Suicide Awareness and Prevention Tip Sheet

September is National Suicide Prevention Month, which provides the opportunity to become more
aware of how we can help prevent suicide among the children and youth we serve. Although
suicide is the second leading cause of death among children, teens and young adults ages 5 - 25,
it is often preventable. Knowing how to identify warning signs and understanding how to help
children and teens in crisis can save lives.

Children and teens in foster care have experienced trauma and risk factors that make them more
likely to think about, attempt and die by suicide. In fact, children and teens in foster care are two
and a half times more likely to have seriously considered suicide and almost four times more likely
to have attempted suicide than other youth. ?

Often times, Volunteer Child Advocates (VCAs) are the most stable person in a child’s life and know
how that child is doing in multiple settings like home and school. Reducing risk factors and
increasing protective factors, and knowing the warning signs and what to do if concerned about a
child are crucial to helping prevent and responding to suicide attempts.

< Key Risk Factors

Risk factors are characteristics of a person or his or her environment that increase the likelihood
that they will die by suicide. > Some children and teens are at higher risk for thoughts and
attempts of suicide, especially children and youth in foster care. Risk factors associated with suicide
among children and youth are summarized below. e

o« Trauma

« Poor coping skills and poor self-esteem

« Family conflict and dysfunction

o A recent or serious loss

« A mental health disorder, particularly a mood disorder such as depression

« Prior suicide attempts, parental/sibling history of suicide

« Alcohol and other substance use disorders, parental mental illness or su bstance abuse

« Struggling with sexual orientation and gender identify — rejection and stigma

o Self-injury — indication of harmful coping strategies

« Bullying, being bullied

o Access to lethal means

1 Amer. Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry:

https://www.aacap.org/AACAP/Families and Youth/Facts for Families/FFF-Guide/Teen-Suicide-010.aspx
2Suicide Prevention Resource Center: http:[[www.sprc.org{sites(defauit(files[resource-grogram[Fostercare.gdf
3 suicide Prevention Resource Center: https:ﬁwww.sprc.org/about-suicidefrisk-nrotective-factors

4 Child Mind Institute: httgs:[[childmind.org[suicidegrevention[

5 Healthychild.org: httg:([www.mhawisconsin.org(Data(Sites(lfmediafimpact—of—suicide-2016/out-of-folder-d---
greventing-suicidal-behavior—among-vouth-in-foster-care—{foster—garent).pdf

]



e Effective behavioral health care

e Connectedness to helpful friends, a supportive family, caring adults, community, and social
institutions (safe schools)

o Life skills (including problem solving skills and coping skills, ability to adapt to change)

e Strong self-esteem and a sense of purpose or meaning in life

e Cultural, religious, or personal beliefs that discourage suicide

o Engaged and supportive foster caregivers. Feeling connected with parents or caregivers may
be the most influential protective factor for youth.

< Warning Signs

Some behaviors may mean a person is at immediate risk for suicide. These three should prompt
action right away: "2

e Talking about wanting to die or to kill oneself;

e Looking for a way to kill oneself, such as searching online or obtaining a gun; and

e Talking about feeling hopeless or having no reason to live

Other behaviors may also indicate a serious risk for suicide— especially if the behavior is new; has
increased: and/or seems related to a painful event, loss, or change:

e Talking about feeling trapped or in unbearable pain

e Talking about being a burden to others

e Increasing the use of alcohol or drugs

e Acting anxious or agitated; behaving recklessly

e Sleeping too little or too much

e Withdrawing or feeling isolated

e Showing rage or talking about seeking revenge

o Displaying extreme mood swings

It may be difficult to distinguish between warning signs of suicide and a child’s emotional reaction
to being placed in foster care or the impact of trauma, which can affect a child’s moods, behavior,
schoolwork, and relationships. However, it is important to pay attention to and try to explore any
indication that something is bothering a child. These warning signs can be used as a starting point
to talk with the foster child about what he or she is feeling. '3

<% What You Can Do

Self-harm and suicide attempts should always be taken seriously. If you are concerned about a
child, there are things you can do to help a child in emotional crisis who may be thinking about
suicide. ™ 1°

12 gyicide Prevention Resource Center: httg:([www.sprc.org,{siteszdefa u!tgﬁlgs{resgurce—grogram[Fostercare.pdf

13 Syicide Prevention Resource Center: ht;p_:{{www.sgrc.orgﬁsitesgdefauI;,ffi!gs.{resource-progra m/Fostercare.pdf

14 Child Mind: ht‘tps:,{{childmlnd.urg_{article,{youre-worried—;uicidg{_
15 Syicide Prevention Resource Center: httQ:{gwww.sgrc.orgﬁsites[defau I;Zfiles[re§ource~prograszos;grcare.pdf
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3. Natl. Center for the Prevention of Youth Suicide: Preventing Suicidal Behavior Among Youth in
Foster Care: mn://www.mhawisconsin.orq/Data/Sites/ 1/media/impact-of-suicide-2016/out-of-
folder—4---preventing—suicidaI-behavior-among~vouth-in-foster-care-(foster-parent}.odf

4. Child Mind Institute: httns://chiidmind.ora/artide/teen-suicides-risk—factors/

5. Healthy children.Org: https://www.healthychildren.org/English/health-
issues/conditions/emotionaI—nroblems/Paqes/Which-Kids-are-at-Hiqhest-Risk—for-Suicide.asox

6. Suicide Prevention Among Children in Foster Care.
http://www.mhawisconsin.org/Data/Sites/1 /media/impact-of-suicide-201 6/out-of-folder-4---
preventing—suicidal—behavior—among—vouth—in-foster—care-(foster—Darent).ndf

7. The National Suicide Prevention Lifeline: 1-800-273-TALK (8255)

8. Dept. Of Children and Families — Statewide Office of Suicide Prevention: Resources and 2018
Annual Report: https://www.mvflfamiIies.com/service—programs/samh/orevention/suicide—

prevention[

9. FDA Patient Medication Guide (antidepressants and increased suicide risk in children/youth):
https://www.fda.qov/media/72995/downioad

10. Current data on suicide rates can be found at the following web links:

e National data from the Center for Disease and Prevention (CDQ):
https://www.cdc.qov/nchs/nressroom/sosmap/suicide—mortalityfsuicide.htm

e Florida Department of Health suicide death rates by Florida County: This tool allows you to
search by age and trend data by county.
http://www.ﬂhea1thcharts.com/charts/DataViewer/DeathViewer!DeathViewer.asox?indNum
ber=0116




