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Abstract
Background  The issue of teen suicide has attracted considerable attention in recent years. 
Nonetheless, little consensus has emerged regarding what societal environmental variables 
are related to it.
Objectives  This study sought to examine long-term correlations between teen suicide and 
youth technology use, progressive trends in K12 education (increasing emphasis on oppres-
sion and conflict), income inequality, fatherlessness, political partisanship and adult suicide.
Methods  The current analysis conducted time series designs to test long-term correlations 
in youth suicide and hypothesized predictors. Year-to-year data sources were included from 
the CDC (suicide, screen use trends), World Bank (income inequality), PsychINFO/ERIC 
(education trends), Annie C. Casey Foundation (fatherlessness), and Pew Research Center 
(political partisanship). Data was included for 2001–2020.
Results  Increases in each of the other social environmental issues were associated with 
increases in suicide among both teen girls and boys at a lag of multiple years. The only excep-
tion was for changes in technology use, wherein the introduction of social media appeared 
to be slightly protective, though at an effect size much lower than the other variables.
Conclusions  Teen suicide is one facet of a larger, complicated set of social issues influenc-
ing most generations in the United States, adults and youth alike. Considering teen suicide 
in isolation is unlikely to result in effective policy.

Keywords  Teen suicide · Adult suicide · Income inequality · Social stress · Social 
media
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Introduction

Recent years have seen policymakers, parents, and physicians express concern over the ris-
ing number of teen suicides, particularly among teen girls. According to the Centers for Dis-
ease Control (CDC) Web-based Injury Statistics Query and Reporting System (WISQARS), 
suicides among girls aged 15–19 have risen from a per capita rate of 2.68 in 2001 (the first 
year on record in WISQARS) to 5.13 in 2020, the last year in record as of this writing. This 
has led to speculation about potential social factors which might explain this rise in suicides 
among youth, particularly teen girls.

Perhaps few purported causes of this suicide increase have garnered more attention than 
that rise of social media use. Social media became widely available after the early 2000s, 
with use increasing over time. Some scholars have directly linked these phenomena, sug-
gesting that increased social media use among teens is directly responsible for teen mental 
health issues. For instance, Twenge and colleagues claim that a rise in digital media use such 
as smartphones may have caused a cohort effect (Twenge et al., 2019). This hypothesis has 
gotten considerable traction, though it suffers from two major issues. First, evidence for a 
“cohort effect” is limited, with suicides having increased across almost all age groups during 
the recent decade according to the WISQARS database. Suicides are, in fact, comparatively 
low among teens and teen girls in particular. As indicated in Fig. 1, suicide rates are highest 
among mid-twenties American Indian men and middle-aged Caucasian men.

Second, empirical evidence linking social media use to mental health outcomes includ-
ing suicide proved to be mixed at best. While some studies found small correlations between 
social media use and suicide, others particularly longitudinal studies did not (Heffer et al., 
2019; Jensen et al., 2019; Orben & Przybylski, 2019). Although some experimental studies 
suggested that avoiding social media was associated with improvements in mental wellness, 
these were mainly conducted with college students, effect sizes were of trivial, potentially 
“noise” level magnitude, and usually had obvious demand characteristics (e.g., Alcott et al., 
2020). A meta-analysis of such studies found great heterogeneity in results between them 
but, overall, little consistent evidence for the beneficial effect of reducing social media time 

Fig. 1  Suicides among teens, mid-20s american indians and middle-aged caucasian americans

 

1 3



Child & Youth Care Forum

(Ferguson, 2024). Thus, although the social media hypothesis was not an unreasonable one, 
evidence has not emerged to clearly indicate social media as the main cause of youth sui-
cide. Further, some analyses have suggested that the inflection point in youth mental health 
came too late, around 2015, for social media to likely be to blame (Rinehart & Barkley, 
2023).

