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This study examined gender differences in self-reported suicidal behavior in
relation fo the risk factors of tobacco use, aleohol use, drug use, school mis-
conduct, academic difficulties, home environment, sexual activity, and violence
among seventh- through twelfth grade students (N = 3461) in a northern Mid-
west school district. Data were gathered from the Survey Instrument of Atti-
tude/Behavior administered in the school district during the spring of 1993,
The dependent variables were suicidal activity and suicidal tendency. Stepwise
forward regression ordered the tndependent faciors in predicting suicidal ac-
tivity and suicidal tendency for the muale und female samples. The comparison
of regression results revealed the following: (1) the independent factors ac-
counted for more variance in male suicidal activity and iendency than in fe-
male suicidal activity and tendency; (2) as the level of suicidality increased,
5o did the frequency of violent behaviors among both genders; (3) leading pre-
dictors for suicidal activity were similar between gender; and (4) gender dif-
ferences were displaved in prediciors of suicidal tendency.

INTRODUCTION

In 1985, suicide became the second leading cause of death among per-
sons aged 15-24, a startling fact that is reflected in a suicide rate of 11.3
per HI.000 young adults (Centers for Discase Control, 1991). However,
for every adolescent who commits suicide, 200-300 adolescents attempt it
(Curran, 1987). While the suicide attempt is by far the most overt behavior
of suicidal youth, other sclf-destructive behaviors, such as substance use,
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violent acts, truancy, and running away from home, have been assoclated
with suicidality in youth. In addition, gender differences have been identi-
fied not only in rates of suicide attempts and completions but also in the
risk behaviors that are exhibited by suicidal youth. Generally, suicidal males
are likely to display acts of violence, school misconduct, and qubstance usc,

whereas suicidal females are likely to run away and be sexually pro -

(Frances and Blumenthal, 1991; Levy and Deykin, 1989; Rosenberg and
Latimer, 1960; Shaffer and Caton, 1984). Several rescarchers attribute these
gender differences in suicidal behavior among adelescents to the gender
differences present in adolescent development —differences in the behav-
iors associated with attachment (de Jong, 1992; Gilligan, 1982; Wade,
1987), success orientation, aggression, and help secking (McDowell, 1985,
Stillion et af., 1989).

METHOD
Subjects

The studied district ehicited participation from its three junior high and
two senior high schools, totaling a population of approximately 4100 ado-
lescent students. Parental consent was passively obtained when parents did
not communicate their disapproval of participating in the survey to the re-
spective school administration after receiving notification of the purpose
and intent of the survey through several school newsletters, Both parents
and students were assured anonymity in that the Survey Instrument of At-
titnde/Behavior (SIAB) would not elicit identitiable information in any way.
Primarily due to absenteeism, 3461 students completed the survey.

Instrument

Data were gathered from the SIAB administered in a school district
located in a medium-sized Midwest city during the spring of 1992, The
SIAB was developed by the participating school district to fulfill a funding
requirement of the Drug-Free Schools and Community Act mandated by
the State Department of Education. The purposc of the STAB was to obtaim
a districtwide picture of the attitudes and behaviors concerning risk-taking
behaviors among adolescents. When the survey was completed, the district
piloted it with approximately 150 sixth-grade students, after which students
were interviewed o obtain information regarding the readability of the in-
strument and possible changes to be implemented. After this pilot study,
the survey development committee concluded that the SIAB was at ap-
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proximately a sixth-grade reading level, was adequate in form and content,
and did not require any major revisions.

The SIAB contained 100 multiple choice questions, which can be di-
vided into six categories: substance use, problems in school, home environ-
ment, sexual activity, violence, and suicidal behavior. The demographics of
gender, grade, race, and school were obtained through presurvey items.

