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The Teen Suicide Research Project 
In recent years there has been g r o w i n g recogni t ion of the inc idence of adoles
cent s u i c i d e a n d s u i c i d a l b e h a v i o r a n d its i m p a c t o n o u r y o u t h . N o t o n l y h a v e 
s u i c i d e rates i n C a n a d i a n adolescents q u a d r u p l e d i n the past three decades 
( H e a l t h a n d W e l f a r e C a n a d a , 1994), b u t su ic ide is n o w the second l e a d i n g 
cause of dea th i n p e o p l e aged 15-24 ( M a z z a & R e y n o l d s , 1994). A l t h o u g h recent 
statistics o n s u i c i d e at tempts are u n a v a i l a b l e i n C a n a d a , Safer (1997) c o n c l u d e d 
that 10% of y o u t h across n i n e countr ies have a t tempted su ic ide . Because h i g h -
r i sk p o p u l a t i o n s (e.g., i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e d y o u t h ) are not i n c l u d e d i n these es
t imates , it is l i k e l y that 10% is an underes t imate of actual su ic ide attempts. A n 
i m p l i c a t i o n of these research f i n d i n g s is that educators w i l l cont inue to face a n 
e v e r - i n c r e a s i n g n u m b e r of teenagers i n c lassrooms w h o are c o n t e m p l a t i n g 
s u i c i d e . D e s p i t e a n a l a r m i n g increase i n su ic ide , invest igat ions into effective 
p r e v e n t i o n a n d treatment of s u i c i d a l y o u t h have been neglected (Evera l l , 2000; 
Leenaars , 1997). T o address this def ic i t the o v e r a l l goa l of o u r research is to 
d e v e l o p a theoret ica l a n d c l i n i c a l u n d e r s t a n d i n g of the s u i c i d a l process i n 
adolescents to enable us to d e v e l o p m o r e c o m p r e h e n s i v e m o d e l s of in te rven
t i o n . 

H i s t o r i c a l l y , s u i c i d e researchers have e m p h a s i z e d gather ing d e m o g r a p h i c 
data a n d d e v e l o p i n g cr is is i n t e r v e n t i o n strategies; thus little at tention has been 
g i v e n to u n d e r s t a n d i n g s u i c i d a l i n d i v i d u a l s i n a m e a n i n g f u l w a y (Evera l l , 
2000; H o o v e r & P a u l s o n , 1999; S h n e i d m a n , 1996). C o m p o u n d i n g the d i f f i c u l t y 
of d e v e l o p i n g a c o m p r e h e n s i v e u n d e r s t a n d i n g of adolescent s u i c i d e treatment 
is the scarci ty of research p e r t a i n i n g to therapeut ic in tervent ions w i t h adoles
cents ( D i G i u s e p p e , L inscot t , & J i l ton , 1996). Increas ingly , researchers a n d 
c l i n i c i a n s agree that successful c o u n s e l i n g tends to be m o r e d i f f i c u l t w i t h 
adolescents t h a n w i t h a n y other age g r o u p ( K o l k o & Brent , 1988). Despi te this , 
f e w invest igators h a v e a t tempted to u n d e r s t a n d w h a t is necessary to d e v e l o p 
a n d m a i n t a i n a sat isfactory therapeut ic o u t c o m e (Shirk, 1999) or c o n s i d e r age-
re lated issues i n the adolescent , m a k i n g it d i f f i c u l t to d i scern the processes that 
m a y d i f fe r as a result of a g i v e n d e v e l o p m e n t a l stage (Eyberg , S c h u h m a n n , & 
R e y , 1998). In a d d i t i o n , current theoret ical a n d c l in ica l k n o w l e d g e for d e a l i n g 
w i t h s u i c i d a l thoughts , feel ings, a n d behaviors m a y have o n l y m a r g i n a l i m 
p l i c a t i o n s for adolescents as o u r u n d e r s t a n d i n g is based o n f i n d i n g s obta ined 
f r o m a d u l t p o p u l a t i o n s . 
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U n t i l recent ly the research l i terature o n c o u n s e l i n g has been based p r i m a r i 
l y o n therapis t s ' or researchers ' percept ions (El l iot t & James, 1989), so it f o l l o w s 
that a n accurate u n d e r s t a n d i n g of c o u n s e l i n g m u s t also incorporate c l ients ' 
percept ions . A l t h o u g h severa l researchers ( E d d i n s & Jobes, 1994; Lietaer , 1992; 
P a u l s o n , Truscot t , & Stuart , 1999) h a v e i d e n t i f i e d c l ients ' percept ions to be a n 
i m p o r t a n t t h o u g h neglected c o m p o n e n t i n o u r u n d e r s t a n d i n g , n o l i terature 
has been i d e n t i f i e d that addresses this def ic i t i n the adolescent p o p u l a t i o n . 
Because c l ients h o l d access to their i n n e r experience , they are a n essential 
source of i n f o r m a t i o n r e g a r d i n g the process of b e c o m i n g s u i c i d a l a n d over 
c o m i n g s u i c i d a l thoughts , feel ings, a n d behav iors . A c o m p r e h e n s i v e u n d e r 
s t a n d i n g of adolescents ' percept ions of b e i n g s u i c i d a l m a y u l t i m a t e l y l e a d to 
m o r e effect ive treatment . 