If social media is not a primary cause of youth suicide trends, it is less clear what is. It is 
possible that youth suicide trends may simply follow those of older adults under the concern 
that suicide may be contagious through families (Chae et al., 2020). Other analyses suggest 
that suicide is unrelated to social media use trends in a time series design but is associated 
with income inequality (Padmanathan et al., 2020). A time series design is a kind of cor-
relational analyses in which variables are assessed for their relationship over a given time 
length. Rather than merely correlating the two variables, deviations from overall time trends 
are correlated with the assumption that deviations in one trend should predict deviations in 
the other, potentially at varying time lags. Data are commonly assessed at the societal or 
community level rather than samples of individuals drawn from a population. Suicidality 
may also be associated with single-parent households (most typically father-absent) (Cuesta 
et al., 2021; Fuller-Thompson et al., 2013; Weitoft et al., 2003). Although single-parent fam-
ily stress may be related to multiple issues, such as increased poverty, some studies suggest 
the absence of father figures specifically is tied to worse mental health outcomes for youth 
(Flouri, 2008; Whitley, 2021). Although there is less contemporary data, it is possible that 
suicide may relate to more general social stress (stress involving economics, or interactions 
with others) including political partisanship. Some evidence suggests that mental health 
problems have particularly increased for teens who identify as more liberal (Gimbrone et 
al., 2022), which has raised speculation that recent progressive/liberal foci on oppression 
and power conflict may be having a deleterious effect. However, effects were also fairly 
weak (β = 0.10) so such an argument may be based more on “noise” than true effects. None-
theless it is worth considering in time series analysis. At this juncture we have fair data from 
both individual studies and time series analyses to suggest social media is an unlikely major 
contributor and some evidence to suggest that income inequality may be associated with 
suicide rates among adults. However, most other variables are lacking time series analyses 
to examine longer-term correlations.

Theoretical Background

One means of understanding health related outcomes is through Fundamental Cause Theory 
(Phelan et al., 2010). This approach states that, even as advances in health occur, disparities 
are maintained as a function of socioeconomic status, with individuals of reduced status less 
likely to benefit from positive strides in health. Wealthier individuals may draw upon greater 
resources and employ greater flexibility in dealing with health (or mental health) related 
stressors. Wealthier individuals may enjoy both more social resources, but also have greater 
access to healthcare in order to address their concerns. Related to suicide, this may help 
explain how issues such as fatherlessness, income inequality or even suicides in the family 
(which reduce resources and increase stress) may impact youth suicide. Family stressors are, 
of course, complex and seldom due to a single factor. For instance, youth without fathers 
or who experience parental suicide have fewer family resources to draw on. Single-parent 
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households may experience many concurrent stressors. For instance, although the absence 
of father figures may pose specific issues irrespective of income (Flouri, 2008; Whitley, 
2021), single-parent families are also more likely to experience poverty and reduced paren-
tal attention due to work. As such, a focus on specific issues such as fatherlessness or income 
inequality should not be taken as assuming that the underlying family systems are not com-
plex with interwoven issues. Issues such as income inequality or political partisanship may 
put more stress on families. Negative narratives in education may put stress directly on 
youth. Youth exposed to these issues may have fewer resources, either social or economic, 
on which to draw for dealing with their mental health issues. Furthermore, mental health 
issues may be transmitted through stressed families from parents to children. However, it is 
also interesting to note how mental health issues including suicidal ideation appear to clus-
ter particularly in progressive or liberal youth as compared to conservative youth (Gimbrone 
et al., 2022), albeit effect sizes appear to be weak and this effect may be overstated in the 
general public. It may be helpful, thus, to understand suicide also as a function not only of 
resources but of social capital and integration, wherein group networking can protect indi-
viduals from suicide (Kawachi & Berkman, 2014).

The present study intends to examine the variables of changes in technology use, father-
lessness, income inequality, increasing progressive trends in K12 education (particularly 
trends which support left sociopolitical narratives of oppression, racism, etc. This can be 
defined as, using a definition provided by several advocates, “…willingness to examine the 
root causes of disparities and to question why social groups have inequitable lived experi-
ences. [Progressive] teachers are aware of how laws and policies impact their students’ 
lives and integrate intellectual discussions about systemic oppression—in all its forms—
into their curriculum and instruction”, Caldera et al., 2023), political partisanship, and adult 
suicide rates as predictors of teen suicide rates. The rationale for the study is that issues of 
teen suicide are complex and may relate to other social stress issues. For instance, youth 
well-being may be influenced by the well-being of their parents. This in turn may be influ-
enced by events in larger society. If US adults are experiencing more deaths of despair, 
or their poor-wellbeing is influencing the well-being of their children, this is important to 
understand. The purpose of this study was to examine several important social environmen-
tal variables in the United States to examine how these may be predictive of teen suicide 
trends. It is hypothesized that social environment variables related to adult suicide, income 
inequality, fatherlessness, political polarization and progressive trends in education will be 
predictive of later rates of youth suicide. Patterns in teen technology use will be considered 
as a contrast. Time series analyses will be used to examine which factors are most associ-
ated with teen suicide in hopes that these will provide policy makers with clearer evidence 
for which factors may be most useful to consider in reducing teen suicide. The following 
Hypotheses are tested:

H1  Changes in screen time use as indicated by social media use will be associated with 
future teen suicide rates.

