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Purpose

E

Phase 3: Suicide Warning Signs

PL

Help Hope Squad members recognize and understand the warning signs
of suicide.

Objectives
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• Students will understand most individuals considering suicide
demonstrate warning signs.
• Students will identify the different warning signs of suicide.
• Students will understand the importance of responding quickly to
a suicidal student.
• Students will understand the importance of referring a suicidal
student to an adult.

Preparation
• Preview the Phase 3 presentation.
• Prepare the “Red Flags” activity on page 47.

Suggested Phase Lesson Time: 30–40 minutes
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Pre-Reading

Advisor Pre-Reading
Phase 3 will help Hope Squad members recognize and
understand the warning signs of suicide. This Phase
will cover verbal, behavioral, and situational warning
signs students may observe among peers.

”

Warning signs are changes or behaviors signaling
to an outside observer that an individual is thinking
about attempting suicide. Most people exhibit one or
more signs before attempting suicide or self-harm.i
Each warning sign should be taken seriously. No two
situations will be exactly the same; there is not an
exhaustive list of all warning signs.
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Most suicidal people
communicate intent
sometime during the week
preceding an attempt.

E

Remember
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“If you are concerned,
immediate action is
important. Suicide
can be prevented and
most people who feel
suicidal demonstrate
warning signs.
Recognizing some of
these warning signs is
the first step in helping
yourself or someone
you care about.”

Recognizing warning signs can prevent someone from
participating in self-harm. Recognizing warning signs
and acting accordingly gives the at-risk individual the
chance to receive the necessary help and attention
from parents and mental health professionals. One
of the major warning signs is suicidal ideation, or
preoccupation with thoughts of suicide. Any expression
of ideation should be taken seriously by referring the
individual to a mental health professional.ii
Risk factors, which prelude warning signs, are
characteristics that heighten the probability an individual
will consider, attempt, or die by suicide.iii Often, risk
factors are what trigger suicidal thoughts. These thoughts
of suicide lead to identifiable warning signs, which are
key to preventing a suicide.

—National Institute of Mental Health

©2016 Hope Squad® All rights reserved 41
©2019 Hope Squad® All rights reserved
41

Year 1 | PHASE 3

Risk factors
indicate if an
individual is
likely to consider
suicide under
intense stress.

PL

Health
• Depression
• Schizophrenia
• Bipolar disorder
• Chronic disease
• Substance abuse disorder

E

There are different characteristics making it more
likely an individual will consider, attempt, or die by
suicide.iii Common risk factors include the following:iv

M

Environment
• Stressful life events (e.g., loss of a friend, a recent
break-up, parents’ divorce, etc.)
• Prolonged stress (e.g., victim of bullying,
unfulfilling or toxic relationships, etc.)
• Exposure to another person’s suicide

SA

History
• Previous suicide attempt
• Family history of suicide

Family Situation
• Family conflict
• Disruption
• Loss of a parent
• Different styles of communication
• Expectations of parents
• Availability of parents in the home
• Child abuse or neglect
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Presentation

1.

Review Objectives. People who have suicidal
thoughts do not keep those feelings or plans
secret. Most suicidal people communicate
their intent, as well as display warning signs,
sometime during the week preceding an
attempt. Most suicidal individuals will also
display warning signs.iv Provide examples to
squad members:
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• A suicidal individual may say something
like “You would be better off without me.”
• A suicidal individual may begin to withdraw
from friends and family.

Media Break. Play video.
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2.

3.

Warning signs are clues indicating that a person
is struggling. Warning signs are classified into
three categories: talk, actions, and moods.iv If
you are familiar with the warning signs, and
know how to respond, you can help prevent a
suicide.v

The first type of warning sign is talk. These are
feelings people express using words. Warning
signs for talk include the following:vi
• An individual expressing unbearable pain.
• An individual saying he or she feels
trapped.
• An individual talking about suicide.
• An individual talking about being a burden
to others.
• An individual saying he or she has no
reason to live.
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Intent can be communicated directly or
indirectly. Direct “talk” warning signs include
•
•
•
•
•

“I’ve decided to kill myself.”
“I wish I were dead.”
“I’m going to commit suicide.”
“I’m going to end it all.”
“If (such and such) doesn’t happen, I’ll kill
myself.”

