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Abstract:
Background: Black youth involved in the juvenile legal system experience disproportionate exposure to trauma, mental health challenges, and suicide risk, yet often face barriers to timely, culturally responsive behavioral health care. Structural inequities contribute to overrepresentation in detention settings. The Zero Suicide Model is an evidence-informed, system-wide framework for suicide prevention. We adapted this model for juvenile detention settings serving Black youth to center lived experience and advance equity. This work was conducted in Chicago, Illinois, and the team has since relocated to Flint, Michigan, to support dissemination and implementation partnerships.
Methods: Using youth participatory action research principles, 12 Youth Ambassador Board members helped refine the study design and interpret findings. Eleven young adults (ages 18–25) with lived experience in juvenile detention completed surveys and interviews about mental health and legal system experiences. Youth Ambassadors co-interpreted findings by reviewing case summaries, refining emerging themes, and developing recommendations for adapting the Zero Suicide Model for juvenile detention settings.
Results: Participants found the model applicable but required adaptation for Black youth. Recommendations included open-ended suicide risk assessments, attention to vicarious trauma, strengthened reentry planning, and expanded access to culturally responsive behavioral health services. Youth emphasized practical reentry support, including hygiene products, clothing, food resources, and transportation assistance.
Conclusion: With appropriate adaptations, the Zero Suicide Model may strengthen suicide prevention and continuity of care for detention-involved youth. Now based in Flint, Michigan, our team is eager to support local implementation. Key components include screening, trauma-informed training, ongoing monitoring, and cross-sector partnerships.