H2  Income inequality will be associated with future teen suicide rates.

H3  Progressive educational trends will be associated with future teen suicide rates.
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H4  Fatherlessness will be associated with future teen suicide rates.

H5  Political partisanship will be associated with future teen suicide rates.

H6  Adult suicide rates will be associated with future teen suicide rates.

These hypotheses are fairly basic but are designed to test the proposition that correlations 
between predictor variables and outcomes such as teen suicide are often complicated and 
that unicausal explanations tend to lack nuance or ignore other data that may be just as 
critical. Of course, each of these hypotheses are unlikely to act independently of the oth-
ers. For instance, it may likely be the case that issues such as income inequality or political 
partisanship may primarily impact adults whose mental health issues in turn impact youth. 
However, this initial set of analyses are designed merely to test the proposition that there are 
multiple potential theories of youth suicide, at least drawing upon correlational ecological 
data.

Methods

Primary Outcome Variable

The primary outcome variable for this study is per capita suicides as recorded by the CDC 
WISQARs system (CDC, 2023). This system is a national, population level database that 
tracks all fatal and non-fatal injuries and violent deaths in the United States. This system 
tracks reported suicides over time, from the years 2001 through 2020. Just as homicides 
are a reliable way to track violent crime, suicides may be a reliable way to track mental 
health patterns more generally, as they are not reliant on self-report, changing definitions, 
or trendiness of certain mental health diagnoses. Of course, most people with mental illness 
don’t commit suicide, but suicide is critical outcome in its own right. Suicides among teen 
boys and girls, 15–19, will be considered separately. The adolescent years 15–19 reflect the 
adolescent age category in WISQARS and are consistent with the age category that is typi-
cally the greatest focus regarding concerns related to suicide increases in the United States 
as reflected by both news media and policymaker comments.

Predictor Variables

Along with teen suicides, adult suicides 45–49 will also be tracked using WISQARs. 
Adults in this age range are generally within the age range of parents of teenaged children. 
WISQARs presents a national database of population-level injuries and deaths.

Income inequality will be examined using the Gini index. Developed by a sociologist of 
the same name, this system tracks relative distance of a society’s most and least wealthy citi-
zens. Gini data is available from the World Bank (World Bank, 2023). This measure tracks 
the relative distance between poorer and richer individuals in a nation regarding income.

The issue of whether progressive political ideologies are being taught in K12s has been 
a contentious issue. However, recent data have suggested significant penetration of progres-
sive ideologies into US teaching practices (Kaufman & Goldberg, 2023). However, little 
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data has tracked trends over time. Note that not all progressive trends are necessarily bad. 
For instance, emphasizing diversity in a general sense, providing a welcoming environment 
for historically marginalized groups, increasing coverage of history to consider the history 
of non-majority populations, etc., can all be positive trends. However, those that are activist 
focused, particularly those which portray the US and its history in exclusively negative term 
and which emphasize conflict rather than unity, may have negative outcomes. Part of the 
concerns is that progressive ideologies hyper-focus on identities and the belief that oppres-
sion is widespread, even if data suggests otherwise. Thus, to track progressive ideological 
trends in education, the PsycINFO database was used to track the use of key title words 
““critical race theory” OR racism OR transphobia OR misogyny OR homophobia"” with 
journals with “education OR educational” in the journal title for each study year. Assessing 
this helps inform the degree to which themes have become prevalent in education schools, 
likely influencing the training of the nation’s teachers and the instruction young students 
receive. This approach is used in lieu of a direct database of changes of teaching strategies 
which is not yet available. However, the method of tracking trends and content analyses in 
research databases has been used in other areas (e.g., Cascio et al., 2008; Li et al., 2015). 
By examining these trends in research popular with education professors, this allows us a 
glimpse into how teachers themselves are being trained.

This is, of course, an oblique method of testing teaching practices, though as education 
research and training are conducted by the same scholars, it is reasonable to suggest that 
trends in education research are likely to reflect in teacher training and, thus, teacher prac-
tices. To note, considering this issue is not intended as a defense of conservative politics, 
which also can be contentious, identitarian and aggressive. However, at present, conserva-
tive professors are very few at education schools and, as such, unlikely to have as direct an 
impact on teaching practices as progressive politics.

