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Introduction. Suicide remains an important public health issue in China. Existing literature on the relationship between
individual-familial variables and suicide risk mainly focused on family socioeconomic status, and few studies analyzed the
effect of position in family on suicide. In this study, we aimed to explore the association between position in family and suicide
among Chinese rural youths. Methods. We conducted a case-control psychological autopsy study. The data collection yielded
392 suicide cases aged 15-34 years and 416 community living controls within the same age range. Personal position in family
was assessed by the question “How do you evaluate his/her position in the family?” and categorized as high, general, and low
to reflect the relative position in family. Logistic regression models were conducted to explore the association between position
in family and suicide risk. Results. The results showed that compared with females (males) having a high position in family,
females (males) with a low position in family were 7.1 (9.1) times more likely to commit suicide (p < 0.01). Mental disorders,
social support, and coping strain were potentially important mediating factors linking position in family to suicide, with
certain heterogeneity among males and females. Low coping strain played the most important role in underlying the
association between a low position in family and suicide for both females and males, accounting for 55% (28%) of the
contribution to the total effect for females (males). Subgroup analysis revealed that low position in family had more significant
impacts on suicide risk among married youths and those with low education levels. Conclusion. The effect of position in family
on suicide should receive greater consideration when predicting suicide in rural China. Possible mechanisms underlying the
effect of position in family on suicide include mental status, social support, and coping strain.

1. Introduction

Suicide remains an important public health issue in China,
although the suicide rate has decreased substantially over
the past decades [1]. In 2017, the estimated mean suicide
rate was 7.2 per 100,000 persons in China, which has
declined by 65% compared to the rate of 20.9 per 100,000
persons in 1990 [2]. However, there was still an upward
trend in 15-34 rural males in suicide rates from 2005 to
2019 [3].

Studies conducted in China identified some unique risk
factors for suicide, such as being female [4], rural residence

[5], single status [5], religious belief [6], mental disorders
[6], high chronic stress [7], low social support [8], high
impulsivity [9], severe psychological strain [10], conflicts
with family members [5], and previous suicidal behavior
[11]. A growing body of studies used the strain theory of sui-
cide to explain suicide in China and showed evidence that
psychological strains were significantly associated with sui-
cide [2, 12, 13].

For suicide risk factors at the individual-familial level,
most studies explored the impact of socioeconomic status
(SES) on suicide, and few studies analyzed the impact of
position in family on suicide. For example, Kim et al. studied
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the relation between socioeconomic inequalities and suicidal
ideation, parasuicide, and completed suicide in South Korea
[14]. They found that both absolute and relative inequalities
in socioeconomic position were highly correlated with sui-
cidal ideation and mortality. Moreover, Iemmi et al. con-
ducted a systematic review to understand the association
between suicidal ideations, behaviors, and economic poverty
in low-income and middle-income countries [15]. They
found that poor economic status, diminished wealth, and
unemployment were associated with suicidal ideations and
behaviors. There are few studies on the relationship between
socioeconomic status and suicide risk among the Chinese
population. For example, low educational level, unemploy-
ment, and low income were suggested to be risk factors
behind suicide [12, 16]. Zhang and Tao investigated the rela-
tionship between family socioeconomic status and the psy-
chopathology of Chinese college students and found that
perceived family socioeconomic status was positively corre-
lated with suicide ideation among college students [17].

In this study, we aimed to provide new evidence of the
impact of personal position in family on suicide risk
among Chinese rural youth. There is politics in the family,
which is called family politics. Politics is not only about
who is more powerful in the family but also about
whether family members can be harmonious. In the power
structure of this family, some members are more powerful
in the family, while some are in a disadvantageous posi-
tion. Mental disorders and suicide are often the result of
games of power in family politics [18]. In the power struc-
ture of this family, family members have different contri-
butions to the family, and thus their positions within the
family might be different. There are many factors that
could affect the family position which might be related
to perceived honor, finances, gender, family roles, and so
on. Different individuals and families may value family
position from different aspects, and the data in this study
reflects the subjective general estimation from the respon-
dents on family position. Recent psychological and socio-
logical researches have shown that subjective experience
has direct impacts on personal behaviors, such as personal
health and health behavior [19].

