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We are revisiting the issue of suicide risk in Black/African American population and Black/African
American youth. Statistics from the US Department of Health and Human Services Office of Minority
Health show that in 2023, suicide was the 3" leading cause of death among Black or African American
ages 15 to 34. There were disproportionately higher reports of psychological distress and serious
mental illness within this demographic. For youth ages 15 — 19, deaths by suicide were highest among
Black or African Americans than any other group in 2022. Alarmingly, there were corresponding
lower access to care and engagement in treatment.

Comprehensive screening remains integral to managing safety and promoting treatment engagement.
While some risk factors for suicide are common to all demographic groups, others, such as racial
discrimination and systemic inequalities and one’s perception of these issues, socioeconomic factors,
and absence of culturally competent care, are unique to this population. In a 2021 review examining
factors contributing to suicide in Black youth and young adults, Talley et al. found that racial
discrimination increased risk of suicidal behavior in this demographic and recommended culturally
responsive screening. Culturally responsive screening is a wholistic approach that goes beyond
structured assessment scales to examine how some behaviors/symptoms may be more than what they
appear. For example, risk-taking and aggressive behaviors may be indicative of an attempt to die
without the stigma associated with suicide, or isolation and withdrawal that appears to have no clear
antecedent may be a response to perceived discrimination. For those working with younger children,
integration of factors unique to this population, such as bullying, is important to the risk formulation
process (Molock et al. 2023).

For those preferring a more structured evaluation, The Cultural Assessment of Risk for Suicide
(CARS), is an available resource. It was developed in 2013 by Chu et al. and was the first tool of its
kind to systematically integrate cultural factors in the assessment of risk for suicide. More about the
CARS can be found here. Whichever approach you choose, it is important to ensure that assessments
are thorough and consider factors unique to this population that may place them at increased risk of
suicide.
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