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A Qualitative Study 129

Introduction: Adolescent suicide is a critical public health
concern due to its psychological, social, and economic
consequences. Adolescents are particularly vulnerable to
stressors and identity crises, and the increasing preva-
lence of suicide underscores the need for effective pre-
ventive and intervention strategies.

Method: This qualitative study used a conventional con-
tent analysis approach to explore the experiences of social
workers in working with adolescents who had attempted
suicide. Participants included 16 social workers (7 men, 9
women; mean age: 38.5 years), three adolescents, and two
of their family members. Data were collected through semi-
structured interviews and analyzed using the steps proposed
by Graneheim and Lundman. Trustworthiness was ensured
through Guba and Lincoln’s criteria (credibility, transfer-
ability, confirmability, and dependability). Ethical approval
was obtained from the Ethics Committee of the University
of Social Welfare and Rehabilitation Sciences (IR.USWR.
REC.1401.213), and all participants provided informed
consent.

Findings: The barriers to social work interventions with
adolescent suicide attempters were categorized into five
main themes and 22 subthemes: client-related barriers, so-
cial work-related barriers, hospital (organizational) barriers,
inter-organizational barriers, and structural barriers. These
included resistance to treatment, lack of specialized suicide
intervention guidelines, limited resources, poor inter-agen-
cy coordination, and societal stigma. Facilitators such as
professional expertise, treatment team support, and organi-
zational capacity were also identified.

Discussion: Interventions for adolescents who have attempted
suicide face challenges at individual, professional, organiza-
tional, and structural levels. A multidimensional and coordi-
nated approach involving hospitals, support organizations, and
communities is essential. Policy recommendations include
developing specialized intervention guidelines, enhancing in-
tersectoral collaboration, empowering social workers through
targeted training, promoting supportive managerial attitudes,
and expanding family and adolescent education programs for
prevention and rehabilitation.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction

Adolescent suicide poses a serious challenge to mental and social health systems
due to the unique developmental vulnerabilities of this age group, including stress
and identity crises. It results in significant psychological, social, and economic im-
pacts worldwide (Hendershot & Foll, 2024; Leiner et al., 2025; Zhao et al., 2024).
According to the World Health Organization, suicide is the third leading cause of
death among individuals aged 15-29, with considerable economic costs such as
healthcare expenses and lost productivity (Perlis & Fihn, 2020).

Method

This study was conducted using a conventional qualitative content analysis ap-
proach based on Graneheim and Lundman’s method to explore social workers’
interventions, experiences, challenges, and facilitators in working with adoles-
cents who had attempted suicide. The research was carried out in selected medical
centers across the country that had admitted at least 15 adolescents with suicide
attempts within a three-month period. Data were collected over six months (Janu-
ary to June 2023).

After approval of the proposal and obtaining the ethics code (IR.USWR.
REC.1401.213) from the University of Social Welfare and Rehabilitation Sci-
ences, the study was implemented. All participants provided informed consent.
Purposeful sampling with maximum variation was used, and participants included
16 social workers, 3 adolescents with a history of suicide attempts, and 2 family
members. Data were collected through in-depth semi-structured interviews until
data saturation was achieved and were analyzed through transcription, coding,
categorization, and theme development. Trustworthiness was ensured using cred-
ibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability criteria.

Findings

The participants consisted of 16 social workers (7 men and 9 women) with a mean age
of 38.5 years, three adolescents who had attempted suicide, and two of their family
members. Approximately 43% of the social workers held a bachelor’s degree, 43%
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held a master’s degree, and 12% held a PhD. The average work experience in social
work was 12.5 years, with 10.6 years specifically in suicide-related cases. The ado-
lescents had been hospitalized for an average of seven days, and most were first-time

suicide attempters (Tables 1-3).

The findings revealed that barriers to social work interventions with adolescents
who had attempted suicide were classified into five main categories: client-related
barriers, social work—related barriers, hospital (organizational) barriers, inter-or-
ganizational barriers, and structural barriers. These categories comprised a total of

22 subcategories (Table 1).

Main Category

Barriers / Problems

Client-related

barriers

Resistance of adolescents to treatment

Financial constraints in accessing supportive services

Lack of family awareness regarding adolescent treatment

Lack of trust from families in accepting treatment services

Social work—

related barriers

Inadequate university training and insufficient practical skills in

suicide crisis intervention

Lack of specialized guidelines for social workers in the field of

suicide

Limited time for delivering social work services

Lack of standard physical space for service provision
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Main Category Barriers / Problems

Lack of self-care supportive services for social workers in the field
of suicide
Shortage of human resources in social work departments
Assignment of unrelated tasks to social workers

Hospital Low job benefits

(organizational)

barriers Weak psychological services in hospitals
Neglect of social work interventions by medical staff
Poor professional communication with adolescents and families by
medical staff
Non-supportive managerial attitudes toward social work

Int Slow response of partner organizations in providing specialized
nter-
o interventions during crises
organizational - — -
. Bureaucratic and legal complexities in supportive and partner

barriers o
organizations
Narrow and reductive perception of the role of social workers

Structural Lack of public awareness and information dissemination

barriers Shortage of social support resources for assisting suicidal patients

Multi-dimensional and complex nature of underlying causes of suicide
Discussion

This study explored social workers’ experiences in working with adolescents with
a history of suicide attempts. The analysis revealed multiple barriers at the client,
professional, hospital, inter-organizational, and structural levels.

