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Scope of the Problem
• Suicide is the third leading cause of death for African Americans, ages
15-19 years (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention [CDC], 2019).
• In recent years, rates of suicide attempts (Lindsey et al., 2019) and
suicide deaths (Price & Khubchandani, 2019) have sharply increased
among African American adolescents.
• Between 2013 and 2019, the rate of suicide for African Americans
between the ages of 15 and 24 years markedly increased (i.e., rising by
as high as 59%), while the suicide rate for Whites in the same age
group declined (Ramchand et al., 2021).

Cause for Alarm & Call to Action
• Documented suicide rates for African American adolescents are cause
for alarm, yet these rates may underestimates, due to a greater
likelihood of deaths by suicide for African American adolescents being
misclassified and attributable to causes other than suicide (Ali et al.,
2021).

• Why, then, are African American adolescents particularly vulnerable
and what are the factors associated with suicide risk that are
distinctive to African American adolescents?
• Most importantly, how can these risks be mitigated?

Distinctive Stressors and Atypical
Suicide Risk Vulnerability
• African American adolescents are disproportionately likely to
encounter socio-ecological stressors that heighten risk for suicidal
ideation, attempts, and deaths, due to:
• Systemic and Structural Racism
• Community Violence Exposure
• Concentrated Economic and Social Disadvantage

Atypical Predictors of Suicidality
• Only 50% of African American or Caribbean Black adolescents who have
attempted suicide had a Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders
(DSM) psychiatric disorder diagnosis prior to the attempt ( Joe et al. 2009).
• African American female adolescents are suicidal at lower levels of depression
relative to their European American counterparts (Robinson et al. 2016b)
• While depression is most predictive for other groups, having an anxiety disorder
placed African American adolescents at the highest risk for attempted suicide (Joe
et al., 2009).
• Hopelessness, as an ultimate sense of futility toward the future (Robinson et al.,
2021).

Implications for Preventive Intervention
• Conventional risk factors and predictors for suicide, as identified in
European American samples, may have limited association to suicide
risk for African American adolescents.
• Thus, conventional mitigation methods too may be of limited
effectiveness for African American adolescents.
• Evidence-based preventive interventions for African American
adolescents that address the distinct risk trajectories of these youth
are needed.

Atypical Manifestations of Suicidality:
• Related, in part, to negative cultural mores regarding suicide (Gibbs 1997, Huguet
et al. 2012), African American adolescents may engage in alternative self-harm
activities that may lead to lethal outcomes (Gibbs 1988):
• Acts of Aggression or Interpersonal Violence (strongly linked to suicide risk
[Hillbrand, 2001])
• Victim-Precipitated Homicide (Wolfgang, 1959), involves individuals
putting themselves in harm’s way by provoking others to kill them
• Victim-precipitated homicide likely affects the misclassification of suicide deaths
in African American adolescents (Rockett et al. 2010), resulting in underestimates
of the incidence and prevalence of African American adolescent suicide.

Advancing Suicide Risk Assessments
• Given the distinct individual, cultural, and contextual risk factors associated with
suicide risk in African American adolescents, suicide risk assessments should
reflect the reality of their existence, not the realities of others.
• Many African American adolescents at risk for suicide likely will be identified using
traditional screening measures, but others may be identified only through the
measurement of psychosocial risk factors such as poverty, violence exposure,
perceived discrimination and racism or some combination of both traditional and
so referenced nontraditional suicide risk assessments.

• Suicide risk and interpersonal aggression/violence may be linked for African
American adolescents, such that adoescents experiencing suicide risk may present
with more aggression/violence: Suicide risk, then, should be evaluated in
adolescents exhibiting heightened aggression or interpersonal violence (Hillbrand
2001).

Toward Strength-Based Assessment :
Race-Related Protective Factors
• Recommendation: Inclusion of strength-based assessments to identify
protective factors in youth and the larger systems in which they
develop. Thus, assessments at multiple levels:
• Individual
• Family
• Community
• Factors such as racial socialization, racial identity, and both traditional
and race-based coping strategies may be protective for African
American adolescents and reduce suicide risk.
Good Assessment → Good Preventive Intervention

Reformulation of Risk and Resilience
Modern-Day Traditional Basic Premise of of Suicide Risk

Reformulation Cont’d.
Expanded Model of Suicide Risk for African American Adolescents

Reformulation Cont’d.
Elaborated Expanded Model of Suicide Risk and Resilience

Preventive Interventions
Several approaches for adolescent suicide preventive intervention (both universal and
indicated) have demonstrated efficacy for reducing suicidal ideation and/or attempts,
as well as increasing suicide protective factors, but there are notable limitations to
most of these approaches:
1. Paucity of data on the effects of these suicide preventive
interventions specifically for African American adolescents

2. Weak to no attention to the distinct socio-ecological stressors that
heighten risk for suicidal ideation, attempts, and deaths in African
American adolescents (e.g., racial discrimination, community
violence
exposure, & concentrated disadvantaged)
3. Most have not explicitly focused on developing the distinct adaptive
coping skills that African American adolescents often depend on to
manage socioecological stressors

A-CWS Intervention and Development
°A-CWS intervention
°Adapted from Clarke and Lewinsohn’s (1995) Adolescent Coping with Stress course (CWS)
°Primarily developed for Caucasian and suburban youth in Oregon

°Cultural Adaptation
°Initial adaptation (funded by Grant # R21-MH063230; see Robinson et al., 2016; Robinson, Droege,
Case, &
Jason, 2015)
°Youth focus groups (youth as key informants) provided input
°Adaptations reflect focus on stressful day-to-day events for urban African American adolescents with few
resources, aiming to prevent outcomes associated with elevated and chronic environmental stressors
Adaptations follow dimensions suggested by Bernal, Bonilla, and Bellido (1995):
1. Language 5. Concepts
2. Persons
6. Goals
3. Metaphors
7. Methods
Next slides provide example session
4. Content
8. Context
material
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Trice thinking: “Why does she keep
watching me? She knows I have
money. I come in here all the time
for my weave.”

Trice thinking: “Although she follows me, at
least she never says anything to me.”

Participants’ Evaluation of A-CWS

Preliminary Findings
(NICHD Efficacy Trial)
Line graph of mean suicidal ideation at each assessment wave. Error bars
represent standard error.
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Conclusions
• Suicide is preventable, yet suicide rates among African American
adolescents have increased exponentially in recent years and constitute a
clear public health crisis.
• There are distinct socio-ecological stressors that can lead to suicide risk for
African American adolescents, in conjunction with unique manifestations of
suicide risk within this group.
• Thus, culturally-sensitive preventive interventions that incorporate cultural
strengths are critically important.
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