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ABSTRACT

Background: The transition from childhood to adolescence is associated with suicidal ideation
(SI) and feelings of hopelessness. The aim of this study was to investigate the prevalence of SI
and hopelessness (and relevant family factors) among adolescents in southern Mexico studying
in public and private high schools. Methods: A significant sample of high school students (15-19
years old) was taken in the city of Tuxtla Gutiérrez, the State of Chiapas, Mexico. The Beck
scale for Sl, the Beck hopelessness inventory, and a survey of family data were applied to
adolescents, 364 in public and 240 in private high schools. Results: The teens in public schools
showed a higher prevalence of hopelessness (32%) and Sl+hopelessness (10%). In both public
and private schools, these attitudes were more common among women as well as teens from
small (3-4) families and those without a job. Conclusions: The behaviors found among teens of
public and private high schools suggest the importance of a lack of family stability and economic
solvency in the development of suicidal behavior. The present results may be useful in
formulating strategies to prevent suicide.

Keywords: Suicidal ldeation, Hopelessness, Adolescents, Working Teens, Public Schools,
Private Schools, Type of Family, Chiapas.

Suicide is a worldwide public health problem that leads to the death of approximately one
million people each year (Ghasemi, Shaghaghi & Allahverdipour, 2015). Between 2000 and
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2011 in Mexico, the official mortality rate due to suicide in children and adolescents doubled,
going from 0.5 to 1.2 individuals per 100,000 inhabitants (Revuelta, Paredes, Rodriguez,
Escondrillas & Calderén, 2015). In developing countries, however, official statistics about
suicidal behavior (SB) are not very reliable, meaning that the real number of suicides is probably
even higher (Pérez, Rivera, Atienzo, Castro, Leyva & Chavez, 2010).

The statistical category of SB comprises suicidal ideation (SlI), a suicide attempt and a completed
suicide (Rosales, Cordova & Rosalba, 2012; Villalobos, 2010). SI refers to unusual thoughts
focused on a desire and/or plan to commit suicide (Thakur, Gupta, Thakur, Mazta & Sharma,
2015). It has been reported that up to 20% of the people suffering from Sl attempt to commit
suicide within one year (Borges, Orozco & Medina, 2012).

On the other hand, hopelessness is a cognitive alteration in which the individual forms negative
expectations about the future (Assari & Lankarani, 2016; Beck, Weissman, Lester & Trexler,
1974; Gooding et al., 2015; Huen, Ip, Ho & Yip, 2015; Marco, Pérez & Garcia, 2016). A close
relationship has been proposed between hopelessness and Sl, since the former is influential in
creating a risk of suicide (Antypa, Van der Does & Penninx, 2010; Lamis, Ballard, May &
Dvorak, 2016).

The prevalence of SI dramatically increases during the transition from childhood to adolescence
(Tsypes & Gibb, 2016), and suicide attempts have been associated with the symptomology of a
depressive state in adolescents (Carrazco & del Barrio, 2007; Vifias, Jane & Domenech, 2000). It
is well known that SI can have a direct relation to diverse factors, especially the lack of harmony
in the family dynamic (Donath, Graessel, Baier, Bleich & Hillemacher, 2014; Lee, Park, Han,
Kim, Chun & Park, 2016; Thompson, Alonzo, Hu & Hasin, 2016), problems in the school
environment (Arango, Opperman, Gipson & King, 2016; Thakur et al., 2015), sexual preference
(Baiocco et al., 2014), and a low economic level (Song & Lee, 2016; Thompson et al., 2016).

Accordingly, the family can exercise a counteracting balance on the SB of adolescents. Firstly,
the family can facilitate a timely diagnosis of SB and at the right moment intervene to contribute
to prevention (Grand, Karjalainen, Ranta, Lindgren, Roine & Therman, 2016; Lee et al., 2016).
Secondly, family dysfunction can form part of the adverse factors related to the risk of suicide in
adolescents (Blandén, Carmona, Mendoza & Medina, 2015).

