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ABSTRACT

Background: This is a study aimed at assessing the prevalence of major depressive disorder among persons who
attempted suicide.

Methods: The study involved 30 persons above 18years of age of both sexes who has attempted suicide in the recent
past. An informed consent was obtained from all of them. The prevalence of depression among those suicide
attempters was studied based on major ICD- 10 depression inventory. Also, intent rating based on Beck’s suicide
intent scale was done to assess the severity of suicide attempt. Questionnaire was given and the details were collected.
Results: The prevalence of depression is estimated to be 20%. Regarding the suicidal intent, 13 cases (43.33%)
showed high intent for suicide.

Conclusions: Prevalence of depression is common among people who attempt suicide. Early diagnosis and

intervention will reduce suicide attempts.
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INTRODUCTION

Suicide is a leading preventable cause of mortality.
Globally about 800000 people die every year due to
suicide. Suicide was the second leading cause of death
among 15-29 years olds globally in 2012.% In the last half
of the 20th century, the overall US suicide rate reached its
highest level in the 5-years period ending 1990. By 2000,
the rate had fallen to approximately the 1980 level. Why
the rate per 100,000 fell between 1990 and 2000 is
unclear- it presumably relates to improved detection and
treatment (particularly pharmacological) for mental
illnesses. Rates continued to decrease until 2004, when
they took a significant upturn.?

The prevalence of suicide is high in India. The national
suicide rate is 21.1 per 1 00 000 population as per world
health organization data 2012. More than one lakh people
died by committing suicide. The suicide rates vary among
states in India. The suicide rate is > 15 per 100000 in

southern states while the rate is < 3 per 100000 in
northern states. High literacy, better reporting system,
higher socio-economic status and higher expectations are
implicated as possible causes.?

Majority of the suicide attempters are below the age 30
years.*S Thus, suicide causes heavy morbidity and
mortality in the most productive group of a community.
Many studies have found that women outnumber men in
suicide attempts. But completed suicide rates remain
equal for both men and women in India suggesting that
compared to Western.® Regarding methods used in suicide
attempts, in most of the cases the attempt was insecticide
poisoning.”

With regard to mental illnesses causing suicide, Esquirol
has mentioned that ‘all those who commit suicide are
insane’. Though depression and other psychiatric illnesses
like schizophrenia and personality disorders are
commonly associated with suicide attempts, psychosocial
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issues like lack of social cohesion, unemployment,
interpersonal relationship issues were common causes of
suicide attempts in India.*8

Depression is a major psychiatric illness associated with
suicidal ideations and attempts. Nearly 15-20% of people
with depression attempt suicide. Bagadia et al 1976 claim
that depression was the most common psychiatric
diagnosis made in suicide attempters. Similar findings
have been confirmed in other studies.!®!? Those who
attempt are more likely to attempt suicide again.

Suicidal ideation is strongly associated with suicide
attempts. In a study by Srivastava and Kumar 17% of
patients with suicidal ideation attempted suicide.”® In a
study among terminally ill cancer patients, conclude that
suicidal ideation and desire for death appeared to be
linked exclusively to the presence of a psychiatric
disorder.t*

Among depressed subject’s suicidal ideation was present
in about two-thirds of the individuals.*®> About 16.6% of
these subjects with suicidal ideation attempted suicide.
Attempters also scored high in severity of suicidal
ideation.'6

Hence, this study was attempted to estimate the
prevalence of depression among persons who attempted
suicide and also to measure the severity of suicidal
ideation.

METHODS

The permission from the ethical committee of the
institution was obtained. 30 cases (age>18years) of
attempted suicide who were admitted to Tirunelveli
medical college hospital were interviewed with focus on
psychosocial background, suicide intent rating and
depression factors. An informed consent was obtained
from all cases.

Inclusion criteria

e People who had been admitted for attempted suicide
e People above 18 years of age who are willing to
participate.

Exclusion criteria

e Critically ill patients
e Those who are not willing to participate.

Beck’s suicide ideation scale- the scale of suicidal
ideation consists of 19 items which can be used to
evaluate a patient's suicidal intentions. It can also be used
to monitor a patient's response to interventions over time.
The total score is 38.

Major depression inventory- is a self-report mood
questionnaire  developed by the World Health

Organization. It contains ten items and the scoring pattern
is as follows:

e  Mild depression MDI total score of 20 to 24
e Moderate depression MDI total score of 25 to 29
e  Severe depression MDI total score of 30 or more.

RESULTS

Among the 30 cases of attempted suicide who were
interviewed, 17 are males and 13 are females. Regarding
method chosen:

Consumption of insecticides/pesticides (E.g.
organophosphorus compounds), plant poisons (E.g.
oleander seed), corrosives /chemicals (E.g. kerosene,
phenol, hair dye, etc.), excess tablet intake (E.g. oral
hypoglycemic agents, sleeping pills, etc.) are the common
methods chosen. The commonest one being pesticide or
insecticide poisoning (Table 1).

Table 1: Methods of suicide attempt.

Cases (N=30 Diagnosis

13 (43.33%) Insecticide poisoning
6 (20%) Plant poisoning

6 (20%) Corrosives poisoning

5 (16.66%) Tablet poisoning
Insecticide poisoning was the commonest method.

Age factor

Almost 19 cases (63.33%) of attempted suicide belong to
18-30 years age group (Table 2).

Table 2: Age groups of persons attempting suicide.

Percentag
18-30 19 63.33
18-25 16 53.33
26-30 3 10
30-40 6 20
>40 5 16.66

Highest no. of suicide attempters were less than 30 years of
age.

Family history

None of the 30 cases had positive family history of
suicide.