This study focused on the general estimation of family
position from family members, and the factors affecting
the estimation of family position warrant future
researches. We also explored potential mediating mecha-
nisms for the relationship between position in family and
suicide risk from the perspectives of mental health, social
support, and coping strains, which were neglected in the
existing literature.

We used the psychological autopsy (PA) method to
compare the position in family between young adults who
committed suicide and living controls from the same village.
The PA method, known as “a procedure for the reconstruc-
tion of suicidal death through interviews with survivors” [20,
21], has been widely used in Western countries for suicide
studies. This method is shown to be an equally applicable
method for the study of completed suicides in China [16]
and has been suggested to be the optimal research method
given the environment of Chinese rural suicides [22].
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2. Methods

2.1. Study Population and Design. The data for this study was
derived from a case-control psychological autopsy study.
The survey was designed to explore potential risk factors
for suicide among Chinese rural young adults, such as men-
tal disorders, impulsivity, and strain. The target population
of the study was rural young adults aged 15-34 years old
who died by suicide in comparison with community-living
controls from the same village. In this study, we focused
on the association between family position and suicide risk.

2.2. Sampling. The survey was carried out in three provinces
in China, including Liaoning, Hunan, and Shandong. A total
of 16 counties were randomly selected in the 3 provinces,
with 6 in Liaoning, 5 in Hunan, and 5 in Shandong. Within
each county, all village doctors were trained on study proce-
dures and were required to report suicide deaths to the local
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDCs) by tele-
phone or fax within 24 hours after the suicide occurred. If
suicidal deaths were not recognized by any health agency,
village treasurers (village chair), who collected fees for each
burial or cremation and were aware of all deaths in the vil-
lage, were required to notify the county CDC. To ensure that
no cases of suicide were missed, we conducted investigations
with the village board and villagers whenever necessary. Sub-
sequently, all the suicide information gathered at the county
CDCs was transferred monthly to the provincial CDC.
Finally, we collected 393 suicide cases among 15-34-year-
olds from October 2005 to June 2008, with 178 female and
214 male subjects.

We randomly selected living comparison individuals
within the same age range (i.e., 15-34 years) and the same
county, based on the 2005 census database of the 16 coun-
tries. Finally, 416 comparison subjects were collected, with
214 females and 202 males.

2.3. Information Sources. For each suicide case and each con-
trol, we carefully selected two informants to interview who
were 18 years or older and most familiar with the subject’s
life and circumstances. The first informant was a parent, a
spouse, or an important family member. The second infor-
mant was a friend, coworker, or neighbor. The comparison
individuals were also interviewed.

2.4. Interviewing Procedures. Informants were first
approached by the local health agency or the village admin-
istration and were notified of the upcoming interview. Upon
their agreement through written informed consent, the
interview was arranged 2-6 months after the suicide. Infor-
mants had the opportunity to decline participation, and
none of them declined participation. The control and infor-
mants were interviewed face to face by the trained inter-
viewer in a private place in a hospital/clinic or their home.
The average duration time for each interview was 2.5 hours.

2.5. Measures. The main outcome variable in this study was
the dummy variable of suicide risk. The key variable of inter-
est was the personal position in family, which was assessed
by the question “How do you evaluate his/her position in
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the family?” Respondents were asked to tick one out of the
five proposed answers: “highest/higher/general/lower/low-
est.” We combined the first two categories into “high,” and
the last two into “low.”

Personal economic status in a family is measured by per-
sonal annual income, whether an individual has income or
not, and whether individual income is higher than the family
average level or not. We estimate the role of personal eco-
nomic status in the family on suicide risk to identify whether
the impact of personal position in family on suicide stems
from personal economic status in family.

Control variables in the analysis included gender, age,
educational level, marital status, work status, and family eco-
nomic status. Age was set as a dummy variable: “<25” and
“>25.” Educational level was categorized into three groups:
“elementary school and below,” “primary school,” and “high
school and above.” Marital status was categorized into two
groups: “currently not married” and “currently married.”
Work status was dichotomized as “employed” and “not
employed.” Family economic status was measured by family
annual per capita income with the Chinese renminbi (yuan),
which was divided into three levels: “<10,000 yuan,”
“10,000-19,999 yuan,” and “>20,000 yuan” (one USD was
equivalent to about 7.00 RMB at the time of the survey).

