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Family - protective factor to prevent suicidal
behavior in adolescents
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Abstract. Objective: The purpose of our research was to establish a possible correlation between suicide risk in adolescents and a series of
intra-familial protective factors such as family harmony, intact families, increased family involvement in child education, empathy, ability to
express emotions. Materials and Methods The study comprised the 1143 pupils, aged between 14 and 16 years from Cluj and Maramures coun-
ties, that participated in the SEYLE baseline evaluation. Results: Adolescents who have no problems with parents (p<0.001), being understood
by them (p<0.001) and having the belief that family is very important to them (p<0.001), are protected from the risk of committing suicide. At
the same time, parents’ ability to listen children opinion (p<0.001) and help them take important decisions (p<0.001), the time spent discuss-
ing with teens the problems they’re going through (p<0.001), and the fact that parents know what they do in their spare time (p=0.003) shows
protective factors of suicidal behavior with a statistically significant value in this study.Conclusion: The family is a psychosocial system with
a major impact on adolescents’ personality formation. The attitude towards children, the parents availability to important moments for teens,
the ability to be both subjective and objective towards their children initiatives, are factors of protection against adolescents’ suicidal behavior.
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Introduction

Family environment has great importance for maintaining the
integrity of child psychology, since the most important func-
tions of the family are: the maintance of biological and cultural
continuity (the transmission of cultural heritage in the process
of socialization), the transmission of social position, the of
emotional and intimacy needs conveying a sense of safety and
maintenance of personality, social integration of its members
through education and socialization processes. Furthermore,
family resists to pressure to both internal and external demands
through the commitment and solidarity of partners and parents,
and through emotional cohesion (Voinea 1996).

Family factors involved in teens’ appropriate emotional develop-
ment contain four components: the relationship between parent
and adolescent (presence of parents in children’s lives, work shar-
ing, participation in joint activities, closeness), behavior norms
and rules (school acknowledgement, sexual behavior), paren-
tal model (attempted suicide in the family) and family features
(acces to firearms and harmful substances) (Resnik e al 1997).
On the other hand, family breakdown through divorce or loss of
one parent (death or leaving the family) might put the child in a
time of despair and search for psychological comfort. Therefore
child suicide cannot be separated from the characteristics of the
family of origin (Cosman 2006).

Aim
The present study is aimed to investigate weather familial factors
can provide protections against suicidal behavior in adolescents.
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Material and Method

The study group comprised 1143 ninth grade adolescents (aged
14 to 16 years) attending 16 theoretical schools — 11 from Cluj
county and 5 from Maramures county. About 34,6% of sub-
jects were males.

Data was collected throught the baseline evaluation of the SEYLE
European project founded by the European Commission through
the 7th Framework Program. The study protocol has been pub-
lished elsewhere (Wasserman et a/ 2010).

Data on suicidal behavior was collected through the Paykel
Suicide Scale. Data on adolescents’ families was collected
through questions on weather parents understood their issues
and concerns, know what they do in their spare time, help them
take important decisions, talk to their children about things that
are happening, pay attention to their opinions, divorce between
parents and importance of family in their education.
Statistical analysis was performed using the Statistical Pack for
Social Sciences, SPSS version 15.0. Differences in the groups
was assessed using ¥ test, and for the dicotomial variables odds
ratios and confidence intervals were calculated.

Results

About 2.17% of students reported a suicide attempt in the last
six months.

Adolescents who said that parents have always understood (or
most of the time) their problems and worries have a significantly
lower risk for suicide attempt (OR = 0.367, 95% CI = [0.172;
0.786], p<0.001 — Fisher exact test) than those who have never
been understood by their parents or guardians (see Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Parents understand their children

Adolescents whose parents know most of the time what they
do, pose a risk to commit suicide significantly lower than those
whose parents never or rarely knew what their children do (OR
=0.589, 95% CI=[0.362, 0.957], p = 0.003 — Fisher exact test)
(see Figure2).
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Figure 2. Parents know what children do in their spare time

About 98.82% of students with no attempt to suicide said that
family is very important (p<<0.001) for them (see Figure 3).

