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Abstract 

This study aims to investigate the prevalence of suicidal ideation and its determinants among adolescents in Vietnam. This 
is a cross-sectional school-based self-report survey conducted on the attending high school students. The anonymous 
questionnaire included questions about suicidal ideation from the Youth Risk Health Survey, emotional intelligence (EI), 
mental health problems, parenting styles, school connectedness, cyber bullying, conflicts with teachers and peers and social 
isolation. Findings from 1,593 students showed a high prevalence of lifetime suicidal thought and plan (31.58% and 12.6%) 
as well as 12-month suicidal thoughts (24.55%). Protective factors to lifetime suicidal thoughts included high EI and having a 
caring mother. Risk factors were being female, living in urban areas, having depression or anxiety, and conflict with 
teachers. This study provided evidence for future studies in intervention programmes to prevent suicidal thoughts in 
Vietnamese adolescents. 
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1. Introduction 

Suicide is an act of violence against the self that leads to death (McKinnon, Gariépy, Sentenac, & 
Elgar, 2016). It has become the second most common cause of death among young people aged 15–
29 years worldwide (World Health Organisation, 2018) and is the leading cause of death among 
adolescents in some countries, such as Korea and Australia (Australian Institute of Health and 
Welfare (AIHW), 2018; Statistics Korea, 2013). Suicide among young people not only ends a life but is 
a profoundly traumatic experience for the family and friends who survive and can then experience 
lifetime grief (Cerel, Jordan, & Duberstein, 2008). McKinnon et al. (2016) and Patton et al. (2009) 
describe suicide as a severe global public health problem that demands urgent action. 

According to the World Health Organisation (WHO, 2012), suicide is a complicated process starting 
with thinking about it, following up with plans, attempting suicide and committing suicide. Suicidal 
ideation comprises thoughts and plans of intentional self-harm to end life (Posner, Oquendo, Gould, 
Stanley, & Davies, 2007; Singh, 2012). Suicidal thought is the thought of killing oneself or the feelings 
of wanting to end their own life without thinking of any plan (Ergün, Uzunboylu & Altınay, 2018). On 
the contrary, the suicidal plan is a more severe circumstance where a precise method, time and steps 
to kill themselves have formed (WHO, 2014). Suicidal ideation is prevalent in adolescence (Naghavi, 
2019), a transformative life stage from childhood to adulthood with rapid changes in biological, 
emotional, social, moral, psychological and sexual development (Backes & Bonnie, 2019). A pooled 
analysis from 118 surveys in 90 countries about suicidal behaviours among adolescents has proved 
this fact (Campisi et al., 2020). The prevalence of suicidal ideation was different across countries. For 
example, a population-based cohort study in Norway among 2,399 secondary school students aged 
17–19 years revealed that the prevalence of lifetime suicidal thoughts had increased from 15.5% to 
18.5% in a 4-year follow-up (Strandheim et al., 2014). In the US, the population-based study among 
1,170 adolescents (13–17 years of age) reported that the prevalence was 7.5% (Joe, Baser, 
Neighbors, Caldwell, & Jackson, 2009). The 12-month prevalence of suicidal ideation (19.1%) was 
higher in a nationwide study using a web-based survey in South Korea among 72,623 adolescents 
aged 12–18 years (Kang et al., 2015). 

In low- and middle-income countries (LMICs), where 73% of the global suicides occur, suicidal 
thoughts are common with prevalence similar to or higher than in high-income countries (McKinnon 
et al., 2016). In reviewing the available evidence from LMICs, lifetime suicidal ideation among 
adolescents ranged from 12.5% to 33% (Fisher et al., 2011). In a subsequent review of data 
contributed by 13–15-year-old adolescents in 49 LMICs, 15.3% had suicidal thoughts in the prior 12 
months (McKinnon et al., 2016). Evidence has proved that there is a continuum of these thoughts 
from fleeting to persistent among adolescents. Although not all suicidal ideation is associated with an 
intention to end life but rather with finding life unmanageable, identifying the determinants of these 
experiences is essential to create and develop prevention strategies (McKinnon et al., 2016; Scott, 
Pilkonis, Hipwell, Keenan, & Stepp, 2015; Stone et al., 2020).  

