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Suicide and Eating Disorders

April R. Smith, Ph.D. 

Auburn University

Disclaimer

This presentation is based on work supported, in part, by the U.S. 
Department of Defense Award # W81XWH‐16‐2‐0004, but does not 
necessarily represent the views of the Department of Defense or the 
United States Government

Who am I?

Research on Eating 
Disorders & Suicidality Lab
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Self‐harming 
behaviors

Roadmap 

Eating Disorders & Suicidality—Terminology 

Eating Disorders & Suicidality—Basics

Eating Disorders & Suicidality Co‐Occurrence

Why They Might Co‐Occur

Treatment Options
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Binge Eating 
Disorder

Other 
Specified 
Feeding and 
Eating 
Disorders
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Eating Disorders

Anorexia Nervosa Bulimia Nervosa

Binge Eating Disorder

Avoidant Restrictive 
Food Intake Disorder 
(ARFID)

Other Specified Feeding 
and Eating Disorders 
(OSFED)

Atypical Anorexia Nervosa Purging Disorder

Source: https://www.therecoveryvillage.com/mental‐health/eating‐disorders/eating‐disorder‐statistics/

Suicide Planning

Suicidal Ideation

Self-Injurious Thoughts and Behaviors Terminology

Suicide Attempt

Suicide Death

Non-Suicidal Self-Injury (NSSI)
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Suicidal 
behaviors

Non 
suicidal 

self‐injury

Eating 
disorder 
behaviors

No self‐
harm

Fox et al., 2019

Roadmap 

Eating Disorders & Suicidality—Terminology 

Eating Disorders & Suicidality—Basics

Eating Disorders & Suicidality Co‐Occurrence

Why They Might Co‐Occur

Treatment Options

1 person dies every 52 
minutes from an ED

Eating Disorders affect 

19.7% of women & 
14.3% of men

Anorexia: 

2nd highest mortality rate 
of any mental illness

(Ward, et al., 2019; CDC; Keshaviah, et al., 2014; Preti et al., 2011)
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42% 81%

1st‐3rd graders 

want to be thin
10 year olds are 

afraid of getting fat

Deloitte Access Economics, 2020; Flament et al., 2015; Noordenbos et al., 2002

91%

college‐aged 

women dieting

of eating disorders 

are in men

teen boys trying to 

“bulk up”

of males feel worse 

about their body 

since the pandemic

NEDA; Trevor Project

What about boys?

33% 58% 90%

Biology/Genetics

Dieting
Food insecurity

Peers, family, weight 
based bullying, weight 
stigma

Negative emotionality

Perfectionism Media/Culture

Body dissatisfaction

Eating Disorder Risk Factors

Trauma
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Restricting or 
eliminating foods to 
lose weight

Excessively exercising, 
vomiting, using 
laxatives/diuretics

Weight changes

Medical complications

Hoarding or stashing 
food

Ritualistic eating habits 
and/or food rules

Eating alone or refusing 
to eat with others; 
using bathroom after

Low self‐esteem and 
poor body image

Eating Disorder Warning Signs

Suicidality Prevalence Rates

#12 leading cause of 
death, overall; 

#2 for ages 10‐24

Suicide accounts for 
>800,000 deaths/year

In the U.S.,1 death every 
12 minutes; 1 attempt 
every 31 seconds

(Galmiche, et al., 2019; CDC; Keshaviah, et al., 2014; Preti et al., 2011)
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For high schoolers over the past year…

Thought about 

suicide

19% 16% 9%

Planned to kill 

themselves

Attempted 

suicide

(Ivey‐Stephenson et al., 2020).

Burstein, et al., 2019, JAMA Pediatrics; Spiller et al., 2019, Journal of Pediatrics

iGen 2‐3x greater risk vs Millennials

Suicide Prevention 
Resource Center 
(https://sprc.org/)
Source: SAMHSA, 
2020

*

*
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Suicide 
attempts 
in youth 
of color
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Native American 
youth

Black 
girls

Multi‐racial
youth

Latine
girls

White
girls

Asian
youth

Roadmap 

Eating Disorders & Suicidality—Terminology 

Eating Disorders & Suicidality—Basics

Eating Disorders & Suicidality Co‐Occurrence

Why They Might Co‐Occur

Treatment Options

Eating Disorders and Non‐suicidal self‐injury

Source: Kirkpatrick et al., in press
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Eating Disorders and Suicidal Ideation

Source: Amiri et al., 2023

Source: Amiri et al., 2023

Eating Disorders and Suicide Attempts

Arecelus et al., 2011; Crow et al., 2009; Harris & Barraclough, 1997; Keshaviah et al., 2014; Preti et al., 2011; Brown et al., 2018

Anorexia Nervosa:

Bulimia Nervosa:

Other specified ED:

Binge Eating Disorder:

18X‐31x
7.5X

4X

elevated

Eating Disorders and Death by Suicide
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Death by Suicide in Anorexia

AN:

Depression:

Bipolar:

18X‐31x
20X

15X

Arecelus et al., 2011; Crow et al., 2009; Harris & Barraclough, 1997; Preti et al., 2011

Since the pandemic, 
the incidence of eating 
disorders increased

AND ideation and 
attempts among those 
with eating disorders 
has increased

Taquet et al., 2021

>50% of LGBTQ+ 
youth have had an 
eating disorder

Johns et al., 2020; Parker & Harriger, 2020; Johns et al., 2019; 
Johns et al., 2020; Udo et al., 2019

LGBTQ+ youth 
4x as likely to 
attempt suicide

45% of LGBTQ+ 
youth seriously 
considered suicide

LGBTQ+ youth with 
eating disorders are 
5‐6x more likely to 
attempt suicide

60% of Black trans & 
nonbinary youth 
seriously considered 
suicide
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Roadmap 

Eating Disorders & Suicidality—Terminology 

Eating Disorders & Suicidality—Basics

Eating Disorders & Suicidality Co‐Occurrence

Why They Might Co‐Occur

Treatment Options

Why such a high suicide rate in eating disorders?

Capability for Suicide

Thwarted 
Belongingness

Perceived 
Burdensomeness

Suicide Attempt

Desire for Suicide 

Joiner, 2005; Van Orden et al., 2010

Interpersonal Theory of 
Suicide

“I don’t 
belong 

anywhere.”

“Others 
would be 
better off 

without me.”

• Thwarted belonging
• Secrecy, failure to achieve 
“appearance ideal”

• Burdensomeness
• High cost of treatment, care 
giver burden, illness/injury from 
disorder

• Capability for suicide
• Eating disorder behaviors are 
painful to engage in

Why such a high suicide rate in eating disorders?
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Dietary restraint 
Fasting 

Body dissatisfaction 

Bodell, L., Smith, A. R., Witte, T. K., in press, Psychological Medicine;  *Ortiz & Smith, 2020, IJED; *Trujillo…Smith, 2019, SLTB; 
*Forrest…Smith, 2017; IJED; *Forrest…Smith, 2016, JAD; Smith et al., 2016; IJED; *Dodd, Smith, 2014, Eating Behaviors

Suicidality

Thwarted 
Belongingness

Perceived 
Burdensomeness

Capability for Suicide 

Excessive exercise

Smith et al., 2013, Psychiatry Research; Rogers, et al., 2018

Eating 
Disorders

Suicidality

Mediators

(e.g., capability for 
suicide, burdensomeness, 

low belonging)

Smith, *Ortiz, *Forrest, *Velkoff, *Dodd, 2018, Current Psychiatry Reports; Smith, Zuromski, & *Dodd, 2018, Current Opinions 
in Psychiatry
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Eating 
Disorders

Suicidality

Mediators

Shared 
Mechanisms

Smith, *Ortiz, *Forrest, *Velkoff, *Dodd, 2018, Current Psychiatry Reports; Smith, Zuromski, & *Dodd, 2018, Current Opinions 
in Psychiatry

An integrated 
framework

(e.g., capability for 
suicide, burdensomeness, 

low belonging)

(e.g., impulsivity, trauma, 
genetics)

Eating 
Disorders

Suicidality

Mediators

Interoceptive 
Impairment

Smith, *Ortiz, *Forrest, *Velkoff, *Dodd, 2018, Current Psychiatry Reports; Smith, Zuromski, & *Dodd, 2018, Current Opinions in Psychiatry

An integrated 
framework

(e.g., capability for 
suicide, burdensomeness, 

low belonging)

• You need: pen, paper, and a 
calculator (or just a smart phone)

• When I tell you to start, I want you 
to estimate the number of times 
your heart beats just by listening 
to your body.

• Multiply this number by 3. 
Remember this first number.

• Now, find your pulse. When I tell 
you to start, count the number of 
actual heartbeats.

• Multiply this number by 3. 
Remember this second number.

Interoception‐ a demonstration
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1 – [                                   ]abs (first number — second number)

second number

• E.g., 1 – [abs(60‐65)]/65 = 
• 1 – (5/65) = 
• 1 – .076 = .92

• .80 = very good interoceptive accuracy
• .60‐.79 = moderately good interoceptive 
accuracy

• .59 = poor interoceptive accuracy

Now, some math

Muehlenkamp, 2012; Brausch & Meuhlenkamp, 2014

Losing touch may facilitate self‐harm

Paper 1: Study 1

*Forrest, Smith, et al., 2015, Journal of Abnormal Psychology

< <No suicidality

Paper 1: Study 1
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Results
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ResultsF(3,97) = 3.36, p = .02, η2 = .09.