The importance of studying SB lies not only in the life or death question, but also in the fact that
adolescents who suffer from this condition undergo great psychological suffering and emotional
drain (the latter for the individual and family), and can end up with a physical handicap (Borges,
Orozco, Benjet & Medina, 2010). Additionally, this problem has resulted in an economic cost to
society in the range of billions of dollars (Klonsky, May & Saffer, 2016). It is a shame that, in
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spite of the increase in deaths by suicide in Mexican adolescents (Revuelta et al., 2015), the
research in this field continues to be scarce, especially in the southern and southeastern region of
the country.

Hence, the principal aim of the present study was to investigate, in adolescents from Chiapas
studying in public or private high schools, the prevalence of feelings of hopelessness and SlI, as
well as some relevant family factors.

METHODS

Study design and instruments

This was a cross-sectional and retrospective study based on a questionnaire about family
background and two inventories that explored Sl and certain characteristics of a depressive state.
The questionnaire had 7 questions, including age, gender, type of family, number of family
members, and whether or not the teens worked. The Beck Scale for Suicide Ideation (BSSI) was
used to quantify and evaluate the conscious recurrence to suicidal thoughts. It consists of 20
questions and is evaluated by giving a score, with a maximum of 40 points. This scale has been
evaluated with Mexican adolescents, obtaining internal consistency indexes of o=0.84
(Gonzalez, Diaz, Ortiz, Gonzélez & Gonzélez, 2000). The other inventory used, the Beck
Hopelessness Inventory (BHI), also consists of 20 questions and has obtained a coefficient of
internal consistency of 0=0.93 (Beck et al., 1974).

Participants and sample selection

Included in the study were adolescents between 15 and 19 years of age, males and females, who
were high school students (in public or private schools) living in the city of Tuxtla Gutiérrez, in
the State of Chiapas, Mexico. The registrar of the Secretary of Public Education (Secretaria de
Educacidn Publica, or SEP) in Tuxtla Gutiérrez (SEP-CHIAPAS) was consulted, finding that a
total of 30,180 students were enrolled in public schools and 8,515 in private schools. The sample
was calculated based on an estimated error of 6% and a 94% level of confidence, resulting in a
sample integrated by 364 students of public schools and 240 students of private schools. For the
conformation of both samples, the city was divided into four quadrants: north, south, east and
west. A private and public school were chosen at random in each quadrant. The number of
students per selected school was determined by using a stratified sample. The study was carried
out from July to December of 2015.

Procedure

After obtaining authorization from the school authorities, each of the three instruments was
applied in the classroom of the school in question. Firstly, psychologists trained in the use of
these instruments explained the motive of the survey to the participating students. Voluntary
participation was requested, with a guarantee of absolute anonymity and confidentiality in the
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management of information. Nobody refused to participate, and the process took approximately
30 minutes.

Data analysis

The data were first analyzed to determine simple frequency and percentages of the answers.
Afterwards, the factors associated with SI and hopelessness were identified, and then two models
of logistic regression were applied, obtaining odds ratios with a 95% confidence interval (ClI
95%). The software used in all analysis was the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS
Statistics 20.0).

RESULTS

The prevalence of hopelessness was greater in the public schools (32%), with predominance
among women (19%) compared to men (13%). SI occupied second place (14%), with the third
place corresponding to a combination of both variables (10%) (Table I).

Also in public schools, the percentage of SI was greater in the adolescents from two-parent
families (10%). For the teens with Sl that belonged to single parent families, those with the
mother as head of household more than doubled (3%) the percentage of those with the father as
the head (1%). The pattern of the prevalence of hopelessness and the combination of SI and
hopelessness was similar in regard to the type of family of the participating teens (Table 1).

Table 1. Socioeconomic factors associated with suicidal ideation and hopelessness among
adolescents in public schools.

