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Late warning signs may be as obvious as statements
such as: “I won’t be a problem for you much
longer;” “It’s no use;” “I wish I were dead;” or “I
shouldn’t have been born.” Other tip-offs are:
• Talking about suicide
• Behaving violently or rebelliously
• Refusing help
• Not tolerating praise or rewards

• Complaining about being a “bad” person
• Giving away favorite possessions

If any of these red flags appear, the next steps are
communication with the young person’s peers to
determine if they also have noticed the warning
signs and conversation with the youth. Experts offer
these suggestions for talking to a youth identified as
“at-risk” of suicide:”

Do’s and Don’ts for Helping a Teen Who is Thinking about Suicide10

DO
Stay with the individual

Ask direct questions

Encourage the individual to express his/her feelings

Focus on the present

Use active listening

Remain calm

Ask the individual if he/she has a suicide plan and 
access to carry out the plan

Follow your organization’s intervention plan (and 
alert the crisis team)

Refer the individual to a mental health professional

DON’T
Leave the individual alone

Beat around the bush

Make promises you can’t keep

Focus on the past or future

Promise to keep secrets 

Become anxious

Try to convince the individual that “things aren’t 
that bad”

Try to handle the situation on your own

Hope the situation will resolve itself without help 
from a mental health professional

Responding to grief: A success story
Youths who take their own lives are not the only
victims of suicide. The deep grief felt by children
who lose a friend to suicide may be compounded by
an inability to communicate their emotions. They
may feel guilty, abandoned, confused, or ashamed.
They need assurance from adults that the death was
not their fault and that someone is present to take
care of them. Many survivors find that the best help
comes from attending a support group where
persons share their stories and feelings without
pressure or fear of judgment.11

At least one Indiana community has developed an
effective response to suicide following a 14-month
stretch of increased deaths in the early 1990s. TRI-
CAP Mental Health Initiative and Survivors of
Suicide in Dubois County created programs organized
by area leaders, students, parents, and teachers. The 

initiative consists of four components that address
suicide prevention in a comprehensive way:
• Teen Wellness Centers are located in four county

high schools and provide care and counseling.
• QPR (Question, Persuade, and Refer) trains

school personnel to recognize warning signs of
suicide and to reach out to potential victims.

• Natural Helpers recruits and trains high school
students to identify and assist peers who are
stressed or depressed. The most serious cases are
referred to TRI-CAP for professional help.

• Survivors of Suicide is a support service program
that offers assistance following a suicide.

The programs have contributed to a significant
reduction in the incidence of local teen suicide. 
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