
Suicide Prevention Information from Student Services  

Warning Signs, Risk Factors, and Protective Factors 

 

Warning Signs  
What are the Warning Signs? Did you know that suicide is the third leading cause of death for 10-

19 year-olds in the United States? These are shocking statistics, but we also know that most youths who 

die by suicide suffer from a mental or substance use disorder, or both. It is important to look for signs of 

substance abuse or depression and get professional help.  
–CDC and Prevention  

 

Warning Signs Demanding Immediate Attention:  
• Talking about or writing about suicide or death  

• Giving direct verbal ques, such as, “I wish I were dead” and “I’m going to end it all”  

• Isolating himself/herself from family and friends  

• Giving away prized possessions  

• Expressing the belief that life is meaningless  

• Exhibiting a sudden or unexplained improvement in mood after being depressed and withdrawn  

• Neglecting his or her hygiene  

• Dropping out of school, social or athletic activities  

 

Additional Warning Signs:  
• Frequent tearfulness and/or crying  

• Decreased interest in activities or inability to enjoy previously favorite activities  

• Hopelessness, helplessness  

• Persistent boredom or low energy  

• Social isolation  

• Increase or decrease in eating or sleeping patterns  

• Low self-esteem/guilt  

• Difficulty with relationships  

• Increased irritability, anger or hostility  

• Drug and alcohol use  

• Obsessive risk-taking  

• Marked personality change  

• Absences in school and/or drop in school performance  

 

 Risk Factors  
What is a Risk Factor? Suicide is a complex behavior that is usually caused by a combination of risk 

factors in the presence of negative life events. The first step in preventing suicide is to identify and 

understand the risk factors. A risk factor is anything that increases the likelihood that a person will harm 

himself or herself. However, having these risk factors does not always mean that suicide will occur.  
–Adapted from the National Youth Violence Prevention Resource Center  

 

Most Significant Risk Factors:  
• Depression  

• Substance Abuse  

• Previous Suicide Attempt  

 



Other Important Risk Factors:  
• History of mental disorders (Post Traumatic Stress Disorder, Anxiety, Depression)  

• Self-injury  

• History of alcohol and substance abuse  

• Family history of suicide and/or child abuse  

• Loss (death of a loved one, divorce, etc.)  

• Physical illness  

• Easy access to firearms  

• Being Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgendered or Questioning  

• Bullying/isolation  

 

 Protective Factors  
What is a Protective Factor?  
A protective factor is a characteristic or attribute that reduces the likelihood of attempting or completing 

suicide. Protective factors are skills, strengths, or resources that help people deal more effectively with 

stressful events. They enhance resilience and help to counterbalance risk factors.  
-Adapted from Suicide Prevention Resource Center  

 

• Strong relationships and connections to friends and family  

• Social skills, e.g., decision-making, problem-solving, and anger management  

• Opportunities to participate in and contribute to school or community projects and activities  

• Good health and access to mental and physical health care  

• Cultural, religious or spiritual beliefs that discourage suicide  

• Hope for the future—optimism  

• Impulse control  

• Sense of personal control or determination  

• Access to a variety of clinical interventions and support for seeking help  

• Coping skills  

• Resiliency  

• Reasons for living  

 

Increasing protective factors can serve to decrease suicide risk.  


