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Alcohol remains 
the substance of 
choice among 
teens



Gender roles 
are changing 

with respect to 
alcohol use



Suicide is 
the second 
leading 
cause of 
death 
among teens

Suicide is the #1 
cause of death for 
14-15 year olds!



Male teens 
die by 

suicide ~3x 
more than 

females

The rate of suicide by females is increasing 
relative to males, and this is related to the 

adoption of more lethal means



Native American 
teens are 
adversely 
affected by 
suicide



LGBTQ teens are at highest risk 
for suicide

Intersectionality Matters!!



The relationship between alcohol and suicide is complex with 
respect to directionality and temporality



How can we make an impact on alcohol 
use AND suicide in the teen population?

• Target teens at high risk for both alcohol use and suicide

• Consider inpatient psychiatric units, intensive outpatient substance use 

treatment programs

• Treat both problems simultaneously, in an integrated fashion

• Despite the strong link between alcohol use and suicide-related 

thoughts and behaviors, the standard of care is to treat these two 

problems separately
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Motivational interventions are evidence-based with 
adolescents



Brief Alcohol Intervention Study:
Purpose

Test the feasibility and acceptability of a brief motivational enhancement 
intervention for alcohol use with suicidal adolescents in inpatient psychiatric 
treatment who report past month drinking. 

Assess preliminary intervention effects on alcohol use and suicide ideation and 
attempts.
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Brief Alcohol Intervention Study:
Intervention
integrated Alcohol and Suicide Intervention for Suicidal Teens (iASIST)

• iASIST consists of one 60-90 minute session which includes the following 

components: establishing rapport, assessing and enhancing motivation for change, 

envisioning the future, and establishing goals, strategies, and a change plan. 

• Additionally, a 30-45 minute family session in which the adolescent discusses the 

goals, strategies, and change plan for reducing alcohol use with the parent, focusing 

on specific ways the parent can support the adolescent in the change process (e.g., 

parental monitoring, parent-child communication about alcohol).

• An app was created for adolescents and parents to use post-hospitalization that 

contained intervention content to act as a booster.

The protocol was specifically developed to address alcohol use as a risk factor for 

continued suicide ideation, plans, and attempts.



Brief Alcohol Intervention Study:
Conceptual Model 

O’Brien, K. (2013). Rethinking adolescent inpatient psychiatric care: The importance of integrated interventions for suicidal youth with substance use problems. Social Work in Mental Health, 11(4), 349-359.



Brief Alcohol Intervention Study:
Methods

Design:

• This study used a randomized trial (N=40) to compare iASIST to an attention-

matched control condition receiving psychoeducation and an app on sleep, diet, and 

exercise with adolescents psychiatrically hospitalized for a suicidal event who 

reported alcohol use in the past month.



Methods, cont.

Measures:

• Feasibility and acceptability of iASIST

were assessed with withdrawal and 

completion rates as well as session 

evaluation forms. 

• Exploratory alcohol- and suicide-

related outcomes were measured at 

baseline (BL) and 3 month follow-up 

(FU) with the Timeline Follow-back 

Interview (TLFB) and Columbia 

Suicide Severity Rating Scale (C-

SSRS).



Brief Alcohol Intervention Study:
Results - Feasibility, Acceptability

All 22 in the experimental group:

• completed the individual intervention and family intervention during their inpatient 

hospitalization;

• expressed satisfaction with the intervention; and 

• created a change plan. 

All but one agreed that the clinician helped them understand how their alcohol use was related 

to their suicidal thoughts and attempts.

The app was only used by 11 teens and 7 parents, in part due to continued hospitalization or 

phone limits being set.

22 Randomized to 
Experimental Group 18 Randomized to Attention-

Matched Comparison



Brief Alcohol Intervention Study:
Results - Preliminary Effects

• Thus far, 



Brief Alcohol Intervention Study:
Conclusions 

• A brief motivational alcohol intervention is feasible and acceptable to 

psychiatrically hospitalized suicidal adolescents and may help to reduce 

their amount of alcohol use, and possibly other substances, at 3 months.

• The app was not utilized to its potential following hospitalization because 

of being in hospital/residential level of care or having phone limits set 

during the 3 months post-hospitalization.

• A larger fully powered study with a longer follow-up period is needed to 

test intervention effects and potential mediators and moderators.

• A future test of the intervention should consider replacing the app with a 

brief telehealth booster upon transition out of hospital level of care. 
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Results: Acceptability



Results: App Acceptability