Data Collection

The SIAB was administered throughout March of 1993 in conjunction
with the Survey Instrument of Knowledge of Alcohol & Other Drugs, also
developed by the studied district. Both surveys were given over a two-day
period under the same instructions. To assist the district in obtaining valid
results, the English teachers were asked to set a serious tone in the class-
room by reading several directions to the students prior to taking the sur-
vey. After receiving No. 2 pencils, survey booklets, and National Computer
Systems (NCS) scanning forms, students were told the district’s purpose in
administering the survey and were reminded that the following assessment
would not be timed and that no identifiable information would be revealed
through participating in the survey. Students were asked to follow along in
their survey booklet while an mstructor read the survey dircections. The in-
structor guided the students through the presurvey questions concerning
the demographics of gender, grade, race, and school. Upon completion of
these items, students were told to use the provided No. 2 pencil when black-
emng circles, to erase stray markings, to not write one’s name on the survey
booklet or NCS form, to raise a hand to ask gquestions, and to mark only
one response for cach question.

Having completed the survey, each participant placed the survey's NCS
form in a manila envelope that had been set in the back of the classroom.
After collecting all of the manila envelopes containing survey forms from
instructors, the building principals sent the envelopes to the distriet’s as-
sistant superintendent, who then forwarded the surveys to the researcher.

Analysis

From 3461 completed surveys, 63 were eliminated for containing a sig-
nificant number of missing responses, leaving 3398 student surveys for
analysis. Factor analyses reduced the 100 item survey to the following 15 .
independent factors with the respective alpha coefficients of reliability:
cigarette use (.8279), smokeless tobacco use (.7903), alcohol use (.9058),
alcohol behavior (.8678), hard drug wse ((9498), marijuana use (.8838),
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over-the-counter drug use (7371}, school misconduet (.6209), academic dif-
ficulties (.4563). home environment (.5353), miscommunication with par-
ents {.649%), unfair/strict rules of parents (.3365), sexual activity (.8167),
forcible scx (.4681), and violence (.8053). Specific factor definitions are as
follows:

—  Academic Diffictdties: Poor academic performance in classes, such
as low current grades, being held back a grade, previous course
tailures.

—  Alcohol Behavior: Behaviors exhibited during alcohol usc, such as
drinking in school, being drunk in school, drinking and driving,
riding with a drunk driver, drinking before intercourse.,

—  Home Environment: Guardian with whom the adolescent is living,
amount of time spent with parents, abtlity to tatk about problems
with parents, frequency of getting in trouble at home, and how
the adolescent perceives parental rules and parental cxpectations
of, knowledge of, and reaction to adolescent drug and alcohol use.

— Forcible Sex: Being forced to have sex, forcing someone to have
sexual contact, and being touched by or touching a relative,

—  Miscommunication with Parents: Frequency of talking with mother
or father about problems.

—  School Misconducé: Behaviors displayed in the school environment
that may lead to negative consequcnces: poor class attendance,
attending class under the influence of drugs or aleohol, little time
spent studying, being sent to the principal’s office, and little par-
ticipation in extracurricular activities.

—  Sexual Aciivity: Behaviors regarding the practice of sexual inter-
course, such as the number of partners, age of first sexual expe-
rience, contraception usc.

—  Substance Use: Use (frequency during life and the past 30 days
and age of first use) involving the substances of alcohol, cigareties,
smokeless tobacco, manjuana, hard drugs (1.e., cocaine, crack, in-
halants, acid, steroids), over-the-counter drugs (e, NoDoz, Vi-
varin, Dexatrim),

-~ Unfair/Strict Rules: Poor perceptions of parcntal rules in terms of
fairness and strictness; 30 day frequency of getting in trouble with
parents.

— Violence: Thirty day frequency of getting in trouble with the law,
damaging property, and fighting,

The dependent variable of suicidal behavior was addressed in two
ways. The first method created a total score for each respondent by sum-
ming the 3 SIAB items that related to suicide: [tem 87, [tem 88, and Item
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89. Item 87 addressed the frequency of considering a suicide attempt, Item
88 pertained to frequency of planning a suicide attempt, and Item 89 ad-
dressed the frequency of actual suicide attempts. All 3 items contained fre-
quencies for the past 30 days. Therefore, a high score referred to a high
frequency of suicidal activity within the 30 day period. The range of values
for this variable was a minimum of 0 (no svicidal activity) to a maximum
of 15 (high suicidal activity). Since levels of suicidal activity, i.e., suicide
thoughts, plans, attempts, can be ascertained from this score, this first de-
pendent variable of suicidal behavior was labeled suicidal activity.