Without With suicidal
suicidal ideation &
Characteristics ideation & | With suicidal | With hopelessness | Total
hopelessness | ideation hopelessness
n % n % n % n % n %

Gender
Women 98 27 28 8 70 19 22 6 218 60
Men 62 17 22 6 46 13 16 4 146 40
Type of family
Two-parent 111 30 35 10 80 22 30 8 256 70
(father & mother)
Single-parent (father) 3 1 4 1 4 1 0 0 11 3
Single-parent 46 13 11 3 32 9 8 2 97 27
(mother)
Family members
>4 34 9 6 2 4 1 8 2 52 14
3-4 126 35 44 12 11 31 30 8 | 312 86
Working
Yes 28 8 6 2 34 9 9 2 77 21
No 132 36 44 12 82 23 29 8 | 287 79

n = number; % = percentage; numbers in bold print = the greatest percentage of cases in each category.
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The adolescents in public schools that did not work or that belonged to small families (3 or 4
members) predominated considerably in each of the variables studied (SI, hopelessness, and SI +
hopelessness; Table I1).

Table I1. Socioeconomic factors associated with suicidal ideation and hopelessness among
adolescents in private schools.

Without With With With
Characteristics suicidal suicidal hopelessness | suicidal Total

ideation & | ideation ideation &

hopelessness hopelessness

n % n % n % n % n %

Gender
Women 74 31| 34 14 6 3 5 2| 119 50
Men 76 32| 27 11 8 3 10 4| 121 50
Type of family
Two-parent (father & mother) | 116 48 | 42 18 9 4 8 31175 73
Single-parent 5 2 4 2 1 0.5 1 05| 11 5
(father)
Single-parent 29 12| 15 6 4 1 6 3| 54 22
(mother)
Family members
>4 56 23 9 4 3 1 3 1] 71 29
3-4 94 40| 52 21 11 5 12 5| 169 71
Working
Yes 24 10 8 3 3 1 3 1] 38 15
No 126 53| 53 22 11 5 12 5| 202 85

n = number; % = percentage; numbers in bold print = the greatest percentage of cases in each category.

In private schools the prevalence of Sl represented the greatest proportion (25%), with
predominance among women (14%) compared to men (11%). Following a similar pattern was
hopelessness (6%) or the combination of hopelessness and SI (6%). In the latter category,
interestingly, men represented a greater percentage (4%) compared to women (2%) (Table I1).

In the private schools, like in the public schools, the predominance of teens with Sl (18%) and
hopelessness (4%) lived in two-parent families. In regard to the combination of SI and
hopelessness, curiously, there was a similar percentage of teens from two-parent families (3%)
and one-parent families with the mother in charge (3%). Also like in public schools, most of the
teens with suicide-related behavior (SI, hopelessness, SI + hopelessness) did not work and/or
belonged to small families (3 or 4 members).

In the total population under study, a predominance of women versus men was observed with
hopelessness (13% vs. 9%) or SI (11% vs. 8%). However, an equal percentage was found for
each gender (4.5%) in the SI + hopelessness category (Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Suicidal ideation and hopelessness according to gender.
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The bars represent the percentage of the total population under study. Without SI & H = without
suicidal ideation and hopelessness; SI = with suicidal ideation; H = with hopelessness; With SI &
H = with suicidal ideation and hopelessness.

Each of the behaviors were analyzed separately for the public and private schools (Figure 2), and
compared with the total population under study. In private schools, SI occupied the first place
among the three studied behaviors, followed by hopelessness and then SI + hopelessness. In
public schools, on the other hand, hopelessness represented the greatest percentage, followed by
SI and the combination. Although the percentage of the combination of SI and hopelessness
represented the lowest percentage of the participating teens in both types of schools, it is
noteworthy that the percentage in public schools (10%) was almost double that of private schools
(6%). In the total population, hopelessness represented the greatest prevalence (22%), followed
by SI (18%) and the combination of both behaviors (9%) (Figure 2).

Figure 2. Comparison of suicidal ideation and hopelessness in adolescents of public and
private schools, and in the total population under study.
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Without SI & H = without suicidal ideation and hopelessness; SI = with suicidal ideation; H =
with hopelessness; With SI & H = with suicidal ideation and hopelessness.