Suicidal ideation is a multidimensional problem with various risk and protective factors at individual, 
family, school and community levels. At the individual level, being female, experiencing loneliness, 
depression, high stress and hopelessness are commonly reported as potential factors that trigger 
suicidal ideation (Im, Oh, & Suk, 2017; Kang et al., 2015; Miranda-Mendizabal et al., 2019). A recently 
identified factor is emotional intelligence (EI), a constellation of emotional perceptions, including an 
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individual’s knowledge, beliefs and attitudes about emotions and the ability to regulate emotion to 
understand self and others (Petrides & Furham, 2011). In a laboratory-based study, Cha and Nock 
(2009) found among 54 US female adolescents (age ranged from 12 to 19 years) that EI was a 
protective factor against suicidal ideation and attempts. This result was duplicated among secondary 
school students in a recent cross-sectional study in Kenya (Okello & Aomo, 2018) and depressed 
adolescents in Iran (Abdollahi, Khanbani, Ghahfarokhi, & Carlbring, 2016). However, the correlation 
between EI and suicidal ideation among adolescents in many cultures is unknown, including in 
Southeast Asia. 

Family-related factors may increase the risk; for example, not living with one or both parents, history 
of suicide in the family, conflict with family, being rejected by or separated from parents (Im et al., 
2017; Kirkcaldy, Siefen, Urkin, & Merrick, 2006; Liu, Tein, Zhao, & Sandler, 2005). A large-scale study 
was conducted among 44,610 students in Germany to investigate the determinants of suicidal 
ideation. Results were that the warmth of mother and father during childhood protected adolescents 
from suicidal attempts, while authoritative (OR = 0.79, p < 0.001) and rejecting/neglecting parents 
(OR = 1.63, p < 0.001) were predictors to a higher risk of suicidal attempts (Donath, Graessel, Baier, 
Bleich, & Hillemacher, 2014). A study in Hong Kong revealed that suicidal ideation is associated with 
perceived authoritarian parenting (Lai & McBride-Chang, 2001). Korean students with authoritarian 
parents also had a more permissive attitude to suicide (Choi et al., 2020). Friendship 
misunderstandings, broken romantic relationships, disappointment in academic achievements or 
conflict with teachers are potential risk factors within the school environment (Kang et al., 2015; 
Kirkcaldy et al., 2006; Liu et al., 2005; Tørmoen, 2016). Cyberbullying is defined as bullying using 
digital technology, such as mobile phones, the Internet or email. John et al.’s (2018) systematic 
review about self-harm, suicidal behaviours and cyberbullying in youth using meta-analysis on 16 
studies with 103,774 participants found that cyber-victimisation was associated with more than 
double the risk of suicidal ideation (OR = 2.57; 95% CI = 1.69–3.90). However, there is a lack of 
empirical evidence about the relationship between suicidal ideation and factors at the individual, 
familial and school levels, such as EI, parenting styles, school connectedness or cyberbullying among 
adolescents in Vietnam. 

One of the great global concerns is developing suicide prevention programmes. Significant 
effectiveness from these programmes has been revealed in some developed countries, such as 
Australia, New Zealand, Finland, Norway and Sweden (Bailey, Spittal, Pirkis, Gould, & Robinson, 2017; 
Lewitzka, Sauer, & Bauer, 2019). However, scientific evidence regarding prevalence and 
determinants of suicide ideation is still limited in Southeast Asia, including Vietnam. If these concerns 
are answered, included factors in intervention programmes can be suggested to eliminate suicidal 
thoughts, plans and attempts. Therefore, this study aims to (1) identify the prevalence of suicidal 
ideation among adolescents in Central Vietnam and (2) examine the determinants of lifetime suicidal 
thoughts among adolescents in Central Vietnam. 

2. Methods 

Vietnam is a Southeast Asia country categorised by the World Bank as an LMIC (World Bank & 
Ministry of Planning and Investment of Vietnam, 2016). The study was a cross-sectional school-based 
self-report design conducted on the attending high school students in the Centre of Vietnam where 
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the Nguyen feudal dynasty established the country’s capital in the 19th and 20th century (CIA World 
Factbook, 2018). 

2.1. Participants and recruitment 

Participants were selected randomly from 9 among 40 public high schools in Thua-Thien-Hue’s 
rural, urban and coastal areas. Four to five classes were then chosen randomly in each school based 
on the number of students in each class. Age, sex and residence location in correlation with suicidal 
ideation were also considered. The number of students in each class ranged from 30 to 45. All 
students in the selected classes were invited to participate. 