For fatherlessness, births to unwed mothers as provided by the Annie C. Casey (2023) 
foundation was used. It is recognized that fatherlessness is a complicated construct and 
it’s not necessarily the case that fathers are always uninvolved when mothers are unwed. 
Changes in marital structure from officially married to committed cohabitation may explain 
some data related to unwed mothers. However, US Census data (2024) also suggests that 
single-parent homes (mainly mothers) remain higher than in previous decades, stabilizing at 
a historically high rate during the 2000s. It is acknowledged here that this is a complex and 
often difficult-to-define issue that taps into many social (and emotional issues), including 
same-sex couples (although rarer, it’s possible that motherlessness might also be a variable 
worth considering), conservative versus progressive values, etc. Considering fatherlessness 
in this analysis should not be assumed as commenting on any of these larger issues. How-
ever, this likely functions as a general and easily verifiable tracker of the phenomenon.

Political partisanship was included as an index of the more general social mood. This 
data was collected from the Pew Research Center and reflects combined net unfavourability 
ratings of Democrats for Republicans and vice versa. Data was provided directly by Pew 
on request. This data helps track negative partisan opinions across parties and the degree of 
political discord in the nation.

Lastly, as indicated, prior analysis has suggested lack of a correlation between social 
media consumption and teen suicide. Unfortunately, social media use data is only available 
for years 2013 and on, which limits our ability to analyze the upswing in social media use 
earlier to this period. One method of addressing this is looking for changes in the association 
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of technology use more generally with mental health in youth. If, for instance, social media 
presents a unique problem for youth wellbeing, then associations between technology use 
and outcomes such as teen depression and suicidal ideation, should increase in years where 
social media use became available (Vuorre et al., 2021). As such, for this analysis, data from 
the CDC’s Youth Risk Behavior Survey (YRBS) was collected by the state of Florida for 
the years 2001–2019 were used. Data is collected on odd years. This data includes data for 
technology use, including computers, as well as three questions related to anhedonia and 
suicidal ideation. Partial correlations for the association for computer technology use and 
depression/suicidal ideation were used to examine correlations over time, while controlling 
for gender.

Design/Analyses

Bivariate correlations between social variables are interesting but, in and of themselves, 
poor evidence for a meaningful relationship. This is because ecological fallacies can 
develop between social variables due to chance trends that, in fact, have no relationship 
with each other. Ecological fallacies are observed correlations in the real world that are due 
to chance, despite often being remarkably strong. Such spurious correlations, such as the 
famous correlation between Nicholas Cage movies released each year and swimming pool 
deaths in the US the same year, remind us that correlations don’t equal causation (Vigen, 
2015). Given time trends tend to be consistent in a general sense, despite year-to-year fluc-
tuations, time trends tend to highly correlate with each other. Of greater interest is whether 
year-to-year fluctuations correlate with each other, particularly at time lags which could 
argue that, at very least, correlations between variables are more reliable. Nonetheless, even 
with more robust analyses, such data remains correlational and third variables could explain 
even a robust time trend. As such, time series can improve our confidence in the robustness 
of a correlation but cannot provide causal explanations. As such, all results here should be 
regarded as correlational.

Time series analyses can provide more robust evidence for long-term correlations 
between two social variables. Through time-series analysis, autocorrelations within time 
series can be removed via pre-whitening, such that residuals within the series can be exam-
ined for associative patterns using cross correlations. Analyses as suggested by Schroder 
and Dixon (2022) were used. The basis of time series design is first to establish the overall 
trend in each value, then to assess “residuals” which are fluctuations at time points on the 
trend (similar to the calculation of deviations from a regression line). The assumption is 
that, if two variables are truly correlated beyond ecological fallacy, not only should the trend 
lines correlate, but individual time-point deviations should reliably correlate with each other 
as well, potentially at a time lag (one deviation occurring before another, but in a predictable 
pattern). These are still bivariate effects (e.g., each time series is run independently, without 
controls for other time trends). Effect sizes of r =.20 or higher were used as a benchmark for 
clinically significant effects to reduce the potential for overinterpreting statistical noise (Fer-
guson, 2009). This clinical cut-off is used for two reasons. First, it has been observed that 
smaller effect sizes generally have high Type I error due to methodological noise, demand 
characteristics and common methods bias, even when results are statistically significant. By 
adopting a higher effect size cut-off, issues with Type I error can be reduced. Second, this 
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cut-off has been observed as to explain enough variance in outcomes as to warrant clinical 
attention. This eliminates an overfocus and distraction with trivial results.

