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ABSTRACT

This study examined thg psychological determinants of future suicidal
behaviour and ideation in attempted suicide patients. The approach
taken was to identify personality variables that insulated the suicide
attempter against further attempts and suicidal thoughts. Three
specific areas were focused on. Firstly, past research has shown
attempters to be wunder considerable stress both before their attempt
and up to two years afterwards. Self esteem was tested here as a
potential insulator against stress, and in particular, low self esteem
as an indicator of future suicidal behaviour. Secondly, many studies
have noted the intimate relationship between depression and suicide.
Beck (1967) postulated that the cognitive variable of hopelessness
moderates the relationship between depression and suicide. While
hopelessness has been implicated in past studies of suicidal 1intent,

the present research tested hopelessness as a predictor of suicidal

behaviour and ideation. A further cognitive variable, rigidity, has
been found previously to be a characteristic of suicidal individuals.
This study predicted rigidity is more a function of the depressed
condition of attempters, rather +than being directly involved 1in
suicidal behaviour. Thirdly, the fact that suicidal individuals 1lead
socially isolated 1lives has been noted by many researchers. The
suicide attempter's social relationships are generally unsatisfying and
a major source of interpersonal friction. This study examined the role
of social skills in the development of suicidal behaviour, predicting
low social skill would be associated with future suicidal behaviour and

ideation. Overall, the research investigated the influence of

cognitive, social skill and self esteem variables on the development of



suicidal behaviour.

As well as the above theoretical questions, the study also examined the
predictive validity of the Zung Index of Potential Suicide. This scale
uses clinical factors as opposed to the traditional demographic

approach to predicting suicidal behaviour.

The subjects were 67 attempted suicide patients admitted to three lew
Zealand general hospitals. Each completed personality measures within
two days of their admission to hospital. All subjects were contacted
six months after their discharge and 46 completed a follow-up
questionnaire. This questionnaire measured current level of

depression, suicidal ideation and whether any further suicide attempts

had been made.

The results showed %7% of attempters to have made at least one further
attempt and 17% to have been admitted to hospital for a repeat attempt.
Both low self esteem and high hopelessness significantly distinguished
repeaters from first time attempters at admission, and those patients
making a repeat attempt over the six month follow-up period.
Hopelessness was significantly related to suicidal ideation on
admission, while self esteem was related to both suicidal ideation and
depression at follow-up. Poor social skills did not predict future
depression, suicidal ideation or attempting. The relationship between
depression and the variables of suicidal ideation and the number of
previous suicide attempts, was largely explained by hopelessness. As
predicted, cognitive rigidity was-significantly-related—to depression

at admission but not to suicidal behaviour or ideation. The Zung Index



of Potential Suicide, while significantly related to suicidal ideation
and the number of previous suicide attempts, was a very poor predictor

of future suicidal ideation or behaviour.

The results suggest psychological variables offer considerable
potential over demographic factors 1in assessing suicidal risk. The
differential effects of hopelessness and self esteem imply a division
in terms of 1long and short term suicidal risk is appropriate, with
different variables involved over the two periods. The task for future
research is to identify the specific components of hopelessness and

self esteem as well as other psychological variables involved in

suicidal behaviour.
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