2.2. Measures 

An anonymous, self-completed questionnaire was designed to gather information about age, sex, 
region (rural or urban areas), religion (Buddhism or others or no religion), parental marital status, 
parental highest education, parental occupation, current living with parents or not, having a sibling 
or not in the family, breaking up with girl/boyfriend in a 12-month period (Yes or No or Have not had 
one) and satisfaction with academic achievement or not. The below-mentioned scale was included in 
the questionnaire. 

Two single-item questions from the Youth Risk Survey assessed suicidal ideation: ‘During your life, 
have you ever seriously thought about killing yourself?’ and ‘During your life, have you ever made a 
plan about how you would attempt to kill yourself?’. Response options for these questions were 
dichotomous, yes or no. It should be noted that the use of a single-item measure is common in 
suicidal research due to its consistency in estimating prevalence (Gandhi et al., 2016; Muehlenkamp, 
Claes, Havertape, & Plener, 2012). The third question was about the last 12-month frequency of 
participants’ thoughts about killing themselves. This question followed the 5-point Likert scale 
ranging from none, rarely (1 time), sometimes (2 times), often (3–4 times) and very often (5 or more 
times). These questions have been used among adolescents in Vietnam (Le, Holton, Nguyen, Wolfe, 
& Fisher, 2016a, 2016b). 

2.2.1. Symptoms of common mental health problems 

The Depression-Anxiety-Stress Scale-21 (DASS-21) is a 21-item self-report measure of 3 particular 
emotional problems, including depression, anxiety and stress. Each subscale contains seven items 
and is designed using a 4-point scale, asking the frequency of relevant symptoms over the past week 
(Lovibond & Lovibond, 1995). The scores of depression, anxiety and stress symptoms were calculated 
by summing all relevant items. The higher the score, the higher the depression, anxiety or stress 
(Lovibond & Lovibond, 1995). The scale was validated among adolescents in Vietnam in Le, Tran, 
Holton, Nguyen, and Wolfe’s (2017) study with an acceptable Cronbach’s alpha of 0.84 for the 
depression subscale, 0.74 for anxiety and 0.76 for stress subscales. 

2.2.2. Loneliness 

The 8-item UCLA Loneliness Scale (UCLA LS) was revised from the 20-item UCLA LS (Russel, 1980) 
by Hays and DiMatteo (1987). The scale has shown good internal consistency and convergent validity 
for use among adolescents and youth in various settings (Cole, Bond, Qualter, & Maes, 2021; Eccles, 
Qualter, Madsen, & Holstein, 2020; Kwiatkowska, Rogoza, & Kwiatkowska, 2017; Roekel et al., 2018). 
After reverse-coding two items, the loneliness score was gained by summing all eight items. Students 
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who self-reported a higher score were more likely to be lonely (Hawkley, Browne, & Cacioppo, 2005; 
Russel, 1996). 

2.2.3. Emotional intelligence 

The Trait Emotional Intelligence – Adolescent Short Form (TEIQue-ASF) (Petrides & Furham, 2006) 
was used for students to self-report their EI students chose the most appropriate answer from 1 
‘strongly disagree’ to 7 ‘strongly agree’ for each of the 30 statements in 4 domains, including well-
being (the positive feeling about life), self-control (the ability to manage stress and control impulsive 
behaviours), emotionality (the ability in applying the understanding of their own and others’ 
emotions to build smooth relationships with family members and friends) and sociability (the 
confidence in social communication including listening skills). The EI score was the average sum of all 
30 items with some reverse-coded items. Students who had a higher score were better in EI (Petrides, 
2009). The TEIQue-ASF has shown a good internal consistency among adolescents in many countries, 
with Cronbach’s alpha ranging from 0.81 to 0.87 (Petrides, 2006; Siegling, Vesely, Saklofske, 
Frederickson, & Petrides, 2015; Stamatopoulou, Galanis, Tzavella, Petrides, & Prezerakos, 2017). 

