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teachers listened to what they had to say (Sommers, 1994). Apparently, school
concerns may be less important to the drop in self-esteem among young women
than earlier research suggested (Daley, 1991). More studies are needed to sort
out the reasons for these differences in survey results.

Depression and Suicide The rate of suicide among adolescents has
increased more than 600 percent since 1950. Suicide is now the third leading
cause of death among adolescents, after accidents and homicides (Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention, 1999; Hoyert, Kochanek, & Murphy, 1999).
According to one survey, 27 percent of high school students had thought ser-
iously about suicide. A smaller proportion (16 percent) had made a specific plan
for killing themselves, and still smaller percentage (8 percent) had actually
attempted suicide. One-quarter of the attempts were serious enough to require
medical attention. Although successful suicide is more common in males than in
females, more females attempt suicide (Centers for Disease Control and Pre-
vention, 1991). There is also a disturbing trend in our society toward suicide at
younger ages. Between 1980 and 1992, the suicide rate among adolescents ages
10 to 14 rose by 120 percent and was especially high among black males in this
age group (an increase of 300 percent) (Leary, 1995).A growing culture of youth
violence and an increased accessibility of guns may contribute to these statistics.

Research shows that suicidal behavior in adolescents (including thinking about
suicide as well as actually attempting it) is often linked to other psychological
problems, such as depression, drug abuse, and disruptive behaviors (see Table
10–2) (Andrews & Lewinsohn, 1992). One study of more than 1,700 adolescents
revealed that a set of related factors put an adolescent at higher-than-average risk
for attempting suicide. Among these are being female, thinking about suicide,
having a mental disorder (such as depression), and having a poorly educated
father who is absent from the home. A history of physical or sexual abuse and
poor family communication skills are also associated with suicide and suicide
attempts. The research does not yet demonstrate that these factors play a causal
role in self-injurious behavior (Wagner, 1997), but they do, at least in theory,
allow us to identify people at risk.

But it is hard to tell which adolescents at higher-than-average risk will actually
attempt suicide. For example, depression in and of itself rarely leads to suicide:
Although 3 percent of adolescents suffer severe depression at any one time, the

Major depression 65 10 56 21
Alcohol abuse 19 4 14 4
Drug abuse 29 6 13 5
Disruptive behaviors 32 9 12 4
Adjustment disorder 7 5 10 7
Anxiety disorder 10 6 19 11

Males Females

Disorder % of Attempters % of Nonattempters % of Attempters % of Nonattempters

Source:Adapted from “Suicidal attempts among older adolescents: Prevalence and co-occurence with psychiatric disorders” by J.A.Andrews and P. M.
Lewinsohn, 1992, Journal of the American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry, 31, pp. 655–662. Reprinted by permission of Lippincott Williams & Wilkins.

Table 10–2 Mental Disorders in Older Adolescents Who Attempt Suicide