You may also see this intent communicated
indirectly. Example statements include

Separate Hope Squad members into groups.
Have squad members discuss the following
prompt: Do you have examples of phrases you
may hear in school that are manifestations of
“talk” warning signs? (The examples below can
be provided to spark discussion.)v
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• “I’m tired of life, I just can’t go on.”
• “My family would be better off without
me.”
• “Who cares if I’m dead anyway.”
• “I just want out.”
• “I won’t be around much longer.”
• “Pretty soon you won’t have to worry
about me.”

E

4.

• “I’ve tried cutting before. It actually feels
pretty good.”
• “I feel like everyone is judging everything I
do; I just can’t handle it anymore.”

6.

The second type of warning sign is action.
Action refers to the things people may do to
show how he or she is feeling.
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Presentation

7.

Action warning signs include the following:ii
Looking for a way to kill him or herself
Acquiring a gun or stockpiling pills
Searching online for materials or means
Withdrawing from activities
Quitting extra-curricular activities
Avoiding best friends
Giving away prized possessions
Isolating from family and friends
Acting recklessly
Using drugs
Skipping classes
Neglecting personal appearance
Visiting or calling people to say goodbye
Complaining frequently of fatigue,
headaches, or stomachaches
• Increasing/decreasing interest in religion
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•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
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8.

9.

Ask squad members the different ways peers
portray action-type warning signs. Examples
include
• Acting recklessly by suddenly using drugs
or drinking.
• Giving away prized possessions.

The third type of warning sign is moods, or
how people feel. Mood warning signs includevi
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Irritability
Depression
Anxiety
Rage
Loss of interest
Humiliation
Hopelessness
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Remember, take any suicidal talk or behavior
seriously. It is not just a warning sign, it is a cry
for help. Identifying warning signs and referring
peers for help is the key to preventing suicide.v
Emphasize that squad members should refer
any peer believed to be at risk for suicide to an
adult.

Activity Break: “Red Flags.” Instructions on
page 47.

11. Lifesaver Challenge
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Challenge each squad member to eat lunch
with at least five peers they see that are alone.
Discuss this experience with the squad at the
next squad meeting.

American Psychological Association, 2016.

i

E

10. Sometimes, you may see or hear things that
your peers do and may not be sure if it is a
suicide warning sign or not. All concerns are
important. Even if you are not sure, tell your
advisor or a trusted adult.

ii

Hockenberry & Wilson, 2015.

iii

Suicide Prevent Resource Center & Rodgers, 2011.

iv

American Foundation for Suicide Prevention, 2016.

v

Grohol, 2009.

vi

Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Adminsitrations, 2015.

vii

Tartakovsky, 2013.
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Activity

Phase 3 Activity:
Red Flags
As partners, identify any words or actions that demonstrate a suicide warning sign. Discuss what you
could do to help in each situation.

E

Lisa hasn’t acted the same since her mom died. It’s been especially tough because she is not close to
her dad. For months, Lisa has said if it weren’t for her boyfriend, Dillon, she would have given up a
long time ago. However, Dillon just broke up with her, and Lisa is devastated. She keeps saying “I just
can’t take it anymore.” Last night, Lisa tried giving you the necklace her mom left her and said she
won’t need it anymore.
Red Flags:

Ben is a great athlete, but he has recently stopped showing up for practices and games. You thought
he was injured or sick, but then you saw him lying under the bleachers vaping. When you asked Ben
what’s going on, Ben confided that he recently came out as gay to his parents and it didn’t go well.
His parents kicked him out of the house, and now Ben is currently staying with his aunt. Ben told you
his parents will probably be happier if he were gone.
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How can I help:

PL

1.

Red Flags:

How can I help:
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Oliver comes from a family of Ivy League college alumni. Both his parents and older sister expect
him to be accepted to a prestigious university. However, Oliver just took his SATs for the third time
and his scores still aren’t high enough. Lately, Oliver has had a hard time keeping up in school and
thinks his grades might drop this semester. He hasn’t been able to eat or sleep because he has been
so worried about not meeting his family’s expectations. Oliver keeps saying he is tired of feeling like
a disappointment and that he should just give up on everything because he will “never amount to
anything.”

E

3.

When Jolie’s cousin Mara, who was more like a sister, died by suicide, Jolie was the one who found
her. Jolie said that since then, no matter how hard she tries to move on, she feels she is just going
through the motions. Jolie’s grades have dropped and she quit band and student council. The oneyear anniversary of Mara’s death is approaching, and Jolie’s friends have tried to keep her mind
off of it by inviting her to hang out and texting her, but Jolie never responds. Last night she posted,
“Mara had it right. #abetterplace.”
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How can I help:

PL

Red Flags:

Red Flags:

How can I help:
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