
Youth Suicide

How often do young people actually take their own lives?

Here is the most recent data for three age groups for the period from 1981 to 2005: 
  

 

Source: National Center for Injury Prevention and Control: http://webappa.cdc.gov/sasweb/ncipc/mortrate10_sy.html 

These data come from "cause of death" information that physicians have put on death
certificates.  Since some individuals committing suicide do not leave a suicide note and
choose a means of death that could be accidental (over-medication, purposeful drug
overdose, driving off a cliff), these data are likely to underestimate the actual number of
suicides.  The data are presented in rates that measure "deaths due to suicide per 100,000
people in a particular category."  Remeber, all the measures of thinking about and attempting
suicide that we just examined were % measures, or per 100 people measures.   Clearly, actual
youth suicides are much less frequent than suicides plans or suicide attempts.  
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What do these numbers tell you?

What has been happening over time?

An easy way to begin this analysis is to simply make a chart of the data and look for trends...

What trends do you see?

We can gain more insight into youth suicide by breaking down each age group into sub-
populations that might have different rates of suicide.  What if we look separately at males
and females in several age group.  Would one sex be more likely to take their own life? 
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Is there an obvious consistent difference between male and female suicide rates?

Are these gender trends different from what you expected considering the data we just
examined on thinking about and attempting suicide?  Any ideas on why there is such a
different gender pattern in suicide attempts and actual suicides?

What about trends in suicide over time?  Are there any differences in what has been
happening to male and female rates of suicide over the period from 1981 to 2005?  Look at
this chart of the ratio of male to female sucide rates over time.  Can you see any trends over
time?
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We can add another dimension to our analysis.  Do you think race makes a difference in
youth suicide?  Are white and black sixteen year olds equally likely to take their own lives? 
Examine this chart...
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What are the clear pattern with respect to race and youth suicide?   

Are these racial trends different from what you expected considering the data we examined
on attempting suicide?

Are there any differences in time trends with respect to race and youth suicide?  Are there
any differences in what has been happening to white and black rates of suicide from 1981 to
2005?

We now know that there are significant gender and race differences in the likelihood of young
people taking their own lives.  How does gender and race interact?  Examine this chart of
suicide rates for 15-19 year olds.
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Early in this period, during the early 1980s, which factor -- race or gender -- seems to hold more
influence?  What about during the early 1990s?  Is "maleness" more important than race then? 
Any hypotheses as to why the relative influence of race and gender seems to change over time?   

Conclusions
Good sociological thinking requires: 
 

focusing on patterns of behavior, not individual acts.  What you want to explain is a
social fact -- for example, why more males than female young Americans take their own
life -- not an individual action  -- why a particular male or female took their own life.

To do this you need to:

find the best data that describes the actual patterns of behavior you are curious about.
construct testable hypotheses that can explain the patterns of behavior you uncover.
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