In the public schools, hopelessness was significantly correlated with living in small families (OR
= 2.78; p<0.05) or not working (OR=2.0; p<0.05) (Table Illa). In private schools, the only
significant correlation was between Sl and belonging to a small family (OR=2.99; p<0.05,

IC=95%) (Table I11b).

Table Illa. Estimated risk of suicidal ideation and hopelessness for adolescents in public
schools (n = 364). Results based on multinominal logistic regression with simultaneous

adjustment for multiple variables.

Characteristics

With suicidalideation

With hopelessness

OR' | ES? | P>z | IC95%® | OR | ES | P>z | IC95%

Sex
Women 1.00 - - - 1.00 - - -
Men 0.84 | 0.24 | 0.499 | 0.52-1.37 | 098 | 0.21 | 0.960 | 0.64-1.51
Tipe of family
Twoparents (Fahter&Mother) | 1.00 - - - 1.00 - - -
Single parent (Father) 0.42 | 0.68 | 0.212 | 0.11-1.63 | 1.31 | 0.63 | 0.665 | 0.37 - 4.61
Single parent (Mother) 1.39 | 0.29 | 0.254 | 0.78-2.48 | 1.07 | 0.24 | 0.768 | 0.66 - 1.72
Familymembers
>4 1.00 - - - 1.00 - - -
3-4 0.84 | 0.33 | 0.617 | 0.43-1.64 | 2.78 | 0.34 | 0.003 | 1.40-5.50
Working
Yes 1.00 - - - 1.00 - - -
No 0.70 | 0.31 | 0.2801 | 0.38-1.32 | 2.00 | 0.25 | 0.007 | 1.20-3.33

1 Odds ratio

2 Standard error

3 Confidence interval
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Table I11b. Estimated risk of suicidal ideation and hopelessness (n = 240) for adolescents in
private schools. Results based on multinominal logistic regression with simultaneous
adjustment for multiple variables.

Characteristics : - :
With suicidal ideation With hopelessness

OR | ES P>z IC9%% | OR | ES P>z IC 95%
Sex
Women 1.00 - - - 1.00 - - -
Men 0.90 | 0.28 | 0.733 | 0.52-1.58 | 0.58 | 0.40 | 0.184 0.26 - 1.29
Type of family
Two-parent (father & mother) 1.00 - - - 1.00 - - -
Single-parent (father) 0.62 | 0.32 | 0.153 | 0.33-1.18 | 0.48 | 0.82 | 0.377 0.09 - 2.42
Single-parent (mother) 048 | 0.62 | 0.242 | 0.14-1.64 | 0.47 | 0.43 | 0.084 0.20 - 1.10
Family members
>4 1.00 - - - 1.00 - - -
3-4 299 | 0.35 | 0.001 |1.49-599 | 144 | 045 | 0.424 0.58-3.5
Working
Yes 1.00 - - - 1.00 - - -
No 0.85 | 0.38 | 0.694 | 0.40-1.85| 1.53 | 0.49 | 0.391 0.57 - 4.07

DISCUSSION

Pérez et al. reported in 2010 that the prevalence of Sl in Mexican teens ranged from 13 to 49%,
with predominance among women. Similar results have been found in this age group in distinct
locations in Mexico. For example, SI was a behavior among 14.7% of teens in the State of
Morelos (Rosales et al., 2012), 13% in the State of Guanajuato and 41% in the State of Chiapas
(Pérez et al., 2010). The present study is in agreement with these reports, finding a prevalence of
27% of Sl or SI + hopelessness for the teens of public and private schools, with a predominance
among women.

