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Nearly 1 million people worldwide die by suicide annually
(Naghavi, 2019), and an even greater proportion of the global popu-
lation experiences suicidal ideation and engages in suicidal behav-
ior (World Health Organization, 2014). Although myriad factors
contribute to the development and maintenance of suicidal thoughts
and behaviors (Klonsky et al., 2016), research has repeatedly shown
that individuals with elevated symptoms of posttraumatic stress dis-
order (PTSD) or a PTSD diagnosis are at increased risk for suicide
(for reviews, see Holliday et al., 2020; Panagioti et al., 2009, 2012).
More specifically, PTSD has been shown to predict suicidal idea-
tion (Panagioti et al., 2017), suicide attempts (Stanley et al., 2019),
and suicide mortality (Cooper et al., 2020). In fact, large-scale epi-
demiological investigations have demonstrated that PTSD is one of
the few psychiatric disorders that predicts the transition from think-
ing about suicide to making a suicide attempt (Nock et al., 2009).
Suicidal thoughts and behaviors, therefore, are among the most con-
cerning and potentially debilitating consequences of PTSD, and
efforts to understand the interplay between PTSD and suicidality
are crucial for suicide prevention efforts.
Yet, there remain key gaps in the field’s understanding of the

relation between PTSD and suicidal thoughts and behaviors. In
response, Psychological Trauma: Theory, Research, Practice, and
Policy organized this Special Section on PTSD and Suicide Risk.
The articles included in this Special Section represent innovations
in the understanding of the link between PTSD and suicidality
across various at-risk populations and units of analysis. This Spe-
cial Section additionally contains articles that address key data

analytic and assessment considerations, paving the way for meth-
odologically rigorous future research.

A full account of needed future directions is beyond the scope
of this Special Section introduction. The authors of the included
articles provide cogent summaries of needed future directions,
which I will not repeat in full here. I will, however, highlight a
few key themes. First, suicide-related outcomes occur on a contin-
uum, inclusive of passive thoughts of death, active suicidal ideation,
serious suicidal intent, low-lethality nonfatal suicide attempts, medi-
cally serious nonfatal suicide attempts, and suicide mortality. The
pathways to each of these points along the continuum are likely dif-
ferent (Klonsky et al., 2016). Thus, examining the intersection
between PTSD and suicide-related outcomes should be attentive to
these nuances. Second, the mechanisms accounting for the link
between PTSD and suicidality remain poorly understood—this repre-
sents a critical area for future research that will ostensibly lead to tar-
gets for clinical intervention. Third, considering the high levels of
psychiatric comorbidity in PTSD (Brady et al., 2000), it is necessary
to parse apart the unique facet(s) of PTSD linked to suicide risk, as
well as the role of neighboring constructs, such as moral injury
(Bryan et al., 2018).

Fourth, in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Dis-
orders, 5th Edition (DSM–5; American Psychiatric Association,
2013), PTSD is situated within a broader category of trauma- and-
stressor related disorders. Additional research is needed to evalu-
ate suicide risk among individuals experiencing PTSD (and thus a
qualifying Criterion A stressor) versus stressors that might not ful-
fill PTSD Criterion A but nevertheless lead to other stress disorder
diagnoses, such as adjustment disorder (Street et al., 2021).
Finally, most suicides in the United States are caused by firearms
(Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2020), and the hyper-
vigilance to threat that is characteristic of PTSD may lead some
firearm owners to store their firearms unsafely (Jakupcak & Varra,
2011)—a robust risk factor for suicide (Mann & Michel, 2016).
Yet, research examining the intersection between PTSD and fire-
arm ownership and storage practices is limited by an array of
methodological limitations that signal the need for additional in-
quiry (Stanley et al., 2020).

I conclude with a glimmer of hope. Notwithstanding the distress
and psychosocial functional impairments characteristic of PTSD,
most people with PTSD will neither think about nor attempt sui-
cide. For those who do, multiple treatment trials have found that
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the treatment of PTSD is associated with reductions in suicidal
thoughts (e.g., Brown et al., 2019; Gradus et al., 2013), and a trial
is currently underway testing the efficacy of trauma-focused treat-
ment for the prevention of suicidal behavior as well (Clinical-
Trials.gov Identifier: NCT04225130). More work is needed to
optimize and/or adapt PTSD treatments for the reduction of sui-
cide risk. Ultimately, it is my hope and belief that advancements
in the scientific understanding of PTSD and suicide risk will con-
tribute to decreases in suffering and decreases in suicide deaths.