2.2.4. Experience of parents’ caregiving styles 

The Parenting Bonding Instrument (PBI) was used to assess young people’s experiences in their 
first 16 years of the life regarding their parent’s attitudes and behaviours towards them. The scale 
includes 2 parts with the same 16 questions about the mother and the father and is completed by 
the child (Parker, Tupling, & Brown, 1979). Responses to each question comprise four options, 
ranging from ‘very unlikely’, ‘unlikely’, ‘likely’ and ‘very likely’. It yields scores on three different 
dimensions of parental caregiving: warmth, overprotectiveness and authoritarianism. Higher scores 
indicate a higher experience of each dimension (Kendler, 1996). The PBI has been validated among 
Vietnamese adolescents and has acceptable internal consistency with Cronbach’s alpha from 0.70 to 
0.80 (Nguyen, Fisher, Tran, Holton, & Le, n.d.). 

2.2.5. School connectedness 

School connectedness is the feeling of belonging students have about their school. It was assessed 
using Resnick et al.’s (1997) 5-item School Connectedness Scale. Participants choose one option from a 
5-point Likert scale ranging from 0 (strongly disagree) to 4 (strongly agree). The school connectedness 
total score was the sum of all items. A higher score indicated a more incredible feeling of connection 
that students have about their school. This scale had a good internal consistency among adolescents, 
with Cronbach’s alpha reported to be 0.79 (McNeely, Nonnemaker, & Blum, 2002) and used among 
Vietnamese adolescents by Pham (2015). 

2.2.6. Conflicts at school  

Three questions were used to assess conflicts with teachers and school staff in the past 12 months. 
There are three response options, including ‘never’, ‘sometimes’ and ‘often’. Four other questions 
were used to assess conflicts with peers in the past 12 months. Participants chose one option from 
three options: ‘never’, ‘sometimes’ and ‘often’. The higher sum of four questions indicates the higher 
conflict with peers that students experienced. These scales have been used on Chinese and 
Vietnamese high school students (Pham, 2015; Sun, Dunne, Hou, & Xu, 2012). 
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2.2.7. Social isolation 

Social isolation was assessed using one single question: ‘Do you have one or more close friends 
you can talk to about your problems?’ The answer has four options ‘none’, ‘only one’, ‘a few’ and 
‘many’. This question has been used among adolescents in Pham’s (2015) study. 

2.2.8. Cyberbullying 

This study used the Cyberbullying Victimisation Scale developed by Patchin and Hinduja (2010) 
(Cronbach’s alpha among American students was 0.74) and some new items applied among 
Vietnamese adolescents from Pham’s (2015) study. All questions target whether students 
experienced any of the six forms of cyberbullying in a month. Options included ‘never’, ‘once or 
twice’, ‘two or three times a month’, ‘about once a week’ and ‘several times a week’. The 
cyberbullying score was calculated by summing all items. Higher scores indicate more experiences of 
cyberbullying. 

2.3. Data analyses 

Data analysis used Stata Version 14.0 (StataCorp, 2015). Descriptive statistics were used to identify 
the prevalence of lifetime suicidal thought, lifetime suicidal plan and the frequency of suicidal 
thoughts in the last 12 months. The multiple logistic regression model was used to identify predictors 
of having any lifetime suicidal thoughts among Vietnamese adolescents. Independent variables 
included factors at an individual level, family level, school level and community level. Intra-school 
correlations (cluster effects) were controlled using the clustered sandwich estimation (Nichols & 
Schaffer, 2007). 

2.4. Ethics approval 

Approvals for the study were obtained from the Human Research Ethics Committee of Monash 
University (Project No.: 2016-0610) and the Institutional Review Board of the Hue University of 
Medicine and Pharmacy (Project No.: 01-102016/DHYDH). All students and their parents or guardians 
received written information about the study. It was made clear to them that participation was 
voluntary. It was also made clear that the questionnaires were to be completed anonymously and 
that students were asked not to write their names on them. Psychological counselling services were 
available to provide support to any students experiencing distress after completing the 
questionnaire. 

3. Results 

Among 1,616 students recruited, 1,593 provided complete data and were included in the analyses 
(response rate = 98.3%). The mean age of participants was 15.94 years (SD = 0.90). More than half of 
the respondents were female (55%) and living in rural areas (55.4%). Overall, 87.7% of the students 
were living with both birth parents. Most students were Kinh people (99.3%) and more than half 
adhered to Buddhist beliefs (45.8%). Approximately a quarter of the mothers (27%) and fathers 
(24%) had never gone to school. About 82% of the mothers and 73% of the fathers were working as 
manual labourers. Only 15% of the students had no siblings or cousins. 
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3.1. Prevalence of suicidal ideation among Vietnamese adolescents 

The prevalence of lifetime suicidal thoughts and plans and the frequency of 12-month suicidal 
thoughts are described in Table 1. 