Furthermore, this study tried to explore potential medi-
ating mechanisms for the relationship between position in
family and suicide risk from the perspectives of mental
health, social support, and coping strains. First, mental dis-
orders were defined as 1 if the case/control had at least one
category of mental diseases diagnosed by psychiatrists and
0 if otherwise. We used the Chinese version of the Structured
Clinical Interview for the DSM-III-R (SCID) to measure axis
I diagnoses for cases/controls [23, 24]. Diagnoses were made
by the psychiatrists on each interview team in consensus
meetings at which all responses from each informant were
presented by the interviewers. Five categories of mental dis-
orders were diagnosed, including mood disorders, schizo-
phrenia and other psychotic disorders, anxiety disorders,
substance use disorders, and other axis I disorders (stress-
related disorders, eating disorders, somatoform disorders,
pathological gambling, and adjustment disorders).

Second, social support was assessed with the perceived
social support subscale in the Duke Social Support Index
(DSSI) [25], which reflects the participants’ perception of
his or her social support from family members and friends
(e.g., “Do you feel useful to family and friends?”). The level
of social support was divided into three groups based on
the 33.3rd and 66.6th percentiles (scores = 15 and 19, respec-
tively) among the whole sample. The Chinese version of the
DSSI has been validated in earlier studies [26, 27].

Third, the coping strain was measured by the Coping
Responses Inventory (CRI), which was developed by Moos
[28]. When facing a life crisis, people would experience
coping strain if they were not able to cope with it [10].
Subjects were assumed to suffer coping strain if they had
low coping skills. The CRI asked respondents to evaluate
the target’s frequency (0 = never, 1 = occasionally, 2 =
sometimes, and 3 = often) of engaging in 48 skill activities.
Out of the 48 items, 24 measured positive skill activities

which were protective factors of suicide (e.g., “Know what
has to be done and try hard to make things work”) and 24
measured negative ones reflecting risk factors (e.g.,
“Accept it; nothing can be done”). The responses to ques-
tions on negative skill activities were assigned to an integer
value of 0 to 3, and the responses to the questions on pos-
itive skill activities were recoded as 3 to 0. Finally, we
obtained total scores of coping strain by adding up the
overall score of the 48 items, with higher scores indicating
higher coping strain. The approach coping subscale has
been tested in the rural Chinese population with good
validity and reliability [10, 29].

PA was a systemic method to study risk factors preced-
ing suicide and was commonly used in Western countries
[30, 31]. Information on demographics, family and society
circumstances, and personal psychological status was col-
lected from proxy respondents which made the information
relatively objective [30, 31]. In PA studies, including the cur-
rent one, many information was collected via the informants
of participants. Therefore, the validity of using proxy data
and the reliability and validity of the methodology and
instruments were tested before the study [30-32]. The
results indicated that PA was a valid method to study suicide
in China [30-32], and the information provided by the
informants might not be perfect but was reliable for PA
study in China [30-32].

2.6. Statistical Analyses. STATA (version 15.0) was used for
data analysis. T-test and chi-square tests were used to com-
pare differences in continuous and categorical variables
between cases and controls, respectively. For study outcome
part 1, we employed multiple logistic regression models to
estimate the coefficients of position in family in relation to
suicide, adjusting for individual and family characteristic
factors.

For study outcome part 2, we tried to distinguish the role
of personal economic status and noneconomic status in the
family on suicide risk. For the first step, we added separate
variables of personal annual income and personal relative
income in the family instead of personal status in the family
to estimate the effect of personal economic status in the fam-
ily on suicide risk.

Since personal status includes the individual’s economic
and noneconomic status, the coefficient of personal status in
the family represents the role of personal noneconomic sta-
tus in the family if personal economic status in the family is
controlled. For the second step, we added both measures of
personal status in the family and the personal economic sta-
tus in the family within the model to estimate the coefficient
of personal status in the family after adjusting for personal
economic status in the family. If the coefficient of personal
status in the family remains significant, it provides evidence
that personal noneconomic status in the family plays a sig-
nificant role in suicide risk. Hence, in the second step, we
added variables of individual income, whether one has indi-
vidual income or not, and whether individual income is
higher than the family average level or not into the model
gradually from the first step to estimate the role of individual
economic position on suicide risk. This result would help to



interpret whether the effect of position in family on suicide
risk is related to personal economic status.

