
These rates are particularly
troubling among Black
adolescents. In 2019, it was
found that 17% of high school
aged African Americans
seriously considered
attempting suicide. In fact,
African American boys between
the ages of 5 and 12 are more
likely to die by suicide than any
other segment of the
population.

A Primary cause of these rates is
the shortage of mental health
practitioners in communities of
color. As a mental health 
practitioner and founder and
CEO of Counseling on Demand,
I was seeing deficient treatment
in regard to both suicide
prevention and underserved
populations. Clinicians will 

assess for suicide with their
mental health assessment, but
psychiatric treatment only
occurs with an actively suicidal
patient. That is far too late on
this suicide prevention
continuum. We as a society
need to take a more active
approach to mental health. If
state officials undertake the
steps outlined in this piece, we
can finally begin to tackle the
high rates of suicide in Black
communities. We as
practitioners need to take a
more preventive approach that
includes community awareness
programs, training practitioners,
schools, etc. African Americans
and Communities Of Color have
very limited access to mental
health services in general. This
needs to change on a societal

Mental health practitioners are
becoming increasingly aware of the
role that race plays in mental
healthcare, particularly in regard to
suicide rates in communities of
color. In 2020, there were 45,799
recorded suicides in the U.S., a 30%
increase since 2000. Of those, over
24,383 were committed by people
who identify as African American or
mixed-race. 

From 2014 to 2019 alone, the suicide rate amongst Black people increased by 30%. 

systemic level. Suicide prevention
needs to be focused on both the
individual who is hopeless and
helpless, and community-based
programs with tools and
resources that can adequately
help. 
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1 https://www.sprc.org/scope/racial-ethnic-
disparities/black-populations.
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Above is a useful slide of this
cumulative approach.

"If we are to truly address the
high rates of suicide in the
United States, we must come to
terms with the idea that suicide
prevention begins long before
someone arrives at a counseling
session or calls a suicide
prevention hotline."

Suicide Prevention needs to go
beyond individual treatment. It
must also include Community 

4

Based Programs and Resources,
especially underserved
populations. This preventative
strategy flies in the face of the
current thinking about mental
health care in the United States. 

We need to stop reacting to
poor mental health and start
being proactive about the
circumstances which lead to
serious mental health issues.
Below, I have outlined 
some Suicide Prevention
Methods which could see a  

3 Chart obtained from 
https://www.cdc.gov/suicide/prevention/index.ht
ml

drastic reduction in suicide rates
of communities of color. 

As you can see, some of these 
prevention methods are
performed by mental health
practitioners, but others can
only be performed by
community leaders. In order to
address the rates of suicide in
poor Black communities, we
must also address the cultural,
societal, and environmental
factors which lead to high rates
of anxiety and depression.

4 Postvention refers to the follow up care for the 
family after a suicide attempt. This is not being done
enough. There need to be contact intervention 
following a suicide attempt/crisis and an active 
outreach approach, especially to neglected populations, i.e. people of color.5 Note: Community based outreach programs will be 
key to any comprehensive suicide prevention

program. Creating clinical treatments that coincide with these 
outreach programs will also be crucial to any overall 
preventative treatment plan. There is a duality between 
material conditions and black communities and improved 
mental healthcare that must be present in any plan to lower 
suicide rates amongst African Americans.
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Promote
connectedness

Strategy

Strengthen economic

supports

Create protective
environments

Identify and support people at
risk

Lessen harms and prevent future
risk

Teach coping and problem-solving
skills

Strengthen access and delivery of suicide
care

Approach

Strengthen household financial security

Housing stabilization policies

Coverage of mental health conditions in health insurance policies

Reduce provider shortages in under-served areas

Safer suicide care through systems change

Reduce access to lethal means among persons at risk of suicide

Organizational policies and culture

Community-based policies to reduce excessive alcohol use

Peer norm programs

Community engagement activities

Social-emotional learning programs

Parenting skill and family relationship programs

Gatekeeper training

Crisis intervention

Treatment for people at risk of suicide

Treatment to prevent re-attempts

Postvention4

Safe reporting and messaging about suicide
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Most suicide treatments occur when the person is
already actively suicidal. We need to take a more
preventative approach to African American mental
health. The actively suicidal person did not start
this way. Their mental condition worsened over
time. Intervention needs to happen much earlier in
this process when the person is depressed and
feeling hopeless and helpless. The greatest barrier
to this comprehensive process in communities of
color is access to appropriate mental healthcare.