It should be noted that that, in order to demonstrate reliable long-trends, a minimum 
of 30–50 data points is recommended (Schroder & Dixon, 2022). Greater number of data 
points help to control for autocorrelation, seasonality effects, cyclical behavior in the data, 
etc. A greater number of observations (possibly as many as 100) may be necessary to reli-
ably detect longer-term lags. However, that data is not available for youth suicide, which 
dates back only to the early 2000s. Given that the current data involves yearly data, detect-
ing within-year seasonality is not possible. Although time series analysis can determine 
short-term correlations between data residuals, these should be regarded as correlational, 
and not indicative of longer-term trends or causality.

Ethical Considerations

Although the current research does not use any identifiable data, the nature of topics related 
to suicide can be sensitive for many people. Although the data are societal aggregates, they 
represent real human beings. All analyses are offered with sensitivity to the very real human 
beings they represent. The research described in this paper was exempt from local IRB as it 
included no original human participants research.

Results

Social Media (H1)

Changes in patterns of technology use were negatively correlated with both male (-0.392) 
and female (-0.492) teen suicide, opposite of what would be expected of social media was 
contributing to teen suicide. The variables for effect sizes for technology use did not have an 
autocorrelation issue. Thus cross-correlations were used with the raw technology effect size 
data. For females, social media was associated with reduced suicide concurrently (r = −.501) 
and at, two (r = −.332), four (r = −.420), and six (r = −.424) year lags. For boys, social media 
was concurrently linked to reduced suicide (r = −.389) as well as at 2-year (r = −.313), 4-year 
(r = −.263), and 6-year (r = −.475) lagged suicides, suggesting social media use may be asso-
ciated with fewer future suicides for boys.

Income Inequality (H2)

Income inequality correlated with both male (0.535) and female (0.589) teen suicide. In 
time series analysis, income inequality predicted female suicide concurrently (r =.690) and 
at lags of one (r =.520), two (r =.365), and three (r =.297) years. Income inequality pre-
dicted male suicide concurrently (r =.630) and at lags of one (r =.491), two (r =.440), three 
(r =.456) years, and four (r =.393) years. These data suggest income inequality is associated 
with later teen suicide at several year lags. Figure 2 presents the raw correlation between 
income inequality and teen girl suicide over time. Given that the pattern was similar for 
boys and girls, only figures for girls are presented in each of these figures.
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Progressive Educational Trends (H3)

For progressive trends in education, these correlated with teen girl suicide (r =.604) as well 
as teen boy suicide (r =.383) albeit to a much lesser degree. In time series analysis, for teen 
girls, progressive educational trends were associated with suicide concurrently (r =.692) 
and at lags of one (r =.634), two (r =.634), three (r =.635), four (r =.577), five (r =.469) and 
six (r =.343) year lags. For boys, in time series analysis, progressive educational trends was 
associated with suicide concurrently (r =.447) and at lags of one (r =.513), two (r =.630), 
three (r =.692) years, four (r =.673), five (r =.542) and six (r =.352) year lags. These data 
suggest strong associations between progressive educational trends and later suicide in 
youth. Figure 3 presents the raw correlation between progressive educational trends and 
teen girl suicide over time.

Fatherlessness (H4)

For births to unwed mothers, this correlated with teen girl suicide (r =.497) as well as 
teen boy suicide (r =.243) albeit to a much lesser degree. In time series analysis, for teen 
girls, fatherlessness was associated with suicide concurrently (r =.326) and at lags of one 
(r =.255), two (r =.232), three (r =.307), four (r =.437), five (r =.510), six (r =.512) seven 
(r =.488), eight (r =.423) and nine-year (r =.337) lags. For boys, in time series analysis, 
fatherlessness was not associated with suicide until the lag at three (r =.213) years, then also 
four (r =.325), five (r =.440) six (r =.489), seven (r =.492), eight (r =.453), nine (r =.416), 

Fig. 2  Correlation between income inequality and teen girl suicide. Note: Left axis represents the per 
capita teen girl suicide rate. Right axis represents the Gini index of income inequality
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ten (r =.368), and eleven (r =.290) year lags. As such, data for fatherlessness differed from 
other variables in the sense of tending to have weaker immediate associations, with stronger 
associations further out in years than other variables. Figure 4 presents the raw correlation 
between fatherlessness and teen girl suicide over time.

