
 

Increase in child suicide linked to the
nation's opioid crisis
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The rise in child suicides in the U.S. since 2010 was fueled in part by the
nation's opioid crisis, which previous studies found increased rates of
child neglect and altered household living arrangements, according to a
new RAND Corporation study.

The analysis links the rise in child suicides to the reformulation of
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prescription opioids to discourage misuse, which led to a steep rise in the
use of illicit opioids such as heroin and may have contributed to the
growth of illicit opioid markets.

Geographic areas that were more exposed to the effects of reformulation
because they had higher pre-existing rates of prescription OxyContin
misuse experienced sharper growth in child suicide rates than other
regions of the nation. The findings are published in the journal 
Demography.

"While the use of illicit opioids did not increase among children, it
appears they were negatively affected by the broader effects of the illicit
opioid crisis," said David Powell, the study's lead author and a senior
economist at RAND, a nonprofit research organization. "Areas more
impacted by the transition to illicit opioids due to higher rates of
previous OxyContin misuse showed sharper growth in child suicide
rates."

After generally declining for decades, suicide rates among children aged
10 to 17 accelerated from 2011 to 2018 at an unprecedented level and
over an unprecedented duration. Among children ages 10 to 17, suicide
was the second leading cause of death in 2020. The causes of this
increase have been largely undetermined.

Citing the rise in child suicide rates, several medical groups, including
the American Academy of Pediatrics, declared a national state of
emergency in children's mental health in 2021. The opioid crisis itself is
considered a national emergency, but these two crises have generally
been considered independent prior to this research.

Powell assessed the link between child suicide and the opioid crisis by
analyzing information from the National Vital Statistics System Multiple
Cause of Death Mortality and the National Survey on Drug Use and
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Health. The period of study was from 1980 to 2020.

The opioid OxyContin was reformulated in 2010 to make it harder to
crush the pills to inject or snort the drug. This change caused people who
misused opioids to seek other sources of drugs, leading to a large
increase in the use of illicit opioids.

Following the reformulation, child suicide rates began rapidly increasing,
Powell found. This growth was uniquely long in duration and large in
magnitude relative to annual suicide rates going back to 1980.

There was little evidence of changes in drug overdose rates for children
aged 10 to 17, suggesting little change in illicit opioid use among the
group.

Powell compared the rate of increased child suicide at the state level,
comparing growth rates in the states with the largest illicit opioid
problems to other states. The states where illicit opioid use was more
prevalent consistently had more growth in the number of child suicides.

"The results are consistent with the growth in illicit opioid use among the
adult population generating worsening conditions for children by
increasing rates of child neglect," Powell said.

An extrapolation analysis suggested that the reformulation of OxyContin
can explain 49% of the rise in child suicides from 2011 to 2020. The
effects of reformulation on child suicides disproportionately affected
White children and Asian American and Pacific Islander children.

"This study provides evidence of the importance of a social change—the
reformulation of OxyContin—as a potentially important factor
contributing to the recent unexplained increase in child suicides," Powell
said. "The transition to illicit opioids has altered households and society
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in several documented ways and likely on countless unstudied
dimensions."

The study suggests that unless more action is taken to address the
nation's opioid crisis, the social environment for children will only
worsen.

  More information: David Powell, Growth in Suicide Rates Among
Children During the Illicit Opioid Crisis, Demography (2023). DOI:
10.1215/00703370-11077660

Provided by RAND Corporation

Citation: Increase in child suicide linked to the nation's opioid crisis (2023, December 4)
retrieved 2 May 2024 from
https://medicalxpress.com/news/2023-12-child-suicide-linked-nation-opioid.html

This document is subject to copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the purpose of private
study or research, no part may be reproduced without the written permission. The content is
provided for information purposes only.

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

4/4

https://medicalxpress.com/tags/opioid/
https://dx.doi.org/10.1215/00703370-11077660
https://dx.doi.org/10.1215/00703370-11077660
https://medicalxpress.com/news/2023-12-child-suicide-linked-nation-opioid.html
http://www.tcpdf.org