Purpose of the Study 
T h e object ive of the T e e n S u i c i d e Research Project is to invest igate the proces
ses re la ted to b e c o m i n g s u i c i d a l a n d o v e r c o m i n g s u i c i d e i n adolescents . O u r 
current q u e s t i o n i s : W h a t w a s h e l p f u l for adolescents b e t w e e n the ages of 12 
a n d 19 i n o v e r c o m i n g s u i c i d a l thoughts , feel ings, a n d behaviors? O n e u n i q u e 
aspect of this research p r o g r a m is that it investigates the percept ions of y o u t h 
about the i r experiences of s u i c i d a l thoughts , feel ings, a n d actions, as w e l l as 
c o u n s e l i n g i n t e r v e n t i o n s that are f o u n d to be effective. A n t i c i p a t e d outcomes 
of this s t u d y are to enhance o u r u n d e r s t a n d i n g of the s u i c i d a l process i n y o u t h 
a n d to i m p r o v e the k n o w l e d g e base of counse lors w h o w o r k w i t h s u i c i d a l 
y o u t h . 

Research Methods 
T o date 10 par t i c ipants w h o repor ted h a v i n g been s u i c i d a l b e t w e e n the ages of 
12 a n d 19 w e r e i n t e r v i e w e d . A l l w e r e r e q u i r e d to have been free of s u i c i d a l 
thoughts , feel ings , a n d b e h a v i o r s for a m i n i m u m of s ix m o n t h s before the 
i n t e r v i e w . I n f o r m e d consent w a s obta ined f r o m part ic ipants over the age of 18 
or f r o m parents or legal g u a r d i a n s for those u n d e r 18. I n - d e p t h i n d i v i d u a l 
i n t e r v i e w s w e r e c o n d u c t e d i n w h i c h par t i c ipants w e r e asked to discuss h o w 
they became s u i c i d a l a n d o v e r c a m e their s u i c i d a l thoughts , feel ings, a n d be
h a v i o r s . 

P a r t i c i p a n t s w e r e i n t e r v i e w e d i n d i v i d u a l l y for a p p r o x i m a t e l y one to t w o 
h o u r s . The i n t e r v i e w s w e r e a u d i o t a p e d a n d transcr ibed v e r b a t i m . A w i t h i n -
p e r s o n ana lys i s i n t e n d e d to i d e n t i f y themes that capture the essential qual i t ies 
of the p a r t i c i p a n t ' s exper ience is c u r r e n t l y b e i n g c o m p l e t e d . T h e context a n d 
content of p a r t i c i p a n t s ' i n t e r v i e w s w i l l be a n a l y z e d (a) to obta in their percep
t ions of w h a t c o n t r i b u t e d to their b e c o m i n g s u i c i d a l , (b) to u n d e r s t a n d h o w 
they o v e r c a m e fee l ing or ac t ing s u i c i d a l , a n d (c) to art iculate a n d i d e n t i f y 
i n t e r v e n t i o n s f r o m a c l ient perspect ive that h e l p to resolve s u i c i d a l behaviors . 
O n c e a l l i n t e r v i e w s h a v e been a n a l y z e d i n d i v i d u a l l y , a be tween-person ana ly
sis w i l l be c o m p l e t e d ( C o l a i z z i , 1978). T h i s w i l l resul t i n g r o u p thematic ana ly
sis a n d c o m p r e h e n s i v e case s tudies . 

Preliminary Findings 
C o n s i s t e n t w i t h R e y n o l d s a n d W a l t z (1986), par t i c ipants i n o u r s t u d y a p p e a r e d 
to be at greatest r i s k for s u i c i d a l b e h a v i o r w h e n e x p e r i e n c i n g : (a) major nega-
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f ive l i fe events s u c h as d i v o r c e , death , or extreme d i f f i c u l t y i n s choo l ; (b) m a n y 

d a i l y stresses that c o n t r i b u t e d to fee l ing o v e r w h e l m e d ; and (c) f e w or n o soc ia l 

s u p p o r t s . P a r t i c i p a n t s repor ted that teachers' negat ive reactions often m a d e it 

m o r e d i f f i c u l t to cope w i t h s u i c i d a l thoughts a n d feelings and that, converse ly , 

s u p p o r t i v e teachers ' reactions eased the p a i n of their distress. T h u s far p a r 

t i c ipants h a v e i n d i c a t e d that educators appear to h a v e a h u g e i m p a c t o n the i r 

p s y c h o l o g i c a l f u n c t i o n i n g regardless of their source of d i f f i c u l t y . 