Political Partisanship (H5)

The political partisanship variable appeared to be largely devoid of autocorrelations. Political 
partisanship correlated with teen girl suicide (r =.826) as well as teen boy suicide (r =.612). 
Given the lack of autocorrelations, time series analyses were conducted with the original 
political partisanship variable and teen suicide residuals. In time series analysis, for teen 
girls, political partisanship was associated with suicide concurrently (r =.834) and at lags of 
one (r =.564), two (r =.687), three (r =.576), four (r =.546), five (r =.450), and six (r =.335) 
year lags. For boys, in time series analysis, political partisanship was associated with suicide 
concurrently (r =.656) and at lags of one (r =.532), two (r =.643), three (r =.572) years, four 
(r =.565), five (r =.521), six (r =.436) and seven (r =.270) year lags. This data suggests strong 
associations between political partisanship and later suicide in youth. Figure 5 presents the 
raw correlation between political partisanship and teen girl suicide over time.

Adult Suicides (H6)

For adult suicides, male and female combined, ages 45–49, these suicides correlated with 
teen girl (r =.688) and boy (r =.513) suicides. Adult suicides retained partial autocorrelations 
to two lags and were prewhitened accordingly. In time series analysis, for teen girls, adult 
suicide was associated with suicide concurrently (r =.640) and at lags of one (r =.691), two 
(r =.682), three (r =.673), four (r =.643), five (r =.600), six (r =.437), and seven (r =.308) year 

Fig. 3  Correlation between progressive educational trends and teen girl suicide. Note: Left axis represents 
the per capita teen girl suicide rate. Right axis represents an index of progressive educational trends in 
education journals
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Fig. 5  Correlation between political partisanship and teen girl suicide. Note: Data were not collected for 
2003. Left axis represents the per capita teen girl suicide rate. Right axis represents the index of political 
partisanship

 

Fig. 4  Correlation between fatherlessness and teen girl suicide. Note: Left axis represents the per capita 
teen girl suicide rate. Right axis represents the rate of fatherlessness in US births
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lags. For boys, in time series analysis, political partisanship was associated with suicide 
concurrently (r =.518) and at lags of one (r =.616), two (r =.588), three (r =.614) years, four 
(r =.617), five (r =.593), six (r =.498), seven (r =.411) and eight (r =.311) year lags. This data 
suggests strong associations between adult suicide and later suicide in youth. Figure 6 pres-
ents the raw correlation between adult suicides and teen girl suicide over time.

Multiple Comparisons

One concern that might reasonably arise from conducting several different time series anal-
yses is the possibility of chance findings due to multiple analyses. As the current analyses 
were conducted using effect size rather than p values, engaging in Bonferroni corrections 
or other approaches are not helpful. A focus on effect sizes above r =.20 is one method 
to reduce the potential for spurious findings being overinterpreted. All results discussed 
here are over that benchmark and, particularly for early lags, are well over this benchmark, 
suggesting Type I error due to multiple comparisons is an unlikely explanation for these 
findings.

Discussion

The issue of teen suicide remains at the forefront of parents’, policy makers’ and healthcare 
providers’ attention. Recent years have seen a particular focus on social media as a putative 
cause, yet evidence for this belief remains inconsistent. The current research demonstrates 
that many other social variables are associated with the rise in teen suicide and that these 

Fig. 6  Correlation between adult suicides (45–49) and teen girl suicides. Note: Left axis represents the per 
capita teen girl suicide rate. Right axis represents the per capita rate of adult suicides
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relationships remain strong even when correcting for autocorrelations, suggesting these cor-
relations are more than ecological fallacies.

Undoubtedly, other societal variables such as increased pressure on students to succeed 
in K12 including increased extracurricular activities to compete for selective colleges, 
decreases in unsupervised play, “helicopter” parenting, etc., would likewise follow similar 
patterns. It is worth noting that the times series analyzed here are independently analyzed, 
in effect similar to bivariate correlations in that regard. However, it is unlikely that they are 
truly independent from one another, and likely interact with each other (as well as other 
variables not examined here) in complicated ways and, indeed may be bidirectional with the 
outcome. As such, what are we to make of such a miasma?

First, it is an error to consider teen suicide in isolation of other events. Doing so has led 
to a hyperfocus on social media, but it is unlikely that efforts to reduce social media or other 
screen time will provide a magic bullet to reducing teen suicide. Indeed, relations between 
teen and adult suicide are very strong, suggesting that these are occurring in concert with 
each other, potentially influenced by the same larger social forces, or possibly also influenc-
ing one another. Thus, we need to consider suicide more broadly with a larger view. Though 
suicides among the young are important to understand, the “teen suicide” framing, as if this 
phenomenon operated independently of suicides among adults, may have led to wasteful 
distractions. It is critical that policy makers consider suicide and mental health as a broad 
intergenerational issue. To the extent that policy makers focus on varying age categories in 
isolation, they are likely to experience a “blind men and the elephant” phenomenon, pro-
posing ad hoc solutions to each age group in isolation, often based on faulty assumptions. 
Policy makers should generally be wary of “magic bullet” solutions, which rarely work, and 
see the US mental health crisis as a complex, holistic, multi-generational phenomenon that 
will require cautious analysis and sophisticated strategizing to address.

