note
· Giving away favorite belongings or making a will
· Cutting or hurting themselves in order to die or not talking about why
Risk of harm to others, such as:
· Saying in person or online that they plan to kill a person or large groups of people
· Becoming more violent towards others
· Starting fires, destroying property, or harming animals
· Threatening a person with a weapon
Changes in behavior or thinking, such as:
· Acting strangely or not making sense
· Losing touch with reality
· Seeing or hearing things that are not there
· Becoming paranoid
In these cases, an emergency evaluation may be required. If your child is in immediate danger, call 911 or your local emergency number, or head straight to the nearest emergency room. If you're not sure you can transport your child safely, call an ambulance.

If available, bring the following to the emergency room, but only if it does not delay getting there:
· A suicide note or social media post that your child has written
· Medication bottles if your child may have taken an overdose
· Current medications prescribed to your child
· Contact information for the pediatrician and mental health providers
Some issues are concerning but are not psychiatric emergencies and can be handled by a pediatrician or mental health provider during regular business hours. These include:
· Routine medication changes or non-urgent medication refills
· Non-emergent full diagnostic evaluations
· Chronic or longstanding problems that are not dangerous or life threatening, such as anxiety, trouble sleeping, defiant behaviors, or tantrums.
Psychiatric emergencies are life-threatening events that require immediate attention. They can be frightening, but medical staff can help keep your child safe and make sure they get the help they need.
Additional Resources
Equipping yourself with resources can provide further support and information.
Crisis Hotlines
· 911
· National Suicide Prevention Lifeline: 1-800-273-TALK (8255)
· Crisis Text Line: Text HOME to 741741

Educational Materials
https://www.aacap.org/AACAP/Families_and_Youth/Resource_Centers/Depression_Resource_Center/Resources_for_Parent_Depression.aspx
Teens and suicide: What parents should know | AFSP
Conclusion
Your involvement as a parent is critical in supporting your adolescent through their mental health challenges. By staying informed, vigilant, and compassionate, you can help mitigate the risk of suicide and ensure your child receives the care they need. Remember, you are not alone; reach out to healthcare professionals and support networks whenever necessary.
For further assistance or personalized guidance, please do not hesitate to contact our staff or your child’s therapist.  
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