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Empirical, Clinical, and Conceptual 
Evidence Converges to Indicate 

Good Support for the 
Interpersonal Theory of Suicide
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One Theory-Related Assessment Approach
• U.S. National Suicide 
Prevention Lifeline (1-800-
273-TALK) Guidelines

• transitioned to 988







- Applied utility
- Resonance with bedrock
- Incrementality
- Generativity (e.g., 3-Step; IMV model)
- Empirical tests that are fair and 

contextualized
- Explanatory reach



Bedrock and Explanatory Reach: Self-sacrifice in mold, 
ants, bees, naked mole rats, and humans (young and 
old)

- inclusive fitness (i.e., “things” will be better 
without me)

- “things” = genes in close, biological relatives



Last-Instant Regret
• “… the scene was decent and peaceful but  she 

was off the bed and on the floor, and the bedside 
telephone had been dislodged from its cradle. It’s 
impossible to ‘read’ this bit of forensics with 
certainty, but I shall always have to wonder if she 
had briefly regained consciousness, or perhaps 
even belatedly regretted her choice, and tried at 
the very last to stay alive.”

•Hitchens, Christopher. Hitch-22 . Grand Central 
Publishing. Kindle Edition. 





Blood Alcohol Content at the Time of Suicide
Anestis, Joiner, Hanson, & Gutierrez 
(2014, J Abnormal Psychology):

92 studies, 167,894 decedents, same 
pattern of findings.

Time frame is key to 
understanding.



The Varieties of Suicidal Experience
-Murder-suicide
-Suicide-by-cop
-Suicide Terrorism
-Spree Killing
-Death Row Volunteering
-Physician-Assisted Suicide

Joiner, T. (2024). The Varieties of Suicidal Experience. 
New York: NYU Press.



Suicide in Anorexia Nervosa

• We pitted these two accounts against 
each other, in a study of 239 women 
with AN, followed over ~15 years.
• 9 died by suicide, the leading cause of 

death among the sample.
• Of these 9, were they mostly highly 

lethal methods or not?



Suicide in Anorexia Nervosa

• The least lethal method: Ingestion of a 
powerful household product, along with 
alcohol (BAC = 0.16%). Cause of death was 
gastric hemorrhaging due to the product’s 
ingredients.

•Next behavior: Called 911.

Holm-Denoma, Witte, Gordon, Herzog, Franko, D.L., Fichter, Quaflieg, 
& Joiner (2008). 





Rosenthal, P. A., & Rosenthal, S. (1984). Suicidal 
behavior by preschool children. The American 
Journal of Psychiatry, 141, 520-525.



Sample
•16 suicidal preschoolers
•16 non-suicidal preschoolers with 
behavior problems (i.e., unmanageable 
behavior, aggressiveness towards others, 
& hyperactivity)

•Ages 2.5 years to 5 years old (median age 
3.5 years)



Preferred Suicide Methods Endorsed by Adult Participants across Prompts
Suicide Method N %
Own Prescription Medications 4,216 34.3
Illicit Drugs 579 4.7
Over-the-Counter Drugs 1,170 9.5
Poison 311 2.5
Firearms 1,123 9.1
Immolation 74 0.6
Hanging 548 4.5
Sharp Object 1,306 10.6
Auto Exhaust 371 3.0
Other Gases 49 0.4
Train/Car 568 4.6
Jump from Height 406 3.3
Drowning 211 1.7
Suffocation 36 0.3
Others' Prescriptions 355 2.9
Other Method 960 7.8







MacArthur 
Story Stem 
Narrativesspilled juice bed time

sad mom band-aid



Serious Attempt or Death by Suicide

Hopelessness Fearlessness, Pain 
Tolerance, Pragmatics

Perceived
Burdensomeness

Thwarted
Belongingness

The Interpersonal Theory of Suicide

CapabilityDesire for Suicide

D
i
s
t
a
l 

F
a
c
t
o
r
s



Chu et al. meta-analysis (2017, 
Psychological Bulletin, continued): 

“…the interaction between 
thwarted belongingness and 
perceived burdensomeness was 
significantly associated with 
suicidal ideation…”

Empirical Support for the Interpersonal Theory of Suicide



Chu et al. meta-analysis (2017, 
Psychological Bulletin, continued): 

“…However, effect sizes for these 
interactions were modest.”

Empirical Support for the Interpersonal Theory of Suicide



Thank you for your attention
joiner@psy.fsu.edu