In
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ce
p
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 D
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s

Forrest, Smith, et al., 2015, Journal of Abnormal Psychology

Paper 1: Study 2

<

Past year1‐5 years5+ years

*Forrest, Smith, et al., 2015, Journal of Abnormal Psychology

Paper 1: Study 2

<
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Results
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In
te
ro
ce
p
ti
ve
 D
ef
ic
it
s

N = 10N = 30N = 40N = 56N = 459

Results

Results

In
te
ro
ce
p
ti
ve
 D
ef
ic
it
s

N = 10N = 30N = 40N = 56N = 459

F(4, 44.28) = 12.92, p < .001, η2 = .11

Interoceptive 
deficits

Hopelessness

Gender

Age

Suicidal 
ideationPTSD sxs

Smith et al., 2020, Suicide & Life‐Threatening Behavior
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Interoceptive 
deficits

Hopelessness

Gender

Age

Non‐suicidal 
self‐injuryPTSD sxs

Smith et al., 2020, Suicide & Life‐Threatening Behavior

Interoceptive 
deficits

Hopelessness

Gender

Age

Attempts
PTSD sxs

Smith et al., 2020, Suicide & Life‐Threatening Behavior

Interoceptive 
deficits

Hopelessness

Gender

Age

Attempt
lethalityPTSD sxs

Smith et al., 2020, Suicide & Life‐Threatening Behavior
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V People with multiple suicide attempts

People with more lethal attempts

Eating disorders

Adolescents

Service members and 
Veterans

Black Americans

Smith et al., 2021; Dodd et al., 2017; Duffy et al., 2021; Hagan et al., 2019; Hielscher & Zopf, 2021; Perkins…Smith, 2022; Rogers et al, 2018; Duffy 
et al., 2018; Smith et al., 2018; Smith et al., 2019; Smith et al., 2022; Gioia, Forrest & Smith, 2022, SLTB, Velkoff & Smith, in press, JPCS

People with suicide attempts

Self‐harming 
behaviors

Roadmap 

Eating Disorders & Suicidality—Terminology 

Eating Disorders & Suicidality—Basics

Eating Disorders & Suicidality Co‐Occurrence

Why They Might Co‐Occur

Treatment Options
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Can improving interoception reduce self‐harm?

RISE: Reconnecting to Internal Sensations and 
Experiences

Session 2Session 1 Session 4Session 3

Recognize, 
understand, 
manage 
emotions

Smith et al., 2021, Behavior Therapy; Smith et al., 2022, Brain Sciences; Smith et al., in prep

RISE initial results‐Pilot studies and 
randomized controlled trial

•Acceptable
• Feasible–91% retention 
• Lasting improvement in interoception

•Pilot work showed decreases in suicidal ideation and 
eating disorder symptoms

63

RISE
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Using RISE principles in 
your own work

What does my body 
do for me?
What is my body 
telling me?

My legs got me 
out of bed 
today

My arms allow 
me to hug 
those I love

My stomach 
and intestines 
turn food to 
fuel!

This scar 
demonstrates 
my body’s 
ability to heal 
itself 

My skin keeps 
my important 
bits in and the 
bad stuff out

Nummenmaa et al., 2013
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Additional Treatment Options

Virtual 
Treatment 
Options

www.equip.health
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Eating 
Disorder 
Prevention

Summary

Eating 
Disorders

Suicidality

Interoceptive 
Impairment

Eating 
Disorders

SuicidalityX
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Thank You & Resources

April Smith

• ars0152@auburn.edu

• https://www.redslab.org/
• Twitter @REDSlabAuburn

Research on Eating 
Disorders & Suicidality Lab

Extra

Assessment Options
• Eating Disorders

• Eating Pathology Symptom Inventory 
(EPSI; Forbush et al., 2013)

• Suicidality
• Depression Screening Inventory‐
Suicidality Subscale (Joiner et al., 2002)

• Interoception
• Multidimensional Assessment of 
Interoceptive Awareness 2 (MAIA‐2; 
Mehling et al., 2018)

• Body Trust Scale (Grunewald et al., in 
prep)

• Also fine to just ask!

• If your student is endorsing either, 
would be good to inquire about the 
other
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Passive or active 
ideation

Feelings of being a 
burden or not 
belonging

Isolating, withdrawing

Hopelessness

Recklessness

Anger, Anxiety, 
Agitation

Poor Problem Solving  
or Substance Abuse

Disgust with self, 
others, the world

Suicide Warning Signs

Self-Injurious Thoughts and Behaviors Terminology

Suicidal Ideation

Passive Ideation

Active Ideation

I wish I were dead

I wish I could go to sleep and never wake up

I wish I were never born

I want to kill myself

I’m going to take my life

I should kill myself

I wish I didn’t exist

Suicide Planning
(Thinking of a specific method, place, and/or time to kill oneself) 
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Suicide Attempt

(Times when you tried to kill yourself with at least some intent to die) 

Suicide Death

(Someone died as a result of intentional self‐harm with the intent to kill themselves) 

Non-Suicidal Self-Injury (NSSI)

(Intentionally harming the body without intent to die; Can include cutting, burning, scratching, hitting, etc) 

79
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(E.g., Restriction, purging, over‐exercise, binging; can be engaged in for self‐harm reasons) 

Eating Disorder Behaviors

Fox et al., 2019

82