Figure 3. Importance of family in adolescent life

Adolescents from families in which divorce did not occur show
a significant lower risk of suicide attempts (OR = 0.856, 95%
CI=[0.712,0.929] — p<0.001 — Fisher exact test) as compared
to families with divorced parents (see Figure 4).
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Figure 4. Families in which divorce did not occur vs families with
divorced parents

Table 1. The other intra-familial factors for suicidal behavior to
protect adolescents

Subjects without Subjects with

suicidal attempt suicidal attempt Results

N % N % P

Parents

talk to their
children
about things
that are
happening

581 98.81 7 1.19 38.221 <0.001

Parents pay
attention to
their children
opinions

643  98.78 8 1.22 33.89 <0.001

Parents help
them take
important
decisions

551 9892 6 1.08 44.994 <0.001

Students

who have no 772 9935 5
problems with ’
parents

0.65 51.358 <0.001

Having parents who always help adolescents make important
decisions, take the time to talk to them about things that are hap-
pening, come see them when they have extracurricular activities,
are aware of their opinion or what they say, are statistically sig-
nificant protective factors against suicide attempts (see Tabel I).
Favorable climate in the family, no problem with parents, also
represent a protective factor against suicide attempts of ado-
lescents reporting such situations, as compared to those who
say that there are disagreements and misunderstandings in
their families (RR = 0.294, 95% CI =[0.138, 0.629], p<0.001
— Fisher exact test).

Discussion

Our results show a number of important familial protective fac-
tors against adolescent suicide: no problems with parents; hav-
ing parents that understand their issues and concerns, know what
they do in their spare time, help them take important decisions,
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talk to them about things that are happening and pay attention
to their opinions.

Other studies had similar results. A study by Resnick and col-
leagues (Resnick et al 1997), which included a total of 12,118
students indicated that close contact between family members
(i.e. the presence of parents during the important moments of
the day and joint activities) has a significant influence on adoles-
cent behavior, protecting them from harm (including self harm
behavior). Another study by Blum, Forrester and colleagues,
which included a total of 16,000 students revealed that fam-
ily cohesion is a protective factor against suicide attempts in
all age range (Blum et al 2003). Furthermore, longitudinal and
cross-sectional studies on adolescents reveal that subjects who
perceive family life in terms of commitment, shared interests
and emotional support were between 3.5 to 5.5 times less likely
to develop suicidal behavior compared with subjects with low
levels of family cohesion and similar degree of depression and
stress (Gould et al 2003). Similarly, our results show that par-
ents who understand the issues and concerns of adolescents,
being emotionally involved in their resolution, and support and
encourage their children at decisive moments in life, provide a
protective environment against the suicidal risk of adolescents.
Adolescents who believe that parents are interested in their
concerns most of the time or always show low risk to commit
suicide. Also, of those who say that parents help in making im-
portant decisions, only 1.08% are at risk of suicide.

The study of Resnick and collaborators also showed a protec-
tive effect of high school expectations (Resnick et al 1997).
Following the same line, in our study, adolescents who report-
ed that their parents know what they do in their spare time are
protected from suicide.

Complementary to the study of protective factors is the analysis
of risk factors, which in many cases are their mirror pair. Spirito
and colleagues observed that the problems and family conflicts
are more common in the history of adolescents who had attempt-
ed suicide (Spirito 2006 ). Lewinsohn and colleagues, in a study
in Oregon, noted that adolescents who had previous suicide at-
tempts showed a more intense conflict than those without at-
tempt (Lewinsohn et a/ 1996 ). Open conflicts (between spouses
or between child and parent) seem to differentiate adolescents
with suicidal attempts to control group (Hollenbeck et a/ 2003).
Tishler and his team have reported similar conclusions, finding
a rate of 52% of adolescents with suicidal attempt that stated
that have problems with parents. Most times they feel rejected
by one or both parents (Tishler et al 1981). Conversely, our re-
sults show that one of the factors that protect adolescents from
suicide risk is the lack of problems with their parents.

In our study, another important protective factor against adoles-
cent suicidal behavior were families in which divorce did not
occur. Separation of parents is a risk factor intensively studied
in the literature, our results confirming literature data that chil-
dren with divorced parents are 22.7 times more likely to com-
mit suicide (Adams ef al 1994; Gould et al 1994).

Conclusions

Active involvement of parents in the lives of adolescents (par-
ents who help them to take important decisions, are interested
in their education, know what they do in their spare time), are
protective factors against suicide attempts in adolescents.
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Furthermore, harmonious relationships between parents and
adolescents, the ability to comunicate with their children and
understanding their issues and concerns are also important pro-
tective factors against suicide attempts in adolescents.
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