For study outcome part 3, we performed sensitivity anal-
yses by examining heterogeneity among subgroups by mari-
tal status and educational level. For study outcome part 4, we
employed the strategy of identifying mediating mechanisms
using the stepwise regression method. We added covariates
gradually into the model from the first step and then exam-
ined the association among those covariates and suicide risk,
as well as how the coefficients of position in family would
change. The final model included all indicators simulta-
neously. The added covariates included mental health, social
support, and coping strain. For the strategy of identifying a
mediating mechanism, if the covariate is added into the
model and the coefficients of position in family become
smaller or less significant, then the covariate is proved to
be an important mediator in the pathways of position in
family affecting suicide risk. This strategy of identifying
mediating mechanisms has been widely used in the literature
[33-35]. In addition, we employ the Karlson-Holm-Breen
(KHB) method which was developed by Karlson et al. [36]
to further explore the contributions of mediators to the asso-
ciation between low position in family and suicide risk. We
also disentangle the contributions of mediators to identify
which of the mediators contribute most to the confounding.

3. Results

3.1. General Information. The data collection yielded 392
suicide cases and 416 community living controls in rural
China. All the subjects were aged between 15 and 34 years
at the time of death or interview. As shown in Table 1, sui-
cide cases were more likely to have a low position in family.
For example, 11.24% and 16.82% of female and male cases
had lower positions in family, while the corresponding pro-
portions for living females and males were only 1.87% and
1.49%, respectively.

Suicides were more likely to occur among the unmarried.
There was no significant difference in working status
between suicide cases and controls. Both suicide females
and males had lower educational levels and were more likely
to be from families with lower annual income than controls.
There was no significant difference in personal annual
income between female cases and female controls, while
male cases had significantly lower annual income than their
controls. Compared with living females, more female cases
had a lower annual income than the family average annual
income (PI < FI), while there was no significant difference
between male cases and their controls. Compared with living
controls, more cases had mental disorders, lower social sup-
port, and lower coping skills.

3.2. Multivariate Analysis

3.2.1. Impact of Position in Family on Suicide Risk. We per-
formed logistic regressions to estimate the association
between position in family and suicide for females and males
separately and reported ORs in Table 2. The table showed
suicide risk estimates for demographic factors, family
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income, and position in family, with the first two columns
for females and the last two columns for males.

As Table 2 illustrates, males aged 25 years and above had
a significantly higher risk of suicide than males younger than
25 years old (see column 4), while it was not significant
among females (see column 2). Lower educational levels
and unmarried status were strong predictors of suicide,
and the effects were stronger among males than among
females. Family economic status was highly associated with
suicide. Females and males from low-income families
(RMB < 10000) were more likely to commit suicide than
individuals from high-income families (RMB > 20000).

Column 2 and column 4 in Table 2 showed that the ORs
of low position in family were 7.1 (p < 0.01) for females and
9.1 (p<0.01) for males. In other words, compared with
females (males) having high positions in family, females
(males) with low positions in family were 7.1 (9.1) times
more likely to commit suicide.

3.2.2. Role of Personal Economic Status on Suicide Risk.
Table 3 showed that the coefficients of personal economic
status variables (including individual absolute income, hav-
ing individual income or not, and income higher than family
average level or not) were not significant at the 5% level both
for females (see columns 2-4) and males (see columns 6-8),
and coefficients of position in family remained the same as
those in Table 2 (columns 2-4 for females and columns 6-8
for males). It indicated that personal income was not directly
associated with suicide risk after controlling for family
income per capita income and other control variables, indi-
cating that the impact of personal position in family on sui-
cide did not stem from personal economic status.

3.2.3. Subgroup Analysis. Probing for heterogeneity
(Table 4), we found that position in family had a more sig-
nificant impact on suicide risk among the married popula-
tion (OR=32.59, p<0.01) than among the unmarried
population (OR =3.50, p < 0.01). For education heterogene-
ity, we found that the impact of low position in family on
suicide risk was strongest among people with a primary
school level of below (OR=17.33, p<0.01), followed by
people with a middle high school level (OR =7.03, p <0.01
), and people with a senior high school level and above
(OR=4.78, p<0.01).