W h a t a p p e a r e d to contr ibute to o v e r c o m i n g b e i n g s u i c i d a l i n c l u d e d (a) 

d e v e l o p i n g feel ings of self-eff icacy a n d p e r s o n a l w o r t h t h r o u g h increased 

c o p i n g a n d p r o b l e m - s o l v i n g sk i l l s , (b) increased soc ia l s u p p o r t i n c l u d i n g h a v 

i n g s o m e o n e l isten to t h e m , a n d (c) fee l ing accepted despite their d i f f i cu l t i es . 

P e r s o n a l connect ions a n d r e a l i z i n g that their s truggles were n o r m a l a p p e a r e d 

to be c r i t i ca l c o m p o n e n t s for teens i n o v e r c o m i n g s u i c i d a l i t y . D u e to the 

p r e l i m i n a r y nature of the f i n d i n g s , w e w i l l cont inue to collect data f r o m a n 

a d d i t i o n a l 15 to 20 i n t e r v i e w s i n order to b r o a d e n o u r u n d e r s t a n d i n g of this 

s ign i f i cant soc ia l concern . 

Note 
Both authors contributed equally to this article despite the order of authorship. 

References 
C o l a i z z i , P.F., (1978). Psychological research as the phenomenologist views it. In R.S. Valle & M . 

K i n g (Eds.), Existential phenomenological alternatives for psychology (pp. 48-71). N e w York: 
Oxford University Press. 

DiGuiseppe, R., Linscott J., & Jilton, R. (1996). Developing the therapeutic alliance in 
child-adolescent psychotherapy. Applied and Preventive Psychology, 5,85-100. 

Eddins , C . L . , & Jobes, D. A . (1994). Do you see what I see? Patient and clinician perceptions of 
under ly ing dimensions of suicidality. Suicide and Life-Threatening Behavior, 24,170-173. 

Elliott, R., & James, E. (1989). Varieties of client experience in psychotherapy: A n analysis of the 
literature. Clinical Psychology Review, 9,443-467. 

Everal l , R .D . (2000). The meaning of suicide attempts by young adults. Canadian Journal of 
Counselling, 34,111-125. 

Eyberg, S . M . , Schuhmann, E . M . & Rey, J. (1998). C h i l d and adolescent psychotherapy research: 
Developmental issues, journal of Abnormal Child Psychology, 26, 72-85. 

Health and Welfare Canada. (1994). Suicide in Canada: Update of the report of the national task force 
on suicide in Canada. Ottawa: Author . 

Hoover , M . A . , & Paulson, B.L. (1999). Suicidal no longer. Canadian journal of Counselling, 33, 
227-245. 

K o l k o , D.J., & Brent, D A . (1988, August) . Cognitive-behavioral interventions for adolescent suicide 
attempters: Procedures, processes, and preliminary outcomes. Paper presented to the 96th annual 
meeting of the American Psychological Association, Washington, D C . 

Leenaars, A . A . (1997). Rick: A study of a young suicide. Suicide and Life-Threatening Behavior, 27, 
15-27. 

Lietaer, G . (1992). H e l p i n g and hindering processes in client-centered/experiential 
psychotherapy: A content analysis of client and therapist postsession perceptions. In S.G. 
Toukmanian & D . L . Rennie (Eds.), Psychotherapy process research. Paradigmatic ami narrative 
approaches (pp. 134-162). N e w b u r y Park, C A : Sage. 

M a z z a , J.J., & Reynolds, W . M . (1994, A p r i l ) . Gender differences in multiple suicide attempters. Paper 
presented to the annual meeting of the American Association of Suicidology, N e w York. 

Paulson, B.L. , Truscott, D . , & Stuart, J. (1999). Clients' perception of helpful experiences in 
counseling, journal of Counseling Psychology, 43(3), 1-8. 

Reynolds, W . M . , & Waltz , J. (1986, August) . Life events, social support and suicidal ideation in 
adolescents. Paper presented to the annual meeting of the American Psychological 
Association, Washington, D C . 

Safer, D.J. (1997). Self-reported suicide attempts in adolescents. Annals of Clinical Psychiatry, 9, 
263-269. 

93 



• B.L. Paulson and R.D. Everall 

Shirk, S.R. (1999). Developmental therapy. In W . K . Silverman & T . H . Pil lendick (Eds.), 
Developmental issues in the clinical treatment of children (pp. 60-73). Needham Heights, M A : 
A l l y n & Bacon. 

Shneidman, E.S. (1996). The suicidal mind. N e w York: Oxford University Press. 

94 