Second, several patterns, whether progressive trends in K12 education that emphasize 
oppression and struggle and negative views of the US, or political partisanship, it appears 
that a general societal negativity bias (a tendency to focus on negative information and 
beliefs and ignore positive data) is associated with an increase in suicide. Ironically, the 
evidence suggests that on most relevant features such as racism, sexism or homophobia 
in the US, US culture has achieved a remarkable degree of tolerance and egalitarianism 
that should be celebrated (Charlesworth & Banaji, 2019). However, it is unclear that this 
positive news is being communicated to students and it is similarly evident from research 
studies (Kaufman & Goldberg, 2023) that K12 students are being taught messages that are 
actively hostile to the US and their culture by progressive educators. This is not to imply 
any bad faith, and undoubtedly the intent is to be honest about the negative aspects of US 
history which is, indeed, important for students to understand. However, this information 
on the history of racism and slavery, can be balanced against acknowledgements that, for 
instance, the US voluntarily ended slavery and segregation, and that brutal slavery was not 
unique to the US, but existed in almost every culture historically (including, African, Asian 
and Indigenous cultures) until the 19th century. Put simply, the evidence from this study 
suggests that we have reached a critical period where negativity bias in history, ethnic stud-
ies and other courses may be correlated with negative outcomes in youth, and we should 
critically reassess how to balance the necessity of being honest about negative aspects of US 
history with general optimism and pride in the US and its larger history. Approaches to DEI 
and “anti-racism” in schools that, in fact, increase racial animosity, segregation and racial 
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shame may be having an unintended backfire effect on student mental health, although more 
experimental research on this would be welcome.

Of course, not all negativity bias comes from the progressive left, and the conservative 
right also should be wary of the degree to which it promotes “crisis” views of US politics, 
discourages compromise and portrays liberals as enemies to be feared and hated. Both sides 
of the political spectrum should work on how to lower political temperatures. It is unlikely, 
of course, that the average teen is watching political news acutely, but political partisan-
ship may filter to teens through their families, teachers, peers and, perhaps more weakly, 
social and news media. Related to this, on policy, policy makers should adopt clear headed 
approaches to solutions which appear not to work or even be harmful (such as DEI, or por-
traying every issue as a crisis). Systems such as DEI that do not work should be abandoned, 
even if it is politically difficult to do so. Policy makers should adopt rigorous standards 
for examining which educational methods are actually helpful, both in teaching students 
required learning, but also in promoting patriotism and an optimistic outlook on life. Also, it 
would be helpful to understand which mental health systems in schools are actually helpful, 
versus those which may unintentionally promote neuroses. K12 education, in particular, has 
a history of adopting faddish approaches that ultimately prove not to work (DARE, DEI, 
various “new” forms of teaching reading and math, grit, self-esteem movement, abstinence-
only sex education, social-emotional learning, cellphone bans etc.) Policy makers should 
demand more rigor in analyses and data before schools adopt any program of pedagogy 
from schools, particularly those which may influence a child’s view of themselves, their 
family, history or their country.

Third, families may benefit from policies that bring them strength and resources. At this 
juncture, increases in the rates of fatherlessness, however this is defined, whether merely 
unwed mothers or completely absentee fathers, should be viewed as an acute problem in 
need of sound policy goals. Fathers should be encouraged, socially and economically, to 
remain active in their children’s lives. Ideally, two-parent households are desirable, though 
in cases of estrangement or divorce among parents, fathers should retain equal social status 
as mothers, except in cases of abuse or domestic assault. To be sure, fatherlessness as a 
variable is likely tangled with other variables, particularly poverty. It is not the point of this 
paper to make larger claims of disentangling the effects of greater income versus fathers 
per se. However, the practical impact of encouraging two-parent families may be similar, 
whatever the underlying theory of how positive effects are generated. Similarly, income 
inequality has become an acute problem since the housing crisis of 2008 and the covid19 
pandemic. Economic policies which directly benefit poorer citizens, the working classes 
and middle classes should be a priority for politicians on all sides of the aisle. Policies that 
encourage fathers to be active in their children’s lives, and a restoration of the norm of two-
parent families (aside from when abuse is occurring) would likely be of value. Policies that 
provide for more vigilance in regard to child abuse, including with teen victims, may also 
help as could public classes for parents to manage their anger and understand how their 
mental health may influence that of their children.