3.2.4. Mediating Factors. Furthermore, we explored the asso-
ciation between mental health, social support, coping strain,
and suicide risk and examined how the coefficients of posi-
tion in family would change when these variables were
added to the model. In Table 5, we added the above variables
gradually to identify the potential mediators for females in
columns 1-4 and males in columns 5-8. (Take the female
model as an example, in column 1 of Table 4, only control
variables and the explanation variable (position) were
included in the model. In columns 2-4, new covariate vari-
ables (variables of potential underlying mechanism) were
added into the model gradually, including mental disorder,
social support, and coping strain. In column 4, all the covar-
iates were included in the model.)
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TaBLE 1: Descriptive statistics among suicide cases and controls.
Female (n =392) Male (n =416)
Variables Suicides Controls Suicides Controls
(n=178) (n=212)  Pvalue (n=214) (n=202) P value

Age (years)® 26.80 (6.06) 2591 (6.19) 0.15 2692 (6.54) 2547 (6.13) 0.02

Marital status 0.15 <0.01
Currently married 116 (65.17%) 154 (71.96%) 82 (38.32%) 112 (55.45%)

Not currently married 62(34.83%) 60 (28.04%) 132 (61.68%) 90 (44.55%)

Educational level <0.01 <0.01
Primary school and below 75 (42.13%) 38 (17.76%) 95 (44.39%) 25 (12.38%)

Middle school 84 (47.19%) 125 (58.41%) 100 (46.73%) 127 (62.87%)
High school and above 19 (10.67%) 51 (23.83%) 19 (8.88%) 50 (24.75%)

Working status 0.45 0.34
Unemployed 62 (34.83%) 60 (28.04%) 127 (59.35%) 129 (63.86%)
Employed 116 (65.17%) 154 (71.96%) 87 (40.65%) 73 (36.14%)

Family annual per capita income (abbr. “FI”) 0.02 <0.01
Low (RMB < 10000) 59 (33.15%) 45 (21.03%) 99 (46.26%) 36 (17.82%)

Middle (10000 < RMB < 20000) 72 (40.45%) 92 (42.99%) 71 (33.18%) 74 (36.63%)
High (RMB > 20000) 47 (26.40%) 77 (35.98%) 44 (20.56%) 92 (45.54%)

Personal position in family <0.01 <0.01
High 83 (46.63%) 123 (57.48%) 79 (36.92%) 126 (62.38%)

General 75 (42.13%) 87 (40.65%) 99 (46.26%) 73 (36.14%)
Low 20 (11.24%) 4 (1.87%) 36 (16.82%) 3 (1.49%)

Personal annual income (abbr. “PI”) 0.11 <0.01
No income (RMB = 0) 70 (39.33%) 83 (38.79%) 51(23.83%) 49 (24.26%)

0 <RMB < 10000 82 (46.07%) 83 (38.79%) 114 (53.27%) 69 (34.16%)
RMB > 10000 26 (14.61%) 48 (22.43%) 49 (22.90%) 84 (41.58%)

Relative income in the family (PI vs. FI) <0.01 0.30
PI< FI 169 (94.94%) 199 (92.99%) 174 (81.31%) 172 (85.15%)

PI > FI 9 (5.06%) 15 (7.01%) 40 (18.69%) 30 (14.85%)

Mental disorders <0.01 <0.01
Yes 70 (39.33%) 8 (3.74%) 117 (54.67%) 8 (3.96%)

No 108 (60.67%) 206 (96.26%) 97 (45.33%) 201 (96.04%)

Social support <0.01 <0.01
Low 99(55.62%) 27 (12.62%) 145 (67.76%) 24 (11.88%)

General 60 (33.71%) 92 (42.99%) 57 (26.64%) 87 (43.07%)
High 19 (10.67%) 95 (44.39%) 12 (5.61%) 91 (45.05%)
Coping strain <0.01 <0.01

Low 15 (8.43%)
General 57 (32.02%)
High 106 (59.55%)

113 (52.80%)
87 (40.65%)
14 (6.54%)

23 (10.75%)
52 (24.30%)
139 (64.95%)

123 (60.89%)
69 (34.16%)
10 (4.95%)

Number (1) and percentage for discrete variables. “Mean and standard deviation (S.D.) for age.

