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Objectives

1) Increase insight to important patterns in 
Black suicide

2) Inspire an expanded and more 
inclusive approach to suicide science

3) Expand suicide prevention upstream
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Disaggregating patterns in Black suicide
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Disaggregating patterns in Black suicide
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Urgency of Black Youth Suicide

Between 1993 and 2012, 
the suicide rate 
doubled for African 
American children while 
the rate for similar age 
European American 
children decreased 
(Bridge et al., 2015; 
2018) 
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Suicide research and prevention: 
Specific challenges

Underreporting
Black people don’t kill themselves
Determined to be accidents/undetermined
How should suicide be defined? 

-- “real” vs. “slow” i.e., drug use?
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 Black adults have lower rates of most psych 
disorders but higher rates of psych symptoms 
than White adults

Among those who experience psych d/o, 
episodes are more severe

Unexpected Patterns of Psychological 
Disorder and symptoms
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Quality of care

Depression more likely to be seen in general 

medical than mental health settings

Receive poorer care despite having insurance

White/EA counselors apprehensive about 

discussing race

Overall, discrimination and mistrust affect quality 

of care
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Widely Cited Risk factors (CDC.gov, AFSP.org)

Recent life stressor
Depression, Anxiety 

Other psychiatric disturbance (e.g., psychosis)
Childhood Maltreatment

Social isolation
Health-related concerns

Sleep disturbance

Barriers to healthcare

History of Suicide attempt
Family History of Suicide attempt
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Psychosocial and Cultural Model of 
Suicide Vulnerability and Resilience

Suicide Outcome

Ideation
Plan

Attempt 
(intent/lethality)

Reasons/Liv

Psychopathology

Depression
Anxiety

Psychosocial & 
cultural

Ethnic Identity
Cultural Worldview

Acculturation
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n= 139 African American
161 European American 

Hopelessness  Reasons for living*
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*Unless African American and reporting      
African-centered worldview (community, spirituality)



Implications for Risk Assessment 
in an Ethnically diverse sample

 Nature of current suicide symptoms
 History of past attempts
 Resolved Plans 
 Recent life stressors
 Dual Diagnosis

Adapted from Joiner, Jr., T.E., Walker, R.L., et al. (1999).  

Race-related and Acculturative Stress
Buffering factors (e.g. worldview, coping strategies)



Reconciling goals

Maintain a nonjudgmental and supportive 
stance

 Understand that suicide “makes sense” 

 Understand that the person is suffering from 
mental pain and maybe loss of self-respect

 Assume that the individual’s circumstances are 
unique 
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Objectives achieved?
(also known as Conclusions)

1) Increase insight to important patterns in Black 
suicide, including risks associated with younger 
age group and buffers that prevent higher rates 
of death

2) Inspire an expanded and more inclusive 
approach to suicide science, attending to role 
of unique buffers among high-risk Black youth 
and adults

3) Expand suicide prevention upstream such that 
attention to emotion regulation, management 
of stressful events, and social justice are integral 
to traditional “prevention”



Thank you for 
your attention!

drrheedawalker.com


	Black Suicide Science: �Understanding Crisis in a Different Context
	Objectives
	Slide Number 3
	Disaggregating patterns in Black suicide
	Disaggregating patterns in Black suicide
	Slide Number 6
	Suicide research and prevention: �Specific challenges
	Unexpected Patterns of Psychological Disorder and symptoms
	Quality of care
	Widely Cited Risk factors (CDC.gov, AFSP.org)
	Psychosocial and Cultural Model of Suicide Vulnerability and Resilience
	n= 139 African American�	161 European American ��Hopelessness  Reasons for living*��
	Implications for Risk Assessment in an Ethnically diverse sample�
	Reconciling goals
	Objectives achieved?�(also known as Conclusions)
	Slide Number 16