Previous attempt

There was a previous attempt of suicide in 3 out of 30
(10%) cases. Among the three, two of them had high
intent for the last attempt and 1 had medium intent. For a
significant time period (more than half the time in the last
2 weeks prior to attempt), all the 3-experienced low mood
and reduced appetite. Two of them had difficulty in
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concentrating, trouble sleeping at night, reduced self-
confidence and also felt like life wasn’t worth living.

Suicidal intent

Some attempted suicides are carried out with little to no
intention of cessation of life, while others clearly have no
other goal. Since it is important to understand a patient’s
will to die in order to assess the severity of suicide
attempt, intent rating was done among the 30 cases of
suicide attempt. Of the 30 cases, 13(43.33%) showed
high intent, 14 cases (46.66%) showed medium intent and
3 cases (10%) showed low intent (Table 3).

Table 3: Suicide intent among attempters.

| Degree of intent  No. of persons  Percentage |
High 13 43
Medium 14 47
Low 3 10

Regarding seriousness of attempt

10 out of 13 cases (76.92%) were saying that it was a
serious attempt to end life whereas 3 out of 13 cases
(23.07%) did not seriously attempted to end life.

Degree of pre-meditation

9 out of 13 (69.23%) cases contemplated suicide for more
than 3hours prior to attempt.2 out of 13 (15.38%) cases
contemplated suicide for 3 hours or less prior to attempt.
Another 2 out of 13 (15.38%) had no pre-meditation and
the attempt was impulsive.

Reaction to attempt

9 cases out of 13 (69.23%) were ashamed of the attempt
and felt sorry for the attempt. 2 cases (15.38%) regretted
regarding the failure of attempt and two others (15.38%)
patients accepted both attempt and failure.

Depressive symptoms

All 30 cases were questioned about how they have been
feeling over the last 2 weeks prior to attempt to assess the
prevalence of depression among them.

Table 4: ICD -10 major depressive disorder

inventory.
Severity of depression No. Percentage |
Severe 5 17
Moderate 1 3
No 24 80

20% had moderate or severe depression.

In that, 5 out of 30 (16.66%) had severe depression, 1 out
of 30 (3.33%) had moderate depression and 24 out of 30

(80%) had no depression, according to MDI.ICD-10 scale
(Table 4).

Though this 24 cases had no mild/moderate/major/severe
depression, for more than half the time in the last 2 weeks
prior to suicide attempt, 10 of these cases (41.66%) felt
low in spirits/sad, 4 cases (16.66%) lost interest in daily
activities, 8 cases (33.33%) felt less self-confident, 4
cases (16.66%) felt lacking in energy and strength, 1 case
(4.16%) had a bad conscience or feelings of guilt, 6 cases
(25%) felt that life wasn’t worth living, 5 cases (20.83%)
had difficulty in concentrating, 6 cases (25%) felt very
restless, 9 cases (37.5%) had trouble sleeping at night and
7 cases (29.16%) suffered from reduced appetite (Table
5).

Table 5: Subclinical depressive symptoms.

Depressive symptom Percentage |

Low mood 42
Lost interest 17
Guilt 4

Worthlessness 25
Difficulty concentrating 21
Restlessness 25
Sleep disturbances 38
Reduced appetite 29

Many persons had subclinical depressive symptoms. Total
percentage is more than 100 because some had more than
one symptoms.

DISCUSSION

The male female ratio in suicide is nearly 1:1 contrary to
western studies. But Indian records show that the male:
female ratio is almost equal.® In a study among students,
males outnumbered females as in current study.’

Regarding the methods used in suicide attempts, the most
common method of suicide attempt is insecticide
poisoning. This finding is similar to other Indian studies.®
Nandi et al studied the association between easy
availability of pesticides and suicide attempts and
concluded that it was the motive that determines the
suicide attempt and not the easy availability of
pesticides.'’

Majority of the suicide attempters (63%) were less than
30 years of age. This is similar to other Indian studies.
Rao, in a study had found that the vulnerable age is from
15 to 25 years.* This finding highlights the importance of
suicide prevention strategies as more number of lives lost
in the most productive period of the lifetime.

There was a previous suicide attempt in three (10%)
persons. All of them had low mood and loss of interest.
This highlights the importance of proper suicide
prevention counselling specifically to monitor early
symptoms of depression and treatment. Regarding the
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suicide intent, of the 30 cases, 13 (43.33%) showed high
intent, 14 cases (46.66%) showed medium intent and 3
cases (10%) showed low intent. Suicidal intention is
strongly associated with suicide attempts. Many studies
have found that people who exhibit suicide intention are
also likely to be depressed and attempt suicide.'*16

Out of the 13 cases with severe intent 10 (76.92%) were
saying that it was a serious attempt to end life and 9 out
of 13 (69.23%) cases contemplated suicide for more than
3 hours prior to attempt. Hence, high vigilance must be
exercised in people who express suicide intention.

Regarding depression 20 % had moderate or severe
depression as per ICD-10 major depressive disorder
inventory. Depression is commonly associated with
suicide attempts. It is commonly under diagnosed.
Persons with depression also have high suicide intent.
Even in the remaining 24 people who do not fulfil the
criteria for depression, many had either one or two
symptoms of depression. Hence the need to screen for
depression among suicide attempters is essential, 101218

CONCLUSION

Suicide is a leading cause of mortality among young
individuals. Many of them have clinical depression or
subclinical symptoms of depression. People expressing
suicide intent should be screened for underlying
depression. Proper identification, follow up and treatment
of depression among suicide attempters are highly
essential for successful reduction in suicide mortality.
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