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Crisis on College Campuses: Student Deaths

• Two in every 1000 U.S. college students die every year
• 18% of undergraduate and 5% of graduate students have 

had lifetime thoughts of attempting a suicide

- Affects the general psychological wellbeing of campuses
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Counseling Recommendations

•Objective: To reduce the psychological effects of crises
•Means: Public service announcements (PSAs) (via 

email, social media)
•Contains: Pointers to student-counseling services and 

resources on campuses
• Effectiveness of Counseling Recommendations?
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Our Work

Examine the effectiveness of counseling 
recommendations after student deaths:
�Social Media Data
�Causal Inference Framework

Situate our findings with crisis and 
expressive writing
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Online College Communities on Reddit



Counseling 
Recommendations
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Data Source
174 U.S. College Subreddits

� U.S. News and snoopsnoo.com
�Eg: r/gatech, r/uiuc, r/Berkeley, r/UTAustin, etc
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Datasets

- Datasets of College PSAs: CR and Baselines
- Generic keywords (“death”, “suicide”, “counsel*”, “rip”, “therapy”, “dean”…)
- Campus-specific keywords (college officials, counseling body)
- Timeline data of all the users who commented on these posts
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PSAs Student Death NO Student Death
Counseling 
Recommendation

CR B2

NO Counseling 
Recommendation

B3 B1

Dataset #Users #Posts
CR 842 3.1M
B1 2,215 6.8M
B2 321 1.2M
B3 - -

PSAs Student Death NO Student Death
Counseling 
Recommendation

CR
(229 Posts)

B2
(30 Posts)

NO Counseling 
Recommendation

B3
(0 Post)

B1
(229 Posts)



Causal 
Framework

Treatment: Exposure to 
Counseling Recommendation

Outcome::
vAffective changes
vBehavioral changes
vCognitive changes

Observational Data
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Causal Analysis Framework
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Observational 
Data
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Treatment

Exposed Group Non-Exposed

Matching

Treatment Group Control Group

Covariates:
Offline: Same college campus
Online Behavioral: #Posts, 
Tenure, Karma on Platform
Online PsychoLinguistic: LIWC 
occurrences

2-Tier Matching:
Propensity Score Matching 
(Offline and Behavioral)
Mahalanobis Distance 
Matching (Psycholinguistic)

Exposure to Counseling Recommendations



Matching Balance
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• Cohen’s d metric
• <0.2: small differences

• 2-Tier matching improves 
covariate imbalance



Examining the Outcomes
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Affective 
Changes

�Grief: 
�Response following loss of someone
�Conflicting feelings and a wide range 

of emotions

�Model grief in social media language
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Modeling Grief on Social Media Language
Building a Grief Lexicon:
- Open-vocabulary based method
- Based on the Russel’s Circumplex Model1 of Affect

• Grief communities on Reddit:
• r/grief, rGriefSupport, r/bereavement, etc.

• Log-likelihood ratio based measure:
• Finds discriminating grief words compared to a Reddit control dataset

• ANEW2 (Affective Norms for English Words): 
• Word Embedding based similarity on Grief Lexicon:
• Obtains Valence and Activation dimensions of the Grief Lexicon
• 2,357 Grief n-grams mapped to 459 ANEW categories

1 Russel (1980), 2 Nielsen (2011)
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Grief Lexicon

18

Anger: .1

Afraid: .2

Lost: .3

Regretful: .2

Pain: .1

Dead: .1

Time: .5

Suicide: .1

Grief: .4

Death: .1

Sad: .5

Funeral: .1

Alone: .3

Pity: .2

Love: .2

Friend: .1

Heart: .1
Wife: .1

Imagine: .5

Improve: .1

Hug: .1

Wish: .2 

Wonder: .3
Inspire: .2

Family: .1

Hope: .6

Thought: .7
Grateful: .4
Month: .2

Kind: 1



Affective Changes of Grief
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Behavioral 
Changes

�Activity
�Interaction Diversity
�Interactivity
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Behavioral Changes
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Cognitive 
Changes

�Readability
�Repeatability
�Complexity
�Linguistic Style
�Cognition and Perception
� Social Context
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Cognitive Changes: Readability
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Cognitive Changes: Repeatability & Complexity
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Cognitive Changes: LIWC
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Summary
• Psychosocial improvements across 

changes in affect, behavior, and cognition
• Greater expressivity associated with 

psychological wellbeing status
• No significant changes in any of the other 

baseline scenarios:
• Observed effects are characteristic of 

student death related crisis
• Counseling recommendations following 

student deaths improve wellbeing
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Implications

Our work bears the potential to…

�quantify the effects of counseling 
recommendations following student deaths on 
college campuses

� complement methods to assess effectiveness 
of post-crisis intervention efforts

� assist counseling services in employing 
proactive intervention measures
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Thank You
koustuv.saha@gatech.edu

koustuv.com
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