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Abstract

his research is focused on investigating the relationship and the impact perceived

social support has on suicide ideation among postgraduate students in University

of Lagos. Other predisposing factors were also considered such as Gender, age,
demographic characteristics in order to examine how each factor influences suicidal
ideation independently. 376 respondents were selected using convenience sampling and an
online questionnaire based on the Multidimensional scale of perceived social support and
the Suicidal ideation scale was administered to measure perceived social support and
suicidal ideation respectively. Data gathered was analyzed using t-test for independent
samples to evaluate the influence of social support on suicidal ideation and it showed that
graduate students who reported low perceived social support scored significantly higher on
suicidal ideation than post graduate students who reported high perceived social support
thus confirming that perceived social support has an influence on suicidal ideation.
Furthermore, on SPSS, multiple regression analysis was used to evaluate the influence of
other predisposing factors such as age, marital status, employment Status and religion and
the results proved that they jointly predicted suicidal ideation among graduate students in
University of Lagos, thus implying that demographic variables jointly accounted for 57.8%
variance in suicidal ideation among post graduate students. This study provides insights on
the need for rehabilitation and intervention strategies in schools, churches, and workplace
in order to provide proper support system while enlightening the public on empathy and

being mentally aware thereby reducing suicidal ideation occurrences.
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Introduction
Suicidal ideation is a serious psychological,
social, and cultural, public health problem
and currently creates a lot of psychological
concern to people of diverse backgrounds
across the globe (Wongpakaran, et al.,
2021; Cole et al., 2013). Suicide ideation
constitutes one aspect of suicidal behaviour
and refers to the human thoughts that life is
meaningless of living, as well as plans and
thereby engages in wishes and thoughts to
2007).

These thoughts of committing suicide are

commit suicide (Pienaar et al.,

often fleeting and characteristic of times
during which a person experiences distress,
and with increased periods of distress,
suicide ideation can increase in frequency
and expand to become more elaborative,
including not only thoughts of wanting to
die or to kill oneself but also thoughts of
what it would be like to kill oneself and how
one would commit suicide (Klonsky et al.,
2016).

that

Bridge et al., (2006) suggested

suicidal ideation is often triggered as a

78

product of loneliness, death of important
person, unemployment, emotional trauma,
serious physical illness. Suicidal ideation
increases risk of suicidal attempts, even
though these initial attempts may not result
in death, it often has a risk potential for
severe injury and increased risk of further
attempts that may eventually lead to
completed suicide. Similarly, Joiner,
(2005);Rizk et al., (2018) opined that
suicidal ideation were thoughts and ideas
about committing suicide or a desire to

terminate one's life without the suicidal act.

In a country like Nigeria, there is truly little
research evidence to understand the
prevalence of this malaise due to cultural or
traditional beliefs because it may be seen as
a taboo to discuss such information
(Oladele & Oladele, 2016). Available
literature in Nigeria suicide research and
prevention initiative services indicate that
between 0.37% to 12% of adult populations
and adolescent populations, respectively
have attempted suicide. Omigbodun et al.,
(2008) asserted that throughout an
individual's lifetime, about 3.0 per cent of
Nigerian adolescents have the opinion of
1%

killing themselves, use different
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strategies to kill themselves and just under
1% eventually end up trying to Kkill
themselves. Furthermore, the number of
people who have given some account of
having attempted suicide on one or more
times has increased over time (Adewuya &
Oladipo, 2020).

The prevalence of suicidal ideation is
significantly higher among young adults
(Stone et al., 2017). Similarly, Arriaetal.,,
(2009) surveyed over 1,000 college
students in United States of America (USA)
and they found 12% of'the students sampled
thought about killing themselves at least
once, and 1% made specific plans or suicide
attempt. These researchers also reported 6%
of first year university students in the
sample experienced suicidal ideation.
Additionally, in a national survey of college
students from 70 United States colleges and
universities, 6% of undergraduates and 4%
of graduate students reported experiencing
suicidal ideation in the prior 12 months
(Brownson et al., 2009).

ideation is of significant concern for the

Since suicidal
young adult population. However,
increased understanding of the early

determinants of suicidal ideation will
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inform the development of effective
preventive programs, and therefore has the
potential to reduce the public health burden
associated with suicidal ideation among
graduate students(Fitzpatrick et al., 2008).
To this end it is imperative to examine the
influence of variables that have been
implicated to predict suicidal ideation

among graduate students.

Perceived Social support refers to a person's
subjective judgment that help providers
may offer or have offered in terms of
effective help during times of need. Social
support is said to exist when one has
information that he/she is loved and cared
for by others, has esteem, and belongs to a
network of communication (Cobb, 1976).
Past research has examined differential
relationships between social support from
friends and family, and suicide. Some
studies indicated that social support from
both family and friends was negatively
related to suicide (Christensen et al., 2014).
More contemporary studies investigating
this relationship between suicide and social
support further supports Durkheim's theory
and implications (Arria et al.,, 2009;
Kleiman & Liu, 2013; Moody &Smith,
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2013). Hirsch and Barton (2011) found that
different forms of support were negatively
correlated to suicidal behaviors and that
tangible support (e.g., buying lunch,
providing a phone number) negatively
predicted suicidal thoughts and behaviors in
a sample of 439 college students. Lincoln,
etal.,(2013) found that support from family
lowered the odds of suicidal ideation and
attempts in a sample of 6,082 African
American and Caribbean Black participants
. In a sample of 169 college students, an
increased level of social support was
negatively related with suicidal behaviors
(Kleiman et al., 2012).The question is, will
perceived social support predict suicidal
ideation among graduate students? It is
hypothesized that perceived social support
will significantly predict suicide ideation

among graduate students.

