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I
f you scrolled through Madison Holleran’s 
Instagram on the night of January 17, 2014, 
you would have seen a pic of her at a University 
of Pennsylvania frat party wearing a polka-dot 
crop top and hugging a friend. She had a huge 
smile on her face and looked like she was having 
The Best Night Ever. But just a few hours later, 

the 19-year-old took her own life. Her friends and 
family were left reeling: Madison got good grades at 
an Ivy League school, was a star athlete, and had lots 
of friends—she had everything. But Madison is not the 

only super-successful girl who has recently taken such 
drastic measures. Paige Aiello, 21, was captain of her 
tennis team and had just been accepted into nine law 
schools when she killed herself. Katie Stack, 15, was a 
gymnast who dreamed of being a pediatric oncologist. 
She had just signed up to run a marathon before she 
ended her life. In the past, suicide has been seen as a 
last resort for girls who suffer debilitating depression or 
who have been endlessly tortured by bullies. But these 
girls were so high achieving, it’s hard to understand 
how they became that desperate. In fact, school-
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 if you’re feeling desperate, depressed, or even overwhelmed, there is always someone who will listen. call 800-273-talk,   or make an appointment at your school’s health center—it will be able to set you up with a person who can help.
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 Perfect report cards, invites to all the best parties, and big plans for the future—some girls seem to  
 have it all. So why do some of them suddenly feel like life isn’t worth living?  by claudine ko
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related stress weighs more heavily on girls, according to 
a study from The Jed Foundation, a suicide-prevention 
organization. So when does the need to succeed turn into 
hurting yourself . . . or worse?

The hidden STruggle  
In college, Madison worked hard to live up to the name she’d 
made for herself in high school as a track star and Ivy League 
recruit. She went to track practice twice a day and spent 
hours in the library. But right before her death, Madison was 
so overwhelmed that the perfect image she had maintained 
started to crack. “I’d call Madison when I woke up, and she’d 
have already been awake for two hours 
studying,” says her sister, Ashley, 21. “She 
got all As and Bs, but she’d text me, ‘I’m 
going to fail.’ I’d say, ‘You’ve never failed a 
test before. Why would you now?’ She had 
never acted like this before, so I assumed it 
was just her adjusting to college.” 

Paige was guarded with her sister 
also, even though they were very close.  
“Everything seemed to be going well. 
Graduation was coming, she was heading 
to a spring break tennis trip, and we’d just 
had the best time at a Maroon 5 concert. 
We had no idea she was going through 
anything,” says her sister Erin, 27. Then 
something snapped. “She freaked, pacing 
around saying she didn’t want to go on 
the trip,” Erin says. Though Paige started 
therapy shortly after, she ended her life two months later. 
And while Katie was only in 10th grade, the pressure of her 
prestigious school was just as overwhelming. “Every college 
knows our school by name,” her sister Sally, 17, says. “It’s 
tough to feel like you have to be your best every day.” 

 looking The ParT  
For some girls, feeling successful isn’t just about report cards 
and achievements—it has to look effortless, so they refuse 
to let on when things aren’t going well. Experts say that it’s 
normal to feel a twinge of FOMO when you see people at an 
epic party on Instagram. But if you’re already feeling stressed 
that your life isn’t the way it should be, seeing those pics can 

cause serious anxiety. “Madison took other people having 
fun on Instagram personally,” says her best friend Jackie, 19. 
“She’d say, ‘Look at these parties—my life isn’t like that!’  ”

For Katie, the pressure to make it seem like she was 
keeping up was so strong that she had two Instagrams—one 
where she posted happy photos and a secret one filled with 
dark images of cutting. “Anyone who looked at her first 
Instagram would have only known her as ‘Fun Katie,’ ” her 
sister says. And Paige preached positivity to her followers, even 
as she hit a wall in her own life. Her Twitter bio said, “No one 
is in charge of your happiness but you.” Erin says, “She was in 
therapy, but still wanted it to look like everything was great.”

 dangerouS drive  
But how does the need to be “perfect” turn 
so desperate? Experts on teen suicide say that 
some girls who are so used to being the best 
have a hard time handling anything else. 
Elizabeth, 21, was a classic alpha girl: She 
had gotten into an elite business program, 
was working as a fitness instructor, and was 
on the board of her sorority when she had a 
breakdown. “I collapsed on my bed and cried 
until I fell asleep,” she says. “When I woke up, 
my boyfriend said I’d sobbed for five hours. 
That’s when I knew I’d hit rock bottom. I 
was so scared, I went into therapy.” 

Talking about things helped, but a 
lifelong drive to be the best at all costs 
can’t be rewired overnight. “Even when I 

got help, I wanted to be the perfect patient,” says Elizabeth. 
“I was like, ‘Okay, I’m going to get over it, and I’ll give a 
TED Talk about it and put a big bow on the whole thing.’” 
It took years for Elizabeth to break her need-to-be-perfect 
habits—but other girls don’t get that kind of perspective. 
Jackie recalls being on vacation with Madison when she 
got a Snapchat from her of a lighthouse a few miles away—
Madison said she had just wanted to run to it. “That sums up 
Madison,” says Jackie. “If she wanted to do something, she 
would do it. Her determination to succeed was her strongest 
quality, but that is also what hurt her in the end.” 17

 if you’re feeling desperate, depressed, or even overwhelmed, there is always someone who will listen. call 800-273-talk,   or make an appointment at your school’s health center—it will be able to set you up with a person who can help.

a Scary Trend  
almost one in ten students 
reports having had suicidal 
thoughts in the past month.

17 Experts: Rachel Liles, a licensed clinical social worker who specializes in teens and 
adolescents; John MacPhee, executive director of The Jed Foundation; Victor Schwartz, 
M.D., medical director of The Jed Foundation; and Jill Harkavy-Friedman, Ph.D., American 
Foundation for Suicide Prevention.
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