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Agenda/Overview for Today

The Big Picture:
What’s the Problem?

What We Know: 
Social Media & 

Suicide Risk

What We Need 
to Know

& What We Can Do 
Right Now!
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Public Health Problem

SUICIDE IS A LEADING CAUSE OF
DEATH AMONG adolescents and 

young adults, with rates continuing 
to increase in recent years.
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Suicidal Thoughts and Behaviors in Teens
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Suicidal Thinking
2021

Suicide Plan Suicide Attempt

10%

22%

18%

CDC, 2023

4

2



3/16/24

Developmentally 
Important
to Teens

Modifiable & 
Actionable

Dynamic & 
Proximal

Promising targets for suicide prevention

Objective & 
Assess in Real Time 
and in Real World

Social Media Sleep
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Social Connection & Feedback Identity Development

Social Media and Adolescent Development

Features of Social Media
- Quantifiable

- Visual
- Public

Nesi et al., 2018; Transformation Framework
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We have it all figured out... Social Media
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Twenge et al., 2018; Nesi et al., 2021

Does Social Media Use Increase 
the Risk for Suicide?

“Screentime use and Suicide Risk”

Key takeaways:

Not enough studies on social media use 
quantity or screentime.

Cyberbullying and suicide-related 
content is a major risk factor for suicidal 

thoughts and behaviors.
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Social media use and suicidal ideation 
among high-risk adolescents

N= 105 STAR
adolescents

(intensive outpatient
program for depression 

and suicide risk)

Study measures:
• Baseline social media use 

“Hours on a typical day”

• Weekly suicidal ideation 

(active with/without plan)
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B= 0.67; p = .02

Social media use and suicidal ideation among 
high-risk (clinical) adolescents

N = 105 adolescents in STAR IOP (intensive outpatient program)

Key Takeaways

• Social media is complex and 
nuanced.
• It has both risks and benefits.
• Experiences and content may 
matter more.

Hamilton et al., 2021, Suicide and Life Threatening Behaviors

11

Negative and Positive Social Media Experiences

Negative 

Impacts

• Engagement with 
triggering content

• Cyberbullying, hostility,
and direct exclusion

• Self - denigrating social 
comparison

• Burdens related to
friendship expectations

Positive 

Impacts

• Social connection
• Positive connection
• Accessing social 

support
• Resources for 

mental health and 
coping

• Shared interests

In-depth interviews were 
conducted with adolescents 

(n = 30) who were 
hospitalized in a psychiatric 

unit for suicide risk.

Weinstein et al. (2021)

12

6



3/16/24

What is the relationship between social 
media experiences and daily suicidal 

thoughts?

Hamilton et al., in press, Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry
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Surveys- 3x/day
+ weekly survey

Actigraphy 
Centrepoint Insight 

Timers

Pathways Linking Use of Social Media to Teen 
Outcomes (PLUS-2 Study)

Duration: 8 weeks (~56 days)
PLUS-2 Study

Target N = 115 teens (14-17 years)
50% minoritized racial/ethnic identity
*intended to be enriched for high-risk 

youth (with SI/SB)

Smartphone sensing

K01MH121584 (Hamilton); K01 Mentor: David Brent, MD

14

7



3/16/24

Our PLUS-2 Participants

Current N = 60 adolescents
Mean age = 16.04 years 

49% Girls; 15% boys
62% LGBTQ+

59% Black, Latine, Asian, & Biracial

Suicide Risk

60% lifetime SI
25% 6-month SI

33% suicide attempt 
47% active SI in EMA period

SES (MacArthur): 5.25 (SD = 1.78)
1 = lowest; 10 = highest
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Daily prompts (3x/day) for Social Media 
Experiences and Suicidal Thoughts

Ex) Negative SM experiences Ex) Positive SM experiences Suicidal Thoughts (0/1)
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Negative Social Media Experiences and 
Suicidal Thoughts

B=.29, SE=.15, p=.04

K01MH121584Hamilton et al., in press, Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry
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Negative Social Media Experiences and 
Daily Suicidal Ideation

Hamilton et al., in press, Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry
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Positive Social Media Experiences and 
Suicidal Thoughts

B=-.38, SE=.14, p=.01

K01MH121584Hamilton et al., in press, Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry
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Positive Social Media Experiences and 
Daily Suicidal Ideation

Hamilton et al., in press, Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry
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What is the relationship between social 
media experiences and daily suicidal

thoughts?
Key takeaway

Less focus on reducing 
screentime and more on 

reducing negative 
experiences

(e.g., social comparison)
and amplifying positive 

experiences
(e.g., social support)

Hamilton et al., in press, Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry
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What experiences and 
content matter most?

Self-harm content Cyberbullying Violence Exposure Mental Health Promoting

22
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Self-injury Activities on Social Media

Adolescents (n = 589) hospitalized in a psychiatric unit for suicide risk

•43.3% engaged in online self - injury activities, which was 
more common among sexual and gender minority youth.

•Adolescents who talked about self-injury with friends met 
online were more likely to report a history of suicide 
attempt(s).

Nesi et al., 2022
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Self-harm Content on Social Media and 
Suicidal Thoughts and Behaviors

N= 297 teens (14-17)

• Exposure:
–33% of teens reported exposure in the past month to images or videos 

that showed self-harm
–26% seeing posts about suicidal thoughts from people they know.

• Engagement: About 1 in 3 teens reported in the past month posting or 
messaging about their own SI (33%), engaging in self-harm (27%), or 
engaging with sites that promoted self-harm or suicide (31%).

• Adolescents more likely to have active SI and attempt in the past month.

Untawale et al., in prep; Preliminary data based on our Teen Social Media Experiences Study
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Weekly 
Exposure

to Self-
Harm 

Content 
on SM

Self-harm exposure on social media 
and self-injury

SI: B=-.80, p =.17

NSSI Urges: B=.81, p=.01 
NSSI: B=2.15, p =.03

Weekly 
Suicidal Ideation

NSSI urges and behaviors
Key takeaway:

Exposure to self-harm content is proximally linked to 
NSSI urgers and behaviors.

Hamilton et al., under review; data from PLUS-2 Study
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https://www.apa.org/topics/social-media-internet/health-advisory-adolescent-social-media-use.pdf
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Suicide Risk: Current APA Guidelines

To reduce psychological harm, adolescents’ 
exposure to content on social media that depicts 

illegal or psychological maladaptive behavior, 
including content that instructs or encourages youth 

to engage in health-risk behaviors, such as self-
harm (e.g., cutting, suicide), harm to others, or those 
that encourage eating-disordered behavior should 

be minimized reported, and removed.
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Talking About Suicide on Social Media

(See #chatsafe guidelines: orygen.org.au/chatsafe/Resources/International-guidelines/US-English)
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#chatsafe Guidelines
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What experiences and 
content matter most?

Self-harm content Cyberbullying Violence Exposure Mental Health Promoting

30
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