Table 1. Prevalence of suicidal ideation (n = 1,593) 

 N/n % 

Lifetime suicidal thought 504/1,593a 31.64 

Lifetime suicidal plan 201/504 b  

201/1,593 

39.88 

12.62 

12-month suicidal thoughts 391/504 b 

391/1,593 

77.60 

24.54 

a Total participants. 

b Total participants who experienced lifetime suicidal thought at least once. 

N: Number of cases; n: Total participants (n = 1,593). 

 

3.2. Determinants of lifetime suicidal thoughts 

The multiple logistic regression model investigated the risk and protective factors for lifetime 
suicidal thought and is presented in Table 2. 

Table 2. Multiple logistic regression for lifetime suicidal thoughts reported by Vietnamese adolescents (n = 
1,593) 

Predictors OR 95% CI 

Individual level   

 Female Ref.  

 Male 0.52*** 0.41–0.66 

 Depression 1.10*** 1.07–1.14 

 Anxiety 1.04** 1.01–1.07 

 Stress 1.04 0.98–1.09 

 Loneliness 1.01 0.99–1.04 

 Global EI 0.81* 0.67–0.99 

Family level   

 Mother’s warmth 0.95** 0.90–1.00 

 Mother’s overprotection 0.99 0.97–1.02 

 Mother’s authoritarianism 0.97 0.90–1.05 

 Father’s warmth 0.99 0.97–1.02 
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Predictors OR 95% CI 

 Father’s overprotection 1.01 0.98–1.05 

 Father’s authoritarianism 1.03 0.98–1.09 

School level   

 Conflicts with teachers/school staff 1.09* 1.01–1.18 

Community level   

 Urban Ref.  

 Rural 1.23* 1.01–1.51 

* p < 0.05. 

** p < 0.01. 

*** p < 0.001. 

After controlling for age, ethics, religion, region, parental status, parental education, parental 
occupation, woman/man most care in the first 16 years, currently living with both birth parents or 
not, having a sibling or not in the family, conflicts with teachers/staff, conflicts with friends, breaking 
up a romantic relationship, social isolation, academic achievement satisfaction and cyberbullying, 
only factors significantly associated with lifetime suicidal thoughts are presented. 

The proportion of lifetime suicidal thoughts was higher among females than males. There was a 
negative correlation between global EI and lifetime suicidal thoughts. Adolescents who had higher 
global EI scores were less likely to have any suicidal thoughts. Symptoms of depression and anxiety 
were associated with higher odds of suicide thoughts.  

 

Differences in the odds of lifetime suicidal thoughts were found between adolescents with parents 
with different parenting styles. Specifically, students who self-reported receiving warmth from their 
mothers during childhood were less likely to have lifetime suicidal thoughts. However, associations 
were not found with the fathers’ caregiving or overprotection and authoritarianism of either mother 
or father (Table 2).  

Students who received primary care from their birth mothers during their first 16 years of life 
were less likely to have any suicidal thoughts. There was no association with birth fathers’ primary 
care. 

Having any conflict with teachers was significantly associated with suicidal thoughts. Students 
studying in urban areas were more likely to experience lifetime suicidal thoughts than those in rural 
areas. No significant associations were found between having lifetime suicidal thoughts and any of 
the following factors: having a breakup with a girlfriend/boyfriend, conflict with peers, school 
connectedness, social isolation, academic achievement satisfaction, cyberbullying and students’ 
religion. 
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4. Discussion 

Suicidal ideation among adolescents is a growing problem worldwide. The benefits of suicide 
prevention in some developed countries have provided promising opportunity for spreading these 
programmes in LMICs. However, conducting these programmes in different cultures such as Vietnam 
is challenging due to the lack of information about prevalence and determinants of suicide that can 
be used in prevention programmes for adolescents. This robust original study identified for the first 
time the prevalence of suicidal ideation and determinants for suicidal thoughts among school-
attending adolescents in Central Vietnam. It provided evidence about the correlation of the 
individual and family, school and community factors associated with suicidal thoughts and plans 
among adolescents. The findings can suggest some promising strategies for preventing the growing 
of this public health concern in Vietnam.  