We added the variable of mental disorders in column 2
for females and column 6 for males and found that females
and males with mental disorders were 13.36 times and
32.51 times more likely to commit suicide in comparison
to living subjects, respectively (see column 2 for females
and column 6 for males). The OR magnitude and signifi-
cance of low position in family declined after the variable
of mental disorders was added in the female model (OR
declined from 7.09** to 3.81%), while the corresponding

coefficient was barely affected among males (see columns 5
and 6). It indicated that a low position in family might influ-
ence suicide risk by affecting the mental health of females.
We further added social support variables in column 3
for females and column 7 for males in Table 5. Social sup-
port was significantly associated with suicide risk for both
females and males. For females, the coefficient of low posi-
tion in family declined substantially after controlling for
social support variables and was no longer significant (OR
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TaBLE 2: Suicide risk estimate for personal position in family and demographic factors.
Female Male
Variables OR OR OR OR
(1) (2) 3) (4)

Personal position in family
Low
General
High
Age (years)
>25
<25
Educational level
Primary school and below
Middle school
High school and above
Marital status
Not currently married
Currently married
Working status
Employed
Unemployed

Family annual per capita income

RMB < 10000
10000 < RMB < 20000
RMB > 20000

Observations

1.84 (0.99-3.43)
1

546** (2.78-10.71)
1.92* (1.04-3.53)
1

2.33** (1.22-4.42)
1

1.56 (0.95-2.54)
1

2.11% (1.19-3.72)
1.24 (0.75-2.05)
1
392

7.09** (2.22-22.62)
1.08 (0.68-1.72)
1

1.77 (0.95-3.30)
1

5.66** (2.79-11.46)
1.96* (1.03-3.73)
1

2.13* (1.11-4.10)
1

1.68* (1.02-2.76)
1

1.98* (1.12-3.51)
1.13 (0.67-1.89)
1
392

3.10"* (1.63-5.89)
1

10.26** (5.04-20.86)
2.05* (1.13-3.75)
1

4.65** (2.48-8.71)
1

2.27** (1.38-3.74)
1

5.34"* (2.95-9.66)
2.10** (1.21-3.66)
1
416

9.14** (3.08-27.13)
1.69* (1.02-2.80)
1

3.23** (1.61-6.49)
1

8.99** (4.27-18.93)
2.10* (1.12-3.93)
1

3.95** (2.02-7.70)
1

2.20** (1.32-3.68)
1

4.50** (2.45-8.28)
1.89* (1.06-3.36)
1
416

*p <0.05; **p <0.01. OR means odds ratio; 95% CI in parentheses.

declined from 3.81* to 1.19). For males, there was also a
sharp decline in the coefficient of low position in family
(OR declined from 9.60** to 4.89*). The above results indi-
cated that social support might play an important role in
mediating the effect of a low position in family on suicide
for both females and males.

Finally, we added the coping strain variable in column 4
for females and column 8 for males. Females and males hav-
ing high coping strain (low coping skills) were 29 times and
18 times more likely to commit suicide than living controls,
respectively. The coefficient of low position in family for
males declined to a certain extent after controlling for cop-
ing strain (OR declined from 4.89* to 3.71%). It indicated
that coping strain could be a partial mediator in the associ-
ation between low position in family and the risk of suicide
for males.

Based on the stepwise regression method to study the
mechanism effect, we further employ the KHB method
[37] to explore the contributions of mediators to the associ-
ation between low position in family and suicide risk.
Tables 6 and 7 reported the average partial effects of a low
position in family on suicide before and after controlling
for potential mediating factors. On average, the probability
of suicide was 13.7 times higher for females with a low posi-
tion in family compared to those with a high position in
family. After controlling for mental health, social support,
and coping strain, the difference in suicide probability was

no longer significant among individuals with low and high
positions in family. Similarly, after controlling for the above
three potential mechanisms, the probability of suicide
reduced from 34 times to 4 times for males with low posi-
tions in family, and the corresponding significance was
reduced to a 5% significance level. The above results indi-
cated that mental health, social support, and coping strain
are the main mediators underlying the association between
suicide risk and low position in family for both females
and males.

Further, we explore which mediators contribute most to
the confounding in Table 7. Column 1 for females and col-
umn 2 for males showed the contribution of each mediator
to the indirect effect (the overall confounding by all media-
tors together). The results indicated that low coping strain
played the most important role underlying the association
between low position in family and suicide risk for both
females and males, and mental disorders problem contrib-
uted to the second, and the third one is low social support.