A major client-related barrier was resistance to treatment, linked to adolescence-
specific identity challenges, autonomy-seeking, and cognitive changes, leading to
mistrust of interventions. This aligns with McHolland (1985), who emphasized
empathy, acceptance, and safe spaces—an approach also relevant in Iranian cul-
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ture (McHolland, 1985).

Financial barriers were significant, as families often could not afford counseling
and therapy. This finding is consistent with Steele, Dewa, and Lee (2007), who
reported greater service access problems among low-income groups, particularly
in settings with weaker social support systems (Steele, Dewa, & Lee, 2007).
Professional barriers included insufficient academic training and practical skills.
Sung-Chan and Yuen-Tsang (2008) highlighted this gap and recommended “re-
ciprocal reflection” to integrate theory and practice through shared experiential
learning (Sung-Chan & Yuen-Tsang, 2008).

The lack of specialized guidelines forced social workers to rely on personal expe-
rience, creating inconsistent interventions and lower confidence. Both Robinson
et al. (2018) and Nejad et al. (2019) stressed the need for standardized protocols
(Robinson et al., 2018; Nezhad et al., 2019).

Physical space limitations, such as the absence of private counseling rooms, com-
promised confidentiality and service quality—a concern also noted by Kalate Sa-
dati et al. (2023) and Kim & Sung (2022).

The absence of supportive services and self-care programs for social workers neg-
atively impacted mental health and job quality. Ratcliff (2024) and Wawrzonek
(2023) confirmed the link between insufficient organizational support and burnout
(Ratcliff, 2024; Wawrzonek, 2023).

Low pay, lack of incentives, and no hardship allowances reduced motivation, de-
spite the emotionally demanding nature of this work. Similarly, the absence of per-
manent psychologists meant at-risk adolescents were discharged without proper
psychological assessment, highlighting the need for multidisciplinary teams (Na-
jafAbadi & Rezaeian, 2025).

Weak communication between healthcare staff, adolescents, and families left fam-
ilies uninformed about causes, treatment, and care processes, increasing stress and
mistrust—findings also reported by NajafAbadi & Rezaeian (2025).

Hospital management’s superficial view of social work reduced intervention
quality and motivation. Yalli & Albrithen (2011) and Kalate Sadati et al. (2023)
stressed the role of supportive organizational structures (Yalli & Albrithen, 2011;
Sadati et al., 2023).
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Slow responses from collaborating agencies such as social emergency services
limited timely support, echoing findings by Kalate Sadati (2023) and Marzieh et
al. (2022).

Finally, the shortage of social support resources—financial aid, employment ser-
vices—restricted social workers’ capacity to address poverty-related suicide risk,
consistent with Jones & Novak (2012). According to Engel’s (1977) biopsychoso-
cial model, suicide arises from complex interactions between biological, psycho-
logical, and social factors. This study underscores the need for structural reforms,
adequate resources, and integrated social strategies for effective prevention.

Conclusion

This study found that social work interventions with adolescents who attempted
suicide face challenges at hospital, organizational, and societal levels. Addressing
adolescent suicide requires coordinated efforts among hospitals, support agencies,
and communities. Enhancing inter-agency collaboration, public awareness, struc-
tural support for social workers, and specialized training can improve outcomes
and reduce suicide rates.
Policymakers should adopt evidence-based, comprehensive strategies to enable
effective interventions. Future research could explore group therapy’s impact,
family support roles, and educational program effectiveness. Suggested interven-
tions include supervised self-help groups, specialized training for social workers,
improved communication skills, and evidence-based methods.
While social workers encounter substantial barriers at individual, professional,
organizational, and structural levels, the presence of facilitators such as profes-
sional expertise, support from the treatment team, and organizational capacity can
improve the quality and effectiveness of interventions. Therefore, the following
actions are recommended:

* Develop specialized guidelines for adolescent suicide intervention

» Strengthen intersectoral coordination among responsible agencies

* Empower social workers through targeted professional training

» Promote a supportive view of social work at managerial levels

* Expand family and adolescent education programs for prevention and reha-

bilitation
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Ethical Considerations

This study was conducted in full compliance with research ethics, with a strong
emphasis on respecting human dignity, participants’ rights, and providing special
protection for vulnerable individuals. The mental and emotional well-being of ad-
olescents, families, and social workers was prioritized throughout all stages of the
research. Any form of coercion, deception, or provision of misleading information
to secure participation was strictly avoided. Prior to interviews, informed consent
was obtained from all participants, and they were assured that participation was
entirely voluntary and that they could withdraw from the study at any time without
any negative consequences.

To ensure confidentiality, all data were recorded anonymously and stored using
coded identifiers, with access restricted to the research team. The publication of
any personally identifiable information, audio, or video recordings was strictly
prohibited without the necessary permissions. Considering the sensitive nature of
the research topic, potential psychological impacts of participation were carefully
considered, and participants were referred to mental health professionals if need-
ed. Finally, the study findings were reported with integrity, accuracy, and impar-
tiality, and the research was conducted only after receiving approval from the Eth-
ics Committee of the University of Rehabilitation Sciences and Social Health.
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