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Aprevious suicide attempt is the
most significant determinant of

whether an adolescent will complete
suicide. Although suicide remains the
third leading cause of death among
U.S. adolescents, rates of suicide com-
pletion in this group have fallen steadi-
ly since 1993. No recent research has
examined whether a corresponding
decrease in adolescent suicidal behav-
ior has occurred. Moreover, little work
has focused on trends in suicide at-
tempts in race and gender groups, es-
pecially among African-American
males, a group known to be more ex-
posed to life circumstances that place
them at high risk of self-destructive
behavior.

We compared data on suicidal be-
havior among African-American and
European-American male and female
adolescents from the 1991–2001
Youth Risk Behavior Survey (YRBS), a
nationally representative school-based
survey of students in grades 9 through
12, sponsored by the Centers for Dis-
ease Control and Prevention (1).

Even though suicide completions
have decreased among all U.S. adoles-
cents during the past decade (2), ac-
cording to our analysis, the overall
trend in suicide attempts rose from 7.3
percent in 1991 to 8.8 percent in 2001.
However, as shown in Figure 1, the
rate of attempted suicide among
African-American male adolescents
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the relationship between suicide at-
tempts and suicide completion among
African-American males and should
identify situational or contextual trig-
gers and mental health risk factors that
may be unique to this group (3). The
findings can further efforts to develop
prevention policies and interventions
for this high-risk group. ♦
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has risen markedly, from 3.3 percent
in 1991 to 7.5 percent in 2001 (odds
ratio [OR]=1.13; t=2.09, df=229, p=
.038 for the yearly trend). In contrast,
no significant change occurred in sui-
cide attempts among African-Ameri-
can females, which increased slightly
from 9.4 percent in 1991 to 9.8 per-
cent in 2001. Among European-Amer-
ican adolescents, the rates did not
change significantly: for males the
rates increased over the ten-year peri-
od, from 3.3 percent to 5.3 percent;
among females they decreased from
10.4 percent to 10.3 percent.

These descriptive epidemiological
data illustrate the need for further em-
pirical study and monitoring. Research
is needed to determine whether the
increase in suicidal behavior among
African-American male youths is at-
tributable to changes in their attitude
toward suicidal behavior or willingness
to report it, or to increased social isola-
tion and prevalence of mental disor-
der. Future research should examine