In relation to women, in Chiapas there is an alarming presence of adverse socioeconomic factors
such as poverty, teen pregnancy, and gender-based violence (Gonzélez, Vega, Romero, Vega &
Cabrera, 2008; INEGI, 2015; Martinez, Garcia, Trujillo & Noriero, 2014). These conditions have
been linked to the presence of SB in other contexts (Gonzélez et al., 2003; Lee et al., 2016;
Pérez, Uribe, Alexandra, Bahamon, Verdugo & Ochoa, 2013; Song & Lee, 2016; Thompson et
al., 2016).
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On the other hand, the reported prevalence of depression among teens in Mexico ranges from 10-
17% (Cubillas, Roméan, Abril & Galaviz, 2012; Villatoro et al., 2011). This is in agreement with
the prevalence of hopelessness in the present study (22%), which is a symptom associated with
depression that was observed in both types of schools.

The teens in public schools presented a much greater percentage of hopelessness compared to
those in private schools, which coincides with a previous report in Mexico that explored
depressive symptoms in similar situations (Moad, 2007), but differs from a study done in
Argentina where the type of school apparently did not influence the prevalence of teen
depression (Monterizino & Benejam, 2006). This discrepancy may be explained by the sample
size and the particular population under study, as well as by the psychometric instrument utilized
in each case.

The predominance of SI and hopelessness among teens from single-parent families, both in the
private and public schools of the current study, may have a relation to the increase in marital
dissolution in Tuxtla Gutiérrez (Briones, Vega, Lopez, Castellanos & Suéarez, 2014, Donath et
al., 2014). This is in agreement with various studies that evidence a greater prevalence of Sl in
disintegrated or separated families in comparison to those with greater cohesion (Hedeland,
Teilmann, Jorgensen & Thiesen, 2016; Klonsky et al., 2016; Pérez et al., 2013; Sarmiento &
Aguilar, 2011).

In another context, the correlation found in the public high schools between adolescents who
were not working and hopelessness is difficult to interpret, since lack of employment is
predominant in this age group. However, it could possibly have a relation to what was reported
in another study, that the condition of not working characterized young people who presented SB
(Blandon et al., 2015). This suggests the possibility that having a job provides a positive
influence on the security and economic independence of teens, which might result in a decrease
in SB. Future studies are needed on this variable in order to explore these ideas.

Moreover, hopelessness has been proposed as a proximal risk factor of suicide in several theories
(Assari & Lankarani, 2016; Beck et al., 1974; Gooding et al., 2015; Huen et al., 2015; Marco et
al., 2016), as representing a greater risk of suicide (Thakur et al., 2015; Vifias et al., 2000), and
as a predictor of eventual suicide (Lamis et al., 2016), especially in adolescents. Hence, it should
be alarming that there was a great prevalence of hopelessness in the public schools. It is possible
that the aforementioned dysfunctionality of the family nucleus is implicated in the widespread
existence of this feeling about the future.

With relation to the economic profile of Mexican families, a new classification and distribution
has recently been proposed in which the lower class constitutes 60%, the lower-middle class
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20%, the upper-middle class 14%, the lower-upper class 5%, and the highest segment of the
upper class 1% (DOF, 2014).

These statistics are in line with the percentages of teens that were enrolled nationally in public
(82.3%) or private high schools (17.7%) in 2011 (Weiss, 2012). That is, it is likely that teens in
public schools tend to come from the 80% of people in the lower and lower-middle class, and
that the students in private high schools generally belong to the upper middle and upper classes.
Consequently, it is plausible that the high percentage of hopelessness and Sl + hopelessness for
teens in public high schools holds a certain relation to the economic problems of the family. This
idea is reinforced by the report that found a lack of money in the household as the main cause of
drop outs in public high schools (49%) (Martinez et al., 2012).

When comparing private and public high schools, there was a lower percentage of the
combination of SI + hopelessness in the former (6% versus 10%). Nevertheless, this level in
private schools is still worrisome, particularly due to the presence of some factors known to be
involved in greater risk of suicide, such as the fact that the majority are men (Gonzalez, Juarez,
Montejo, Oseguera, Wagner & Jiménez, 2015) and belong to a high socioeconomic class (Lee et
al., 2016).

Finally, it is necessary to create preventative strategies to prevent suicide, taking into account the
current results so that intervention by public and private agencies can target the most vulnerable
groups.
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