The current results also contrast with significant concerns among parents, policymak-
ers, and some scholars regarding the impact of social media. In this analysis, changes in 
youth media use were, if anything, associated with reduced suicide, though these results 
were weaker than for other factors. At very least, these results question the primary focus 
placed on social media as an explanation for teen suicide or other mental health concerns. 
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Individual studies of youth use of social media and mental health have provided mixed 
results, although recent meta-analyses of such studies suggest effects are statistically undif-
ferentiable from zero (Yang & Feng, 2024). This is likely to be an ongoing debate, but given 
uncertainty, policy makers should approach it with caution. It appears that such concerns fit 
more into moral panics over other technology and media than they do true issues of concern.

It is worth noting that the current article considers teen suicide, in part because, just as 
with homicide as a bellwether of violent crime, suicide statistics may be more reliable than 
self-report or hospital data on mental health symptoms or attempted suicide. However, as all 
such phenomena may have occurred in concert, studies that examine these other outcomes 
would be welcome.

Regarding diversity issues, the current analyses do not break out suicides by racial or 
ethnic groups. CDC data do suggest that some groups, particularly black Americans, are 
more resilient to suicide than are other groups. Exploring why this may be helpful toward 
better understanding why some groups are more resilient than others toward suicide risk.

Limitations

The current data reflect suicide and social issues only for the United States, not other coun-
tries. Data on suicide do not necessarily reflect larger non-suicide mental health issues, 
although these latter may be harder to track reliably over time given shifting definitions, 
“trendiness” of some diagnoses, reductions in stigma, etc. Although time series analyses 
reduce the risk of ecological fallacies and can document time lags, the data remain cor-
relational and causal attributions cannot be made. This is particularly true given the limited 
number of data points available to the present analyses. Without greater observations, reli-
able observation of lags, seasonality, cycles, etc., can’t be documented. As such, this data 
should be regarded as a more robust way of testing basic correlations beyond Pearson r, 
rather than definitively documenting potentially causal trends. Time series analyses sug-
gest that correlations may be more robust to random correlations but cannot rule out the 
possibility of third-variable explanations for the trend. It is possible that some suicides may 
not be reported to the authorities or may be misidentified as accidents. Further, as the years 
included encompass the years around 2020 during the covid19 epidemic, this presents a 
unique historical confound that must be considered. Teen suicide patterns appear to have 
been consistent before and after covid19, but the potential impact of covid19 on this out-
come must also be considered, even if not a focus of the current article. Some evidence has 
suggested an increase in suicide attempts particularly among girls during the covid19 pan-
demic (Madigan et al., 2023), but more research on this would be helpful. It is worth noting 
that the current analyses are for the US only and cannot be generalized to other nations. The 
use of out-of-wedlock births is an imperfect index of fatherlessness. Overall, all births have 
declined over time, though their proportion of births have increased. Regarding progressive 
educational trends, it’s possible that terms such as race and gender may have altered mean-
ings over time that could influence results. Replication studies with different methods would 
be worth doing. It is also possible that the PsycINFO database may have its own biases for 
addressing this issue. Unfortunately, the ERIC database does not allow easy year-to-year 
searches, but the search terms were replicated with Google Scholar. The pattern of results 
was similar to PsychINFO (r =.70) suggesting that these results are unlikely to be platform 
specific.

1 3



Child & Youth Care Forum

As further limitations, the current data is US-centric and cannot be applied to other 
nations or cultures. Furthermore, it does not address the obvious potential confound of the 
Covid-19 epidemic on mental health and suicide rates across generations.

Conclusions

Teen suicide appears to be one facet of a larger, complex social stress influencing individuals 
of all generations perhaps without a single root cause. As such, tackling this issue is going 
to require taking a broader view, understanding teen suicide as part of a larger problem, and 
an acknowledgement that “magic bullet” approaches (such as school cellphone bans) are 
likely to fail. A concerted effort to address multiple, interrelated factors that contribute to 
a more general social stress and pessimism may see more positive outcomes. Put simply, 
we need to understand what policies and interventions can help current US society develop 
greater pride in our past and optimism for our future, including both real improvements in 
economics and family resiliency, but also in social messaging. Suicide patterns likely occur 
on a sine wave naturally, but sound policy can help us to achieve a reduction in suicide more 
quickly than might be possible than by simply hoping for the best.
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