The second method dichotomized the variable of suicidal behavior by
dividing the studied sample into two groups according to their responses
to Items 87-89: those who reported no suicidal activity and those who re-
ported considering, planning, or attempting suicide at least once in the last
30 days. Because the level of suicidal activity was not differentiated in this
variable, it was labeled suicidal tendency. From the 3398 respondents, 789
reported suicidal tendency (23.2%), The reliability of this scale (Items 87-
89) was also calculated generating an alpha cocfficient of .8851.’wise
forward regression ordered the independent factors in predicting” suicidal
activity and suictdal tendency for the male and female samples.

RESULTS
Demographic and Behavioral Characteristics

Grade size ranged from 453 students in twelfth grade to 696 students
in scventh grade. Female respondents numbered 1672 (499%) compared to
1738 males (51%). The majority (86.2%%) of the sample was Caucasian, with
Native American (3.3%), Black (2.59%), Hispanic (2.5%), Asian (2.3%), and
“other” (3.04) representing the remainder of the sample. In addition, the
majority {66.3%) of respondents lived with both parents, while (12.7%
lived with mother only and (10.3%) lived with mother and stepfather.

Alcohol {40.8%), cigarclles (32.49%), and over-the-counter drugs
{25.4%) were the most commonly used substances by the respondents in
the past 30 days. Approximately 43%¢ of respondents reported having sexual
intercourse, of whom 22.3% began having sexual intercourse under the age
12. Approximately 9% of the total sample reported being forced to have
sexual intercourse in the past 30 days. Nearly 13% of respondents ran away
from home in the lust 12 months. The responses to the frequency ot physi-
cally fighting indicated that nearly 25% of the respondents fought at least
once in the past 30 days. Approximately 21% of all seventh- through
tweltth-grade students considered atternpting suicide in the past 30 days.
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154 Yannatta

In gencral, female respondents thought of attempting suicide more than
males, since over 25% of females considered suicide compared to 17% of
males. Slightly more females (159%) planned suicide than males (13.5%),
while males (9.09) attcmpted suicide more than females (7.6%).

Regression Results

A stepwisc forward regression analysis prioritized the independent fac-
tors in order of their ability to contribute to the overall prediction of sui-
cidal activity and suicidal tendency for males and females. The stepwise
regression results for suicidal activity are presented in Table [ and display
similarities in the predictors for male and femate suicidal activity. Identitied
as leading predictors of suicidal activity among males, five independent
variables were entered into the regression equation accounting for more
than 1% of change in R% violence, home environment, forcible sex, un-
fairsstrict rules, and alcohol behavior. All of the independent factors ac-
counted for 52.1% variability in male suicidal activity., For females, this
same analysis gencrated five factors: violence, home environment, un-
fair/strict rules, forcible sex, and over-the-counter drug use. However, the
independent factors only accounted for 37.8% of variability in female sui-
cidal activity.

Stepwise forward regression analysis of suicidal tendency also gener-
ated a common leading predictor for males and females—school miscon-
duct (Table II). Leading predictors for male suicidal tendency that
accounted for more than 1% change in R? were school misconduct, forcible
sex, unfair/strict rules, and home environment. Six independent variables
were entered into the regression equation and accounted for 30.79 of the
variability. Leading predictors for female suicidal tendency that accounted
for more than 1% change in R? were; school misconduct, over-the-counter
drug use, unfair/strict rules, and cigarette use. Scven independent variables
were entered into this regression equation and accounted for only 24.9%
of vartubility,

DISCUSSION
Comparing Dependent Variables
For both genders, the leading predictors for suicidal activity were vio-
lence and home environment, while the common leading predictor for sui-

cidal tendency was school misconduct. These differences in predictors were
most likely due te the differences in the dependent variables of suicidal

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.


el
Red

el
Line

el
Red

el
Red

el
Red

el
Red

el
Red

el
Red

el
Red

el
Line

el
Line

el
Line

el
Line

el
Line

el
Line

el
Line

el
Line

el
Still a lot of variance accounted for!

el
Red

el
Red
Although I'm still unimporessed with the use of this DV.

el
Red

el
Although I'm still unimporessed with the use of this DV.


