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SUICIDE CLUSTERS: WHAT WE KNOW

Suicides can cluster in:

• time only (temporal or “mass” clusters)

• space only (spatial or geographic clusters)

• space and time (space-time or “point” clusters)
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SUICIDE CLUSTERS: WHAT WE KNOW
There is no one type of “suicide cluster-prone” community. 
Clusters occur in communities with varying
socioeconomic and ethnic profiles. 
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SUICIDE CLUSTERS: WHAT WE KNOW
Suicide clusters occur primarily among 
teenagers and young adults
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SUICIDE CLUSTERS: WHAT WE KNOW

1988-1996, 53 clusters
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SUICIDE CLUSTERS: WHAT WE KNOW

• At a minimum, 5 youth suicide clusters 
occur each year in the U.S. 



7

SUICIDE CLUSTERS: WHAT WE KNOW

The media can play a role in triggering a cluster
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Stories published after the index cluster suicides compared to 
those published after non-cluster suicides:  

 number of stories about any suicidal individual
 number of stories about the teen suicide in our study
 front page story placement, 
 size of headlines, 
 headlines containing the word suicide
 headlines containing a description of the methods
 sensational headlines
 presence of picture
 detailed descriptions of the suicidal individual and act 

SUICIDE CLUSTERS: WHAT WE KNOW
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SUICIDE CLUSTERS: WHAT WE DON’T KNOW

The precise mechanisms causing and sustaining 
a cluster are currently unknown.

But………
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SUICIDE CLUSTERS: WHAT WE THINK WE KNOW
-Hypothesized Mechanisms-
• Social learning theory
• Approach/Avoidance conflict: restraint reduction
• “Social multiplier” that amplifies the effects of other 

suicidogenic factors

• Changes in social norms

* t h ti li t
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Social Norms - Definition:
• Implicit rules about “normal” or typical behaviors or 

beliefs in a group or setting
– Concept in various behavioral theories (e.g., Social 

Cognitive Theory, Theory of Planned Behavior)

• Two main types:
– What most people do (descriptive norms)
– What most people approve of (injunctive norms)

(Borsari and Carey, 2003; Rimal and Real, 2003; Smith and Louis, 2008) 

SUICIDE CLUSTERS: WHAT WE THINK WE KNOW
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• Research on other health issues finds
– Perceived norms (descriptive and/or injunctive) are one 

predictor of behavior.

• Media narratives and social norms
– Narratives may convey or reinforce inaccurate perceptions 

about suicidal behavior, coping, services, offering help

(adapted from Linda Langford, Sc.D.
Suicide Prevention Resource Center)

SUICIDE CLUSTERS: WHAT WE THINK WE KNOW
Social Norms
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SUICIDE CLUSTERS: WHAT WE THINK WE KNOW
Social Norms
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SUICIDE CLUSTERS: WHAT WE DON’T KNOW

Postvention protocols to stop a suicide cluster 
have not been empirically evaluated. 

But………
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SUICIDE CLUSTERS: WHAT WE THINK WE KNOW
-Postvention strategies are suggested by other 
areas of research and clinical best practices-
• Promote media recommendations 
• Assess community risk
• Initiate/promote telephone and online crisis interventions
• Enhance community connectedness
• Shape community members’ (including students’) desire to 

“do something” 
• Address myths and misinformation