There are many steps which must be taken at a
community level to improve the mental health of
African Americans. We need to strengthen
economic supports by creating housing stability 
policies and increasing financial security. We also
need to strengthen access and delivery of suicide
care by making sure there is coverage of mental
health conditions in health conditions in health
insurance policies. We need to reduce provider
shortages in under- served areas. This can only be
accomplished through systematic change.

In my early career, I worked as a Home-Based
Therapist through a program funded by Medicaid.
Our clients were largely families that were 
in poverty, living paycheck-to- paycheck. The
insecurities of these families reverberated through
their family system. Teenagers and children
commonly acted out. Substance abuse was
rampant. When a family does not have basic safety
and security, mental health issues often result. It
becomes a matter of survival.

We also need to work to promote connectedness
within our communities. Community interventions
include establishing peer norm programs and
community engagement activities. We need to
focus on creating protective environments. This
entails reducing access to lethal means among
persons at risk of suicide and implementation of
community- based policies to reduce excessive
alcohol use. Change in organizational policies and
culture is necessary. 

Community connectedness helps to bring support
when needed. Through connectedness come care
and awareness. If someone if showing signs of
suicide, then the community can properly intervene
and provide needed help. When a person is in
emotional pain, to have someone that they can
open up to and trust is not only helpful, but
necessary.

Teaching coping and problem-solving skills is
another necessary intervention. This means
implementation of social- emotional learning
programs and parenting skill and family
relationship programs. We need to identify and
support people at risk by improving gate keeper
training and having effective crisis intervention
both on a community-based level and practitioner
level. At Counseling on Demand, we have
committed to increasing the accessibility of mental
health programs. 

The graphic below outlines the importance of
awareness and the first interventions with someone
who is suicidal:

Chart obtained from
https://infocenter.nimh.nih.gov/publications/5- action-steps-
helping-someone-emotional-pain.
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While improving social, environmental, and
economic conditions in communities of color will
decrease the number of individuals in search of
mental health counseling, access to mental health
services must be readily available for those in need.
Funding for community-based programs is needed
to support counselors in underprivileged
communities, and it is important that counselors
understand the unique racial and social makeup of
the communities they serve. 

We need to create clinical treatments which
coincide with Outreach Programs for an overall
preventative Treatment Plan. Individuals
considering suicide must be helped at various
stages in their emotional development. Above is a
slide presenting this Continuum of Care approach.

Key interventions include:

Awareness and Education. 

There needs to be education for general
practitioners about the unique obstacles facing
African Americans with mental health issues, and
education for black youths via community and
school-based programs about ways to improve
their overall mental health. 

It is also important that we train community
gatekeepers to identify the first signs of suicide and
provide them the tools to get that person effective
mental health counseling. The high suicide rates of
African Americans in the United States are not
incidental. They are the product of policymakers 

Chart obtained from https://ajp.psychiatryonline.org/doi/10.1176/appi.aj p.2020.20060864.
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and community leaders poor understanding of the 
 roots and trajectory of worsening mental health. In
order to address this Issue, we must adopt a more
preventative strategy and frame mental health as a
social,  cultural, and economic issue. Suicide rates
will decrease not  only as a result of improving
economic conditions in black communities but also 

when we work to provide better access to mental
health practitioners. Through my company,
Counseling on Demand, and in collaboration with
Brilliant Minds Collective, I hope to share my years
of experience as a counselor and lead a drastic shift
in the way that our society thinks about mental
healthcare.

About Dr. Matthew Hunt
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Dr. Matthew Hunt is the Founder and CEO of Counseling On Demand with a Master’s Degree in Marriage
and Family Therapy with over 25 years of experience in helping Individuals, Couples, Adolescents, and
Families who struggle with a wide variety of Life’s Challenges. He has developed an Array of Effective
Counseling Tools and Evidenced-Based Interventions to help you on Your Road to Better Mental Health
and Wellness.  Counseling on Demand is the exclusive mental health partner of the Brilliant Minds
Collective.
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