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Abstract

Though many scholars acknowledge that the causes of suicide are complex, suicidology and suicide
prevention focus disproportionately (1) on individual risk and protective factors rather than social-contextual
factors and (2) on crisis intervention rather than up-stream prevention strategies. This presentation will illustrate
why neglecting social-contextual risk factors and up-stream solutions is problematic by presenting empirical
evidence from an in-depth qualitative case study of a community with a significant adolescent suicide problem
(including youth suicide clusters). While adolescence can be a challenging developmental stage known for its
heightened vulnerability to suicide, youth in this community have to contend with additional social-contextual
stressors. For example, the community is highly connected with cohesive social networks that facilitate gossip,
the monitoring of behaviors, and the sanctioning of deviations from expectations. Additionally, the community
is home to a broadly shared set of narrow cultural beliefs about what ideal kids (and parents) should be: namely,
academically and athletically excellent. The presentation also outlines how these contextual conditions matter to
youth mental health and offers suggestions for additional intervention points for suicide prevention. After this
presentation attendees will have a better understanding of (1) why social-contextual and upstream factors matter
to suicide and (2) how neglecting them can undermine prevention efforts. Finally, attendees will be able to
discuss (3) the social-contextual issues that schools, communities, parents, and mental health workers must
consider when managing a context with a disproportionate number of youth suicides or suicide attempts and (4)
articulate why youth must be included as partners in suicide prevention.
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