Tuble L Compurison Batwees Males dnd Fomalis of Supwiss Hogrossios ReslE for Saioiial Sotioty

Males Forgules
St Pactor 2R chanpe . Beta # Sten Fantar A5 A dleee Ben i

E YL ] ESER 128670 e g H Yiokeme ity B EE O § 45
2 Tlowe Baviorament E S Rie i FHEC B 2 Hente Esvirenment B3 AT e s
3. Farols Nox A5IE 415 CHEE L e gHY 30 InTarsrion Farles R CRRAY e A
40 Uinfusletet Halss S AH27 P VLR R 4 oY 4 Forgible Bex G < B
&1 ARGRO! Beliviy & IR AR oo Ui dhes ety Dartigd bisg <1
& ikchnal bmcnnduot S EE RS B e IR o ¢ 551 & Roymal Ay 364E B < fHH

2o dhard Dirup Ve 5 Rty AU

R Mskeommyniontion: st Parents phvel B e BAAS 30

9o Rehodl Miscondus ARG REISH HEEE RE 43

‘uoissied Inoynm paugiyosd uononposdsl eyung isumo JYBLADD syl Jo uoissied Lim peonpoldey



el
Rectangle

el
Rectangle

el
Red

el
Red


‘uoissied Inoynm paugiyosd uononposdsl eyung isumo JYBLADD syl Jo uoissied Lim peonpoldey

Table IL Comparison Between Males and Females of Stepwise Regression Results for Suicidal Tendencies

Males

Pamales
oy Facior £EURT e U Bets U p Sop Hacu £ Richage Bewm »

b Bohoob Misedndudt 2 s S33E e ot Eeheni Miscondugt 4238 Wik S B TRt 1]
0 Foroible Ses i et TR ZoiverabeOnaimet Drngs 783 OEES JBER wnOm
3 UlnfairSirior Hadles 2RI REH ] 5 s SR At {21 2 UlnfaiSuie Huales itEs BT ST
& o iome Bavionment AHE R S R ] 4 Dlgarenis ke 20RY {28 EECHRRE N i)
o0 DwvertheCopnisr Deigs HHE ELIEL: ARG & Home Egvisosmeng 23 3 AO0E <
& Acadenis ERtuln MY a3 R SRt ) foo e S 243 AHISR AHEY A

o Msrommuhicabion eith/Parenis Ry A2 SEI o SH




Factors Related to Suicidal Behavior 157

activity and suicidal tendency. As an interval/ratio variable, suicidal activity
diffcrentiates the various levels of suicidality such as considering, planning,
and attempting. As these levels of suicidality increasc, so does the fre-
quency of violent and aggressive behaviors. Specific items addressed in the
factor of violence were frequency of getting in trouble with the law, physi-
cally fighting, and damaging property. Such behaviors were also found re-
lated to suicide completers by Shafii et af. {1985) and Alessi et al. (1984).
The other leading common predictor of suicidal activity was dissatisfaction
with home environment. The item with the highest loading for this factor
of home environment was frequency of running away. Studics by Robins
(1989) and Shaffer and Caton (1984) cited the act of running away as being
highly related to suicidal activity in both males and females, since running
away Is an aggressive act of escaping an undesirable situation at home,
much like suicide. Another item contributing to the factor of home envi-
ronment was the guardian with whom the respondent was living, such as
with both parents, one parent, one parent with stepparent, guardian, or
foster home. Therefore, not living with both parents increased the risk of
suicidal activity among the sample. Research by Shafii ef af. (19853) con-
cluded that high prevalences of family breakup were found in families of
suicide victims.