References

American Psychiatric Association. (2013). Diagnostic and Statistical
Manual of Mental Disorders, Fifth Edition: DSM-5.

Brady, K. T., Killeen, T. K., Brewerton, T., & Lucerini, S. (2000). Comor-
bidity of psychiatric disorders and posttraumatic stress disorder. The
Journal of Clinical Psychiatry, 61(Suppl. 7), 22–32.

Brown, L. A., McLean, C. P., Zang, Y., Zandberg, L., Mintz, J., Yarvis,
J. S., Litz, B. T., Peterson, A. L., Bryan, C. J., Fina, B., Petersen, J.,
Dondanville, K. A., Roache, J. D., Young-McCaughan, S., Foa, E. B., &
The STRONG STAR Consortium. (2019). Does prolonged exposure
increase suicide risk? Results from an active duty military sample.
Behaviour Research and Therapy, 118, 87–93. https://doi.org/10.1016/j
.brat.2019.04.003

Bryan, C. J., Bryan, A. O., Roberge, E., Leifker, F. R., & Rozek, D. C.
(2018). Moral injury, posttraumatic stress disorder, and suicidal behavior
among National Guard personnel. Psychological Trauma: Theory, Research,
Practice, and Policy, 10(1), 36–45. https://doi.org/10.1037/tra0000290

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. (2020). WISQARS: Web-
based injury statistics query and reporting system. http://www.cdc.gov/
injury/wisqars/index.html

Cooper, S. A., Szymanski, B. R., Bohnert, K. M., Sripada, R. K., &
McCarthy, J. F. (2020). Association between positive results on the Pri-
mary Care–Posttraumatic Stress Disorder Screen and suicide mortality
among U.S. Veterans. JAMA Network Open, 3(9), Article e2015707.
https://doi.org/10.1001/jamanetworkopen.2020.15707

Gradus, J. L., Suvak, M. K., Wisco, B. E., Marx, B. P., & Resick, P. A.
(2013). Treatment of posttraumatic stress disorder reduces suicidal idea-
tion. Depression and Anxiety, 30(10), 1046–1053. https://doi.org/10
.1002/da.22117

Holliday, R., Borges, L. M., Stearns-Yoder, K. A., Hoffberg, A. S.,
Brenner, L. A., & Monteith, L. L. (2020). Posttraumatic stress disorder,
suicidal ideation, and suicidal self-directed violence among U.S. military
personnel and veterans: A systematic review of the literature from 2010
to 2018. Frontiers in Psychology, 11, Article e1998. https://doi.org/10
.3389/fpsyg.2020.01998

Jakupcak, M., & Varra, E. M. (2011). Treating Iraq and Afghanistan war
veterans with PTSD who are at high risk for suicide. Cognitive and Be-
havioral Practice, 18(1), 85–97. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cbpra.2009.08
.007

Klonsky, E. D., May, A. M., & Saffer, B. Y. (2016). Suicide, suicide
attempts, and suicidal ideation. Annual Review of Clinical Psychology,
12(1), 307–330. https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-clinpsy-021815-093204

Mann, J. J., & Michel, C. A. (2016). Prevention of firearm suicide in the
United States: What works and what is possible. The American Journal
of Psychiatry, 173(10), 969–979. https://doi.org/10.1176/appi.ajp.2016
.16010069

Naghavi, M. (2019). Global, regional, and national burden of suicide mor-
tality 1990 to 2016: Systematic analysis for the Global Burden of Dis-
ease Study 2016. BMJ, 364, 194. https://doi.org/10.1136/bmj.l94