4. Discussion

This study provided new evidence that position in family
was significantly associated with elevated suicide risk.
Females (males) with low positions in family were 7.1 (9.1)
times more likely to commit suicide compared to females
(males) with high positions in family. It indicates that
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TABLE 4: Subgroup analysis by marital status and educational level.

Depression and Anxiety

Personal position in family

Low General High N
Panel A: by marital status
Currently married 32.59** (4.11-258.33) 1.67* (1.09-2.58) 1 464
Not currently married 3.50* (1.34-9.09) 0.94 (0.54-1.65) 1 344
Panel B: by educational level
Primary school and below 17.33** (2.66-112.82) 2.68** (1.34-5.34) 1 233
Middle school 7.03** (2.22-22.22) 1.07 (0.69-1.64) 1 436
High school and above 4.78 (0.92-24.89) 1.48 (0.53-4.16) 1 139

Note: We report OR and 95% CI in the table. Other control variables are same as those in Table 2. *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01.

position in family is significant in predicting suicide among
Chinese young adults. Our results were consistent with the
findings of Fei [18], which indicated that suicide was often
a result of games of power in family politics. On the one
hand, when the power balance is broken in the family and
family harmony is unsustainable, suicide might happen.
On the other hand, if one family member had an obviously
disadvantageous position with less moral capital and eco-
nomic capital, in other words, he/she owned low power in
the family, thus he/she would be confronted with a higher
risk of extreme behaviors including suicide. Our study pro-
vided evidence that subjective experience of family position
has direct impacts on suicide behaviors, which is consistent
with Simandan’s [19] findings. Our results also showed gen-
der differences, with males more likely to be affected by fam-
ily position which could be due to the fact that males value
“face” more than females do in China [38].

We have to mention that low position in family and sui-
cide may affect each other. Personal position in the family of
people who died of suicide might be rated low due to stigma-
tization, a phenomenon that was common among patients
with mental disorders [39, 40] and people who died of sui-
cide [41, 42]. For example, patients with mental disorders
might perceive stigma from other family members [40],
and family members might also feel ashamed of suicide
behaviors in China [43]. The stigma problem is therefore a
big challenge for psychological autopsy studies on suicide.

We also provide new evidence that personal economic
status in a family is not significantly related to suicide risk
after controlling for family income, personal position in
the family, and other factors. One possible reason might be
the impact of household division of labor. The Chinese cul-
ture has a gender division of household labor in the family,
especially in Chinese rural families. Normatively, the males
head the family, and they are supposed to take charge of
external matters and be responsible for the orderly manage-
ment of the family, while the females have to shoulder more
domestic work, such as cooking, laundry, and taking care of
family members [44-46]. Family members who fail in their
“expected tasks” (such as those who are assigned to stay
home with the kids), hence, would encounter a lower posi-
tion in family regardless of their income. Our findings indi-
cate that in the Chinese traditional context, personal
noneconomic status in the family might be more important

in predicting suicide risk than economic status. However, we
could not rule out the possibility that the general average
household/personal income in the locations where the study
was carried out has very little variability itself. Hence, our
results on the effect of personal economic status in family
on suicide risk should be interpreted with caution, and more
robust evidence is needed in future research.

Subgroup analysis revealed that low position in family
had a more significant impact among the married popula-
tion. A possible explanation might be that the transition
from unmarried to married brought more complicated fam-
ily relationships, and people with low positions in family
might undergo negative effects from the other members of
the family. If appropriate coping skills and social support
are absent, these young married people might become vul-
nerable and be at high risk of suicide.

Results of subgroup analysis also indicated that the
impact of low position on suicide risk was stronger among
people with low education levels. This might be explained
by their low income level, tough life, lack of social support,
and limited coping skills. The government and social organi-
zations should pay more attention to this disadvantaged
population and provide them with psychological counselling
and support.

Furthermore, we identified the potential mechanism
underlying the association between position in family and
suicide risk, which was neglected in the existing literature.
Our results indicate that mental disorders, low social sup-
port, and low coping skills might be the potential mediating
factors that link low position in family to suicide. In the
power structure of this family, when family conflicts happen,
both female and male young adults with low family positions
easily plunge into complex and confusing personal
dilemmas. This could cause strong mental stress and even
mental disorders. If they have a low level of social support
and inadequate coping skills, they might conduct extreme
behaviors. For suicide intervention, our findings suggest that
family education on how to maintain family harmony, to
deal with family conflicts, and to improve coping skills
might be useful. For families with severe family conflicts,
local community officers should pay more attention and
provide help in mediating and counselling.

