The Black Box Project: Why the Warning Signs Were Hidden

In 2025, Stop Soldier Suicide published the first findings from its Black Box Project, an
analysis of phone data donated by families after a suicide loss. The research found that
many people kept their outward communication steady even as their private digital behavior
showed real escalation in the weeks and months before death. This handout translates those
findings into plain language for suicide loss survivors who are asking whether they missed
something, and for the clinicians and support people working alongside them.

The Facade That Hid the Crisis

» Researchers found that private notes and search history showed real increases in crisis
language in the year before death, while messages sent to other people stayed close to
normal. Clinicians call related patterns suicide crisis syndrome, a state that can look
composed from the outside.

* This is not a new theory. It is the first large-scale digital confirmation of a pattern clinicians
have described for years, a narrowed mental state that can present as calm even as an
internal crisis intensifies.

« If your person's outward behavior looked steady before they died, that matches what this
research found in most cases, not a sign that a warning sign was sitting in plain view.

Sleep and the Ten Week Shift

» Late night phone activity between midnight and 4 a.m. rose from about 30 percent of nights
to just over 53 percent in the final week of life, with the clearest change beginning around
ten weeks before death. Survivors often develop their own trauma driven insomnia after a
loss like this.

* Not every person in the study showed this pattern, which means insomnia alone was never
something a single family member could have reliably caught while it was happening.

* Learning that the person you lost may have been awake in those same 3 a.m. hours, in a
version of the same darkness, can bring up a fresh and specific wave of grief.
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Ambivalence Was a Sign of Fighting, Not Failing
» Researchers identified 106 specific moments of elevated risk, and browsing behavior
around those moments often cycled between searching for harmful methods and
searching for help. This matches long standing research showing that suicide is rarely
about a desire to die.
» That back and forth reflects a person who wanted the pain to end far more than they
wanted to die, not confusion or a lack of resolve.
» Once planning related searches appeared, they often escalated within days, which means
the weeks long warning window many families imagine did not always exist.

What This Means for Guilt and for Prevention

* Financial stress showed up as one of the most stable signals in the study, climbing steadily
across the final year and accelerating sharply in the final month.

» There is a real difference between guilt and responsibility. Guilt asks what you should have
caught, and responsibility asks what you actually had access to see.

* Prevention efforts are beginning to look beyond what a person says out loud, toward more
visible signals like sleep, money stress, and withdrawal, part of a larger shift toward
postvention as prevention.
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