In contrast to suicidal activity, the variable of suicidal tendency in no
way measures levels of suicidality; therefore, violence was not a leading
predictor of suicidal tendency. In addition, the majority (72.4%) of those
who reported suicidal tendency (23.29 of the total sample) had only con-
sidered and/or planned suicide, Therefore, this variable is somewhat rep-
resentative of carly suicidal behavior, which is often characterized as less
aggressive and violent. Consequentiy, the leading predictor for both male
and female suicidal tendency was school misconduct, a factor that consisted
of the behaviors of skipping school, getting in trouble at school, bringing
a weapon to school, hours spent working at a part-time job, and hours
without adult supervision. The items with the highest loading were skipping
school and getting in trouble at school. Barter er al. (1968) similarly re-
ported disciplinary and truancy problems as highly related to suicidal ado-
lescents. However, Frances and Blumenthal (1991) found that problems in
school misconduct were much more common in male suicidal victims.

Comparing Gender

Several conclusions were derived concerning risk behaviors/factors re-
lated to suicidal behaviors among males and females. In general, the SIAB
was better in predicting factors related to suicidal behavior for males than
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158 Vannatta

for females. This may be due to the content addressed in a majority of the
survey questions, as many of them dealt with overt aggressive behaviors,
more often related to males than females. Therefore, despite similarities
in predictors for males and females, the predictors for males arc stronger
as they account for more variability in male suvicidal behavior.

Predictors for suicidal activity among males and females were similar
and were generally more violent and aggressive in comparison to predictors
of suicidal tendency. Although the leading predicror for suicidal tendency
among both males and females was school misconduct, the remaining pre-
dictors for suicidal tendency among males and females were differcnt. The
second leading predictor for males was forcible sex, which was identificd
as being the sixth predictor for female suicidal tendency. This may be duc
to the item representation for this factor, since the question with the high-
gst loading was, “Have you forced anyone to have sexual contact?” The
majority responding affirmatively to this question was male, thercfore in-
creasing the strength of this factor for males, In addition, forcing someone
to have sexual contact is generally an act of violence in response to fecling
out of control, an act that Is quite similar to suicide. Literature supporting
or negating the relation of forcible sex to suicidal behavior is very minimal,

The second leading predictor for suicidal tendency among females was
over-the-counter drug use, Examples of over-the-counter drugs given in the
survey were Vivarin, NoDoz, and Dexatrim. One explanation for this pre-
dictor may be that females are more likely 10 use diet pilis for weight prob-
lems, the use which may indicate poor body image and low self-esteem
often associated with suicidal females. Another explanation may be that
females are more likely to overdose on over-the-counter drugs as a suicide
method, whercas males, when overdosing, use harder, more lethal drugs
{Stillion et al., 1989).

Another predictor of suicidal tendency unique to females was cigarette
use, Reealling that society has acknowledged few acceptable outlets for fe-
males to express anger or aggression, femalcs may be using cigarette use
as a morc passive, acceptable means of exptressing these feclings often re-
lated to suicidal behavior. Few studies exist relating cigarette use to suicidal
behavior.

CONCLUSIONS

Based on the findings of this study, several conclusions were formu-
lated.
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1. The independent factors accounted for more variance in male sui-
cidal activity and tendency than in female suicidal activity and ten-
dency.

2. As the level of suicidality (considering, planning, attempting} in-
creased, so did the frequency of violent behavior for both genders.
3. Leading predictors for male and female suicidal activity were vio-

lence, home environment, unfair/strict rules, and forcible sex.

4.  The leading predictors for suicidal tendency among males and fe-
males were school misconduct, unfair/strict rules, and home ¢cnvi-
ronment; unigue leading predictors for female suicidal tendency
were over-the-counter drug use and cigarette use; a unique leading
predictor for male suicidal tendency was forcible sex.

The significance of these findings suggest that swicide preven-
tion/intervention programs should address gender differences in
suicidal behavior as well as the behavioral differences that cxist
within the various levels of suicidality.
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