We acknowledge several limitations of this study. First, it only investigated on attending school 
students. Therefore, it cannot be generalise to all Vietnamese adolescents. Future lines of research 
should include adolescents in highlands and islands as well as those who were out of school. Second, 
information collected in this study were self-reports by students who might bias in providing their 
opinions and attitudes, such as they might self-evaluation higher their EI ability or misunderstanding 
parents’ care. Observations or structured interviews or longitude designs should be considered to 
reduce this risk of bias. Third, although the questionnaire has been culturally adapted based on 
standard guidelines in this study, some scales have not been validated among adolescents in 
Vietnam, such as the UCLA-8 and the TEIQue-ASF. Fourth, the cross-sectional design allows for an 
understanding of the correlation at a specific point in time; the causal relationships between the 
factors and suicidal thoughts are warranted to be examined in the future. 

4.1. Prevalence of suicidal thoughts and plans among adolescents in Vietnam 

Lifetime suicidal thoughts were prevalent among adolescents in Vietnam, with more than one-
third of participants reporting these behaviours. This prevalence is a much higher than reports from 
previous studies such as the US (12.1%) (Nock, Green, & Kessler, 2013), German (7.6%–10.7%) 
(Donath, Bergmann, Kliem, Hillemacher, & Baier, 2019; Voss et al., 2019) and Canada (22.2%) 
(Hester, 2020). The situation was the same for the prevalence of 12-month suicidal thoughts that was 
also higher than adolescents in Canada (8.1%) (Georgiades et al., 2019), the US (3.2%–14.5%) (Cash & 
Bridge, 2009; Joe et al., 2009; Kim, Fan, Liu, Kerner, & Wu, 2011), Brazil (14%) (Santos Silva, Santos, 
Soares, & Pardono, 2014), Nigeria (20%) (Omigbodun, Dogra, Esan, & Adedokun, 2008) and other 
Asian countries, such as China (7%–19.3%) (Liu et al., 2005; Wong, Stewart, Ho, Rao, & Lam, 2005) or 
Malaysia (7%) (Chen, Lee, Wong, & Kaur, 2005). A possible explanation might be due to differences in 
the sampling recruitment methods and suicidal questions used among studies. For example, the 2009 
US study (Joe et al., 2009) recruited adolescents from nationwide households while our research was 
based on students attending school. The questions used to ask about suicidal thoughts in other 
studies were ‘During the past 12 months, has there been a time when you thought seriously about 
killing yourself?’ (Kim et al., 2011) or ‘During the past 12 months, did you seriously consider ending 
your life?’ (Chen et al., 2005). These questions employed words and expressions which were 
different from those used in our study: ‘During the past 12 months, have you ever thought of killing 
yourself?’ The word ‘seriously’ in other studies might direct participants to recall serious suicidal 
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thoughts with a suicidal plan, while the question in our study might include fleeting suicidal thoughts 
among participants. 

Not only was the lifetime suicidal thoughts prevalence more prominent among this sample than in 
other countries, but also more widespread than those from other studies in Vietnam. For example, a 
study in the Southern area (26.3%) (Nguyen, Dedding, Pham, Wright, & Bunders, 2013) or the two 
national surveys in 2005 and 2009 (SAVY I and II) (3.4%–12.21%) (Cu & Blum, 2011; Le, Nguyen, Tran, 
& Fisher, 2012). The 12-month reports of suicidal thoughts in this study were also higher than the 
North of Vietnam (14.2%–21.4%) (Le et al., 2016a; Nguyen et al., 2019). The disparity in prevalence of 
suicidal thoughts among students in the Centre, North and South of Vietnam might be explained by 
cultural differences among the regions. Thua-Thien-Hue province is based on more than a thousand 
years of Vietnamese feudalism and Confucianism (Nguyen, 2010), which framed the cultural norm 
affecting family and individual members. The impact of feudalism and Confucianism, which was 
formed from the history of 1,000-year domination by the Chinese, remains stronger in the centre 
than other areas of Vietnam. Firstly, adolescents in central area live in traditional extended families 
that share the same house with parents, grandparents, aunts, uncles and sometimes great 
grandparents. In other regions, people tend to live in nuclear families due to economic development 
and, in general, the impact of Western cultures (Nguyen, 2011). Therefore, the risk of generational 
conflicts might increase, contributing to stress and depression among adolescents (Ozdemir, 2014). 
Secondly, family regulation, which is understood as rules and habits to maintain a stable order in the 
family (Bui, 2002), is stringent in Central Vietnam. In this area, family members must adhere to 
extended family norms: children have to listen to and obey adults; and younger members listen to 
older members. Daughters are usually under the strict control of the father who directs them to be 
gentle, meek, discreet and resigned; while sons, the ‘hope’ of the family, are under high pressure to 
fulfil expectations of being a strong, intelligent man with high social position (Phung et al., 2016). 
Children understand that their failure is their family’s failure; disappointing their family is shameful 
and unacceptable. The welfare, the pride and the continuity of the family are much more important 
than any individual’s interests and needs (Cima, 1987). Therefore, children tend to try their best in be 
successful. They avoid talking about their problems to family members (Hoang, 2001; Phung et al., 
2016). The last reason might be due to the human characteristics of this land. Thua-Thien-Hue in 
Central Vietnam is the most peaceful place in this country, where the local people are more ‘quiet, 
profound and discreet’ than those from other areas. They prefer to hide emotions and thoughts than 
sharing to others, including family. This tendency makes other people feel confused and find it hard 
to communicate with them (Hoang, 2001; Phung et al., 2016). With this trait, adolescents in this 
sample might try to solve their problems by themselves rather than sharing or asking or seeking help 
from others. In sum, these family characteristics in Central area might account for the higher 
incidence of suicidal thoughts among adolescents in this area than the other two parts of the 
country. To put it colloquially, adolescents in this area are more likely to feel trapped in a family web 
from which they cannot easily extricate themselves. Suicide, in turn, can seem like a way out. 

