
Texasmust domore
to end child suicide
STACYE.WILSON
Children’sHospital
Association of TexasSeptember wasNational Suicide

AwarenessMonth— a time to
highlight this nationalemer-

gency.
According to the Centers for

Disease Control and Prevention,
suicide is:

Thesecond leading cause of
death for children ages 10-14.

The third leadingcause of death
foryoung people ages 15-24.
The CDC has reported that 20%

of U.S.high schoolers— one in five
children— contemplated suicide
during theCOVID-19 pandemic.
Over the past two and a half

years, children’s hospitals in Texas
have seenan increased number of
children and adolescents withmore
seriousmentalhealthconditions
in the emergency departments
because these children and their
familieshave nowhere else togo.
The greater demand for care has left
children’s hospitals struggling to
meet the needsof theirpatients due
to a lack ofmental health services
and workforce to provide those ser-
vices.
While some increase inmental

health conditions is due to the im-
pact ofCOVID-19, the truth is that
children’s hospitals have been see-
ing more kidswithmental health is-
sues for yearsbefore thepandemic.
Between 2016and 2020, children
between the ages of 3-17had a 29%
increase inanxiety and a 27% in-
crease indepression. In the U.S.,
from 2007 to 2018, therewas a 60%
increase in thenumber of children
committing suicide.

At the Children’s Hospital Asso-
ciation of Texasmember hospitals,
the numbers could not bemore
alarming:
In Dallas, Children’s Health re-

ported a270% increase over thepast
fiveyears in thenumber of children
who arrived at the emergency de-
partment to receive mental health
evaluations.
 Cook Children’s Medical

Center in FortWorth has seen an
increase inmentalhealthconsulta-
tions of almost 350% while simul-
taneously seeing suicide attempts
among children and adolescents
rise by more than 200% from 2015
to 2021.
 Over the past threemonths,

TexasChildren’sHospital inHous-
ton has treated around1,100 chil-
dren in mental health crisis inits
three emergencycenters. TCH has
seen a 322% increase in thenumber
of children whoseconditions re-
quire inpatient admission between
2019 and 2022 and has received
more than 32,000 referrals toout-

patient mental health care from Oc-
tober 2021 toAugust 2022—more
thanany other outpatient service.
TheChildren’s Hospital Associa-

tion of Texascontinues towork with
leaders to identify smart solutions
to address this crisis.These solu-
tions start with the immediate need
formore pediatric psychiatric inpa-
tient beds.According todata from
a2020hospital survey, there are
about 1,200 beds in Texas formore
than7.5million children.
Texasmust invest in partial hos-

pitalization programs and intensive
outpatient programs that help kids

stay out of crisis and reduce the
overallneed for pediatric psychiat-
ric inpatient beds.Children could
bedischarged from a hospital bed to
amore structured program such as
partialhospitalization, which offers
counselingand school fivedays a
week.
Similarly, we could potentially

avoid some inpatient hospital
stays byhaving services that treat
children whoneedmore than just
acounseling visit every couple of
weeks but do not need tobe admit-
ted to a hospital.
It isvital that these programs be

reimbursed appropriately to en-
sure that they remain available to
every child, regardlessof income.
Reimbursement formental health
services must be at least onparwith
reimbursement forphysical health
services.
Finally, wemust bolster the

workforce pipeline formental
health professionals. Training in-
dividuals to fill these positions has
become even more important, as
over the past decade, Texashas gone
from69% of counties designated
as total or partial Mental Health
Professional Shortage Areas tomore
than 99% today.
While the Texas legislature has

created and funded theTexas Child
MentalHealth Care Consortium
over the past several years,and that
entity has done wonderful work, the
consortium focuses on less severe
conditions. The children inChil-
dren’s Hospital Association ofTexas
members’ emergency departments
need ahigher level of care, which
these recommendations would help
address.
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Our kidsneedaction. The up-
coming legislative sessiongivesour
elected leaders the opportunity to
increasemental health services for
the children of Texas.The lives of so
many young Texans depend on us
getting this right, not tomorrow, but
rightnow.
StacyE.Wilson is the president of
the Children’sHospitalAssociation of
Texas.
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