Nock, M. K., Hwang, I., Sampson, N., Kessler, R. C., Angermeyer, M.,
Beautrais, A., Borges, G., Bromet, E., Bruffaerts, R., de Girolamo, G.,
de Graaf, R., Florescu, S., Gureje, O., Haro, J. M., Hu, C., Huang, Y.,
Karam, E. G., Kawakami, N., Kovess, V., . . . Williams, D. R. (2009).
Cross-national analysis of the associations among mental disorders and
suicidal behavior: Findings from the WHO World Mental Health Sur-
veys. PLoS Medicine, 6(8), Article e1000123. https://doi.org/10.1371/
journal.pmed.1000123

Panagioti, M., Angelakis, I., Tarrier, N., & Gooding, P. (2017). A prospec-
tive investigation of the impact of distinct posttraumatic (PTSD) symp-
tom clusters on suicidal ideation. Cognitive Therapy and Research,
41(4), 645–653. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10608-016-9829-2

Panagioti, M., Gooding, P. A., & Tarrier, N. (2012). A meta-analysis of
the association between posttraumatic stress disorder and suicidality:
The role of comorbid depression. Comprehensive Psychiatry, 53(7),
915–930. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.comppsych.2012.02.009

Panagioti, M., Gooding, P., & Tarrier, N. (2009). Post-traumatic stress dis-
order and suicidal behavior: A narrative review. Clinical Psychology
Review, 29(6), 471–482. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cpr.2009.05.

Stanley, I. H., Hom, M. A., Marx, B. P., & Reger, M. A. (2020). Post-trau-
matic stress disorder and firearm ownership, access, and storage prac-
tices: A systematic review. Clinical Psychology: Science and Practice,
27(3), Article e12358. Advance online publication. https://doi.org/10
.1111/cpsp.12358

Stanley, I. H., Rogers, M. L., Hanson, J. E., Gutierrez, P. M., & Joiner,
T. E. (2019). PTSD symptom clusters and suicide attempts among high-
risk military service members: A three-month prospective investigation.
Journal of Consulting and Clinical Psychology, 87(1), 67–78. https://doi
.org/10.1037/ccp0000350

Street, A. E., Jiang, T., Horváth Puhó, E., Rosellini, A. J., Lash, T. L.,
Sørensen, H. T., & Gradus, J. L. (2021). Stress disorders and the risk of
nonfatal suicide attempts in the Danish population. Journal of Traumatic
Stress. Advance online publication. https://doi.org/10.1002/jts.22695

World Health Organization. (2014). Preventing suicide: A global
imperative. WHO Press.

Received June 2, 2021
Accepted June 23, 2021 n

724 STANLEY

T
hi
s
do
cu
m
en
ti
s
co
py
ri
gh
te
d
by

th
e
A
m
er
ic
an

Ps
yc
ho
lo
gi
ca
lA

ss
oc
ia
tio

n
or

on
e
of

its
al
lie
d
pu
bl
is
he
rs
.

C
on
te
nt

m
ay

be
sh
ar
ed

at
no

co
st
,b
ut

an
y
re
qu
es
ts
to

re
us
e
th
is
co
nt
en
ti
n
pa
rt
or

w
ho
le
m
us
tg

o
th
ro
ug
h
th
e
A
m
er
ic
an

Ps
yc
ho
lo
gi
ca
lA

ss
oc
ia
tio

n.

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.brat.2019.04.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.brat.2019.04.003
https://doi.org/10.1037/tra0000290
http://www.cdc.gov/injury/wisqars/index.html
http://www.cdc.gov/injury/wisqars/index.html
https://doi.org/10.1001/jamanetworkopen.2020.15707
https://doi.org/10.1002/da.22117
https://doi.org/10.1002/da.22117
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.01998
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.01998
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cbpra.2009.08.007
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cbpra.2009.08.007
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-clinpsy-021815-093204
https://doi.org/10.1176/appi.ajp.2016.16010069
https://doi.org/10.1176/appi.ajp.2016.16010069
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmj.l94
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pmed.1000123
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pmed.1000123
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10608-016-9829-2
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.comppsych.2012.02.009
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cpr.2009.05.
https://doi.org/10.1111/cpsp.12358
https://doi.org/10.1111/cpsp.12358
https://doi.org/10.1037/ccp0000350
https://doi.org/10.1037/ccp0000350
https://doi.org/10.1002/jts.22695

	Advancements in the Understanding of PTSD and Suicide Risk: Introduction to a Special Section
	References