The findings in this study have significant implications
for future suicide prevention/intervention and future
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TABLE 6: Decomposition using the KHB method.
Female Male
OR OR
Reduced 13.728"* (11.800) 34.052%* (23.181)

Full 0.563 (0.467)
24.360*** (14.114)

Diff

4.118" (2.809)
8.268*** (3.894)

*p<0.1; **p <0.05 ***p <0.01. OR means odds ratio; robust standard error in parentheses.

TaBLE 7: Disentangle contributions of mediators.

Female
Contribution to indirect
effect (%)

Contribution to total
effect (%)

Male
Contribution to indirect
effect (%)

Contribution to total
effect (%)

Mental disorders (yes

=1) 29.94 36.50

Social support: low 17.28 21.07
ial rt:

z;i:ralsuppo ‘ 7.83 9.54

Coping strain: low 52.79 64.35

Coping strain: general -7.85 -9.57

32.62 19.53
16.30 9.76
4.45 2.67
45.34 27.15
1.29 0.77

research. First, for families with severe conflicts among fam-
ily members, the community neighborhood committee
should pay more attention and provide prompt help and
psychological counselling. This could help dilute family con-
flicts and avoid extreme risky behaviors. Second, interven-
tions for family members with low family positions should
be considered. For example, we find that young married peo-
ple with low family positions are at higher risk of suicide
behavior, which indicates that education programs and
counselling on marriage and family are quite important.
The government and social organizations could provide
training classes for young married couples on how to get
along with their spouse’s family members, how to adapt to
the new family, how to deal with family conflicts, etc. In
addition, families with lower economic status tend to have
more life difficulties which might lead to family tensions,
and people with lower income levels usually have limited
education attainment and coping skills to deal with family
conflicts. Therefore, more welfare, social security, and social
support should be provided to these disadvantaged people.
Third, for precise and tailored suicide prevention, identify-
ing factors associated with low family position is important,
as this might give further clues to the mediators. There are
many factors that might be related to one’s family position.
For example, some family members might be the main
source of income for the family and thus earn a high posi-
tion in family [47]; some family members might have high
moral capital and reputation in the family which could help
to maintain and improve family harmony and thus might
have a high position in family [48]; in some families with
son preference, women might have a low family position if
they gave birth to daughters and had no son [49, 50]. The
reasons for the low family position might be complex which
warrants further investigations.

There were several limitations in this study. First, the
nature of the case-control design could result in recall bias
due to the retrospective assessments by the participants.
Besides, the participants might be emotional and hard to
be interviewed due to bereavement shortly after the suicide
death. Therefore, we conducted the interview 2-6 months
after the suicide death, when the impacts of bereavement
and recall bias were relatively small. The problem of recall
bias is also a major challenge for other psychological autopsy
studies of suicide [51]. Second, we explored three potential
mediators underlying the association between position in
family and suicide risk. Despite the evidence, the coeflicients
should not necessarily be interpreted as causal effects
because mediating factors and an individual’s position in
family are correlated. Thus, a causal inference is necessary
for further study, and more work needs to be done with
respect to the gender difference in mediating mechanisms.
Third, the data used in this study was collected nearly ten
years ago. China was one of the few countries where suicide
rates were higher among females than among males, and
suicide rates have declined with an increased male-to-
female ratio in the past decades [3]. However, the gender
ratio of 1.56 is still smaller than that in Western countries
where the ratio is nearly 3 to 4, which means female suicide
rates are yet relatively high in China [2]. Therefore, the find-
ings in this study are still meaningful for suicide prevention
among Chinese females. Future studies using more recent
data to further examine the association between family posi-
tion and suicide are needed.

To the best of our knowledge, this is the first study
exploring the association between personal position in fam-
ily and suicide risk among the Chinese population. The
results demonstrate a significant impact of personal position
in family on suicide risk among Chinese rural young adults.
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People with lower positions in family suffer a higher suicide
risk. We also provide evidence that the possible mechanisms
underlying the effect of personal position in family on sui-
cide risk include mental status, social support, and coping
strain. The findings have important implications for suicide
prevention in China and other developing countries; tailored
intervention within the family should be considered, and
more attention and help for family members with low family
positions from the community and society are warranted.
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