A history of abuse
increases the risk of
suicide attempts in youth
By Dr. Jessica Edwards

Researchers in Belgium and the USA have conducted
one of the first investigations into whether a history
of various forms of abuse and the presence of mood
disorders and psychotic symptoms can predict suicide
attempts in psychiatrically hospitalized children.
In their retrospective approach, Baptiste Barbot and coworkers analyzed archival inpatient chart data from 101
hospitalized children and adolescents predominantly
with bipolar disorder and other mood disorders with
and without psychotic symptoms. They found that
a history of sexual abuse associated with bipolar
disorder, was indirectly related to a history of suicide
attempts. A history of emotional abuse was also
indirectly related to suicide attempts in boys (mediated
by mood disorders) and in girls (mediated by psychotic
symptoms). “Put simply, a history of abuse increases
the odds of suicide attempts in youth”, explains Barbot.
“However, abuse history often has an indirect influence
through the increased psychopathology commonly
associated with abuse.”
Barbot points out that uniquely, the data used in this
study were retrieved and analyzed in the format that
they were originally recorded in, in the hospital setting
(i.e., not directly designed for research). As such,
“real life” data might be valuable for similar research
purposes.

Overall, these study findings point to the importance
of abuse and sexual harassment prevention programs
in schools and the critical need for family support and
intervention programs for at-risk, vulnerable children
and families. The researchers hope that having access
to empirically based studies on suicide risk, as well as
detailed patient medical, developmental, biological
family and trauma histories will help identify those
at risk of engaging in suicidal behaviours and guide
subsequent treatment planning.
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