4.2. Determinants of lifetime suicidal thoughts 

Gender differences were found in lifetime suicidal thoughts in this data set. Females were more 
likely to think of killing themselves than their male counterparts (Begum et al., 2017; Le & Blum, 
2011; Le et al., 2016a; Liu et al., 2005; Shahnaz, Bagley, Simkhada, & Kadri, 2017; Tørmoen, 2016). 
The same correlation was found in Shek and Yu’s (2012) study in Hong Kong, which has a culture 
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similar to Vietnam. Findings from a pooled analysis from 82 countries also shared the same 
conclusion as ours (Biswas et al., 2020). 

As expected, findings from this study indicate that depression and anxiety emerge as a predictor of 
lifetime suicidal thoughts. The results were in line with studies conducted among school-attending 
adolescents and university students in Spain, the US, Canada or Chile (Aradilla-Herrero, Tomás-
Sábado, & Gómez-Benito, 2013; Cash & Bridge, 2009; Núnez, Monjes, Campos, & Wigman, 2021; Orri 
et al., 2020). Some reports among adolescents and youth from LMICs shared the same conclusions 
(Pervin & Ferdowshi, 2016). However, unlike other studies (Arun & Chavan, 2009; Arun, Garg, & 
Chavan, 2017; Biswas et al., 2020; Pervin & Ferdowshi, 2016; Qualter, Brown, Munn, & Rotenberg, 
2010), stress and loneliness in our study were not associated significantly with suicidal thoughts. The 
possible explanation might derive from the unique characteristic of preference among Thua-Thien-
Hue youth for hiding emotions and solving problems independently. The differences in measurement 
used for assessing mental health problems might be another reason (DASS-21 in our study and the 
Mooney Problem Checklist – High School Form in India's studies). 

Notably, our analysis showed that global EI played a protective role against lifetime suicidal 
thoughts among adolescents. This correlation was consistent with conclusion from a systematic 
review in 2018 that included 25 papers. The review also suggested that enhancing EI should include 
suicide prevention programmes (Dominguez-Garcia & Fernandez-Berrocal, 2018). More recent 
studies also confirmed this association. For example, Quintana-Orts, Mérida-López, Rey, Neto, and 
Extremera (2020) reported on 4,620 Spanish adolescents whose EI predicted lower suicidal ideation 
on both cross-sectional and prospective designs. A robust result from a 38-year longitude study also 
shared the same significant inverse role of EI on suicidal ideation (Bittár, Falkstedt, & Wallin, 2019). 
Specially, an examination of EI therapy’s effectiveness on suicidal risk among adolescents also 
revealed that EI significantly reduced suicidal ideation among this age group (Bonet, Palma, & Santos, 
2020). 

Regarding EI’s components, the self-reported healthy well-being and good ability in EI predicted 
less suicidal thoughts among adolescents in the US, Spain, Kenya (Cha & Nock, 2009; Mamani-Benito, 
Brousett-Minaya, Ccori-Zuniga, & Villasante-Idme, 2018; Okello & Aomo, 2018) and among adults in 
Hong Kong (Kwok, 2014). Our finding fits the local culture of Central Vietnam, in which the individual 
tends to manage and solve problems by themselves. Hence, if an individual had a good capacity of 
understanding their own and others’ emotions, using this knowledge to control their emotions and 
be in harmony with others, the risk of suicidal thoughts might be reduced. 

In terms of family level, the maternal but not parental warmth was a significant protective factor 
to suicidal thoughts among Vietnamese adolescents. A probable explanation is the traditional 
division of labour in a Vietnamese family. The mother’s primary role is doing housework and taking 
care of children, while that of a father is going out or even away from home to earn money. During 
childhood, the mother is busy almost full-time to feed, care, play with, solve problems and listen to 
their children. Children, therefore, even find it hard to communicate with parents, but are more likely 
to feel closer to their mother. They usually share thoughts, express emotions and communicate 
feelings with their mother if they want to. The sensation of warmth and care, which is expressed to 
the child actively by the mother, is essential to support children when they tackle difficulties during 
puberty and thus safeguards against suicidal thoughts. On the contrary, overprotection and 
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authoritarianism, which discourage of autonomy and independence in children, usually create 
distance, rebelliousness and fear towards their parents (Phung et al., 2016). Being unable to 
communicate with overprotective or authoritarian parents and sometimes receiving pressure from 
adults might lead adolescents to develop suicidal thoughts. Hence, choosing the right parenting style 
is essential in helping adolescents avoid thinking of killing themselves. 

School is a place where adolescents spend most of their time. This study revealed a positive 
correlation between conflicts with teachers or staff and lifetime suicidal thoughts. In Vietnam, under 
the influence of Confucianism, the teacher–student relationship is similar to a ‘father–son’ 
relationship. Students show high respect to the teacher and accept the demands and requests from 
the teacher unconditionally. Because of this educational moral code, students might choose to keep 
silent rather than speak against the teacher when they are scolded, threatened, humiliated or 
physically punished by teachers; that silence might increase the risk of having lifetime suicidal 
thoughts. This study found that other school environment-related factors had no association with 
lifetime suicidal thoughts. These factors include the breakup of romantic relationships, conflicts with 
friends, belonging to the school (school connectedness), social isolation and academic achievement 
satisfaction. 

At the community level, students in urban schools thought of suicide more than those in rural 
schools. The pressure from higher expectations from teachers and parents in education in urban 
areas might explain this finding. 

5. Conclusion and recommendations 

Suicidal thoughts and plans are becoming a serious public health issue among Vietnamese 
adolescents. It is evident from this study that the prevalence of suicidal ideation among adolescents 
in Vietnam is relatively high. Being female, having symptoms of depression or anxiety, living in urban 
areas and experiencing conflict with teachers contributed to the risk of experiencing lifetime suicidal 
thoughts among teenagers. The warmth of a mother during the first 16 years of a child’s life, as well 
as the strength of EI, vigorously protected adolescents against the lifetime thoughts of suicidal 
ideation. Friends, school connectedness, social isolation, academic performance and cyberbullying 
were not associated with suicide ideation.  

The prevalence of suicidal thoughts is still increasing among adolescents (Biswas et al., 2020; 
Santos Silva et al., 2014). Many risk factors for suicidal thoughts have been identified, and efforts to 
prevent suicide by isolating and reducing risk factors have been conducted for a long time (Biswas et 
al., 2020; Cha & Nock, 2009). Our study identifies potential protective and risk factors to lifetime 
suicidal thoughts, especially recognising the protective role of EI and the mother’s warmth and care 
during childhood. Intervention programmes that focus on parenting education, especially for 
mothers, promise to differentiate between life and death for our young generations.  

Furthermore, as EI is potentially modifiable (Nelis, Quoidbach, Mikolajczak, & Michel, 2009; 
Ruttledge & Petrides, 2012) and has a robust promising protective role via experimental study (Bonet 
et al., 2020), and can prevent adolescents from experiencing depression and anxiety (Núnez et al., 
2021; Orri et al., 2020), it is worthwhile for educators and government to consider the significant 
impact of EI and create positive emotional capacities for adolescents through prevention 
programmes. 
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