These studies posit that having a bond and
being integrated with others serves as a
buffer against suicide, however, if one does
not have a bond and depends solely on
oneself, thoughts that there is no reason to
live may develop. In addition, the
relationship with family members is a quite

important experience for an individual's

80

development in later social interaction and
people skills. Some evidence suggests that
cumulative adverse events or experiences,
within the early family context, increase the
risk of later suicidal behaviour for youth
(Fergusson et al., 2003). There is a
consensus that social support serves as a
buffer for suicidal outcomes (Handley etal.,
2012; Hirsch &Barton, 2011; Kleiman &
Liu,2013; Kleiman, etal, 2012).

Further, Cobb (1976) defined perceived
social support as information leading an
individual to believe that he/she belongs to
one or more of three classes. These three
classes include information that leads an
individual to believe he/she is loved and
cared for by others, has esteem, and belongs
to a network of communication.
Information that compels an individual to
believe that one is loved and cared for by
others develops through mutual trust and
cultivates emotional support. In summary,
this study is premised on the view that *“ an
individual will not die by suicide unless s/he
has both the desire to die by suicide and the
ability to do so” (p.12, Joiner, 2005).
Subsequent research in this area by Joiner et

al., (2009) supported the idea that people
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don't just commit suicide, but they think
about it before they consciously commit
such act. Findings in this study will attempt

to evaluate the nature of this assertion.

With regards to gender differences on a
global scale, girls and women have higher
rates of suicidal ideation and behavior, but
lower rates of suicide mortality than boys
(Canetto, 2008).

likely to affect most youth, but some groups

Suicide incidents are

are at higher risk than others. Boys are more
likely than girls to die from suicide. It is
reported that females attempt suicide
approximately two to three times as often as
males during their lifetime (Krug et al.,
2002).
suicide, they tend to use less violent means
than males (Epstein & Spirito, 2010).

If female adolescents do commit

Grunbaum et al. (2004) analyzed data from
the 2003 Youth Risk Behavior Survey
(YRBS) and found that 12.8% of males and
21.3% of females had seriously considered
suicide in the past 12 months. Epstein and
Spirito (2010) examined gender differences
in risk factors associated with suicidal
ideation and suicide attempts. The major
risk factors examined were substance use,

aggression and victimization, and risky
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sexual behavior using data from the 2005
The
results of the study demonstrated both

Youth Risk Behavior Surveillance.

gender-specific and gender-neutral risk
factors for various risk factors of suicidality
in a nationally representative sample of
high school students in the United States .
Early onset drinking was associated with
considering suicide and planning a suicide
attempt for girls only, while it was a risk
factor for both males and females for
suicide attempts. Other drug use (sniffing
glue, injecting drugs) showed associations
with all types of suicidalities across gender.
Carrying a weapon and fighting (in school
for boys and outside of school for girls)
were consistently related to suicidal

ideation and attempts.

Another recent study looked at risk factors
and suicidal ideation and attempts in an
urban Chinese sample of adolescents using
a modified version of the YRBS
questionnaire. Juan et al., (2011) found
several gender-related differences. Females
were significantly more like to report
suicidal ideation than males among those
who felt sad or hopeless, but males were

more likely to report suicidal attempts than
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females among those who did not feel sad or
hopeless. Physical fighting was associated
with suicidal attempts, but not with suicidal
ideation for females. Ever having sexual
intercourse and lifetime marijuana use were
associated with suicidal attempts for males
(Juan et al., 2011). Past research has shown
that risk factors for suicidal behavior differ
across gender in adolescent psychiatric
populations (Gould et al., 2003). In this
study, it is hypothesized that there will be
gender differences on suicide ideation

among graduate students.

Statement of Problem

Research by Garlow et al. (2008) showed
that 11% of a sample of 729 studentsin the
USA reported having suicidal ideations and
16.8% had a lifetime suicide attempt or self-
injurious episode and the study found that
young adult population (ages 18-25) had a
high number of suicides. The study further
suggested that new stressors arise at this
point in an individuals' life. Some of these
new stressors include moving away from
home, being away from family members
and the pressures from transitioning into
college, adjusting to new social

environments, and increased academic
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demands (Arria et al., 2009; Wilcox et al.,
2010). Furthermore, individuals in young
adulthood are exposed to more risk factors
of suicide including alcohol use, drug use,
and risky behaviors (Wilcox et al. 2010).
Wilcox and colleagues further commented
that this is also the period where
psychological disorders begin to develop
and the interaction with these new stressors
might enhance the advancement of
psychological disorders. Although a few
studies have shown that Nigerian students
have one of the highest rates of suicide
ideation or  attempted suicide, these
incidents are comparable to those of other
developing countries and higher than
developed countries. (Omigbodun et
al.,2008).

investigated the antecedent of suicidal

Past studies have also

ideation in a broader sense (Klonsky et al.,
2018; Olson et al.,2021). However, to the
best of our knowledge, little studies have
examined influence of perceived social
support on suicidal ideation especially in
the Nigerian context or indeed among
graduate students in the current
circumstances . This present study seeks to
fill this gap . In addition, studies have also
indicated that a higher availability of
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perceived support was related with lower
levels of suicidal ideation (Handley et al.,
2012), Some studies have been conducted
implicating social support as a moderator of
suicidal ideation(Van Orden et al., 2008).
However, there is paucity of studies that
have investigated social support as a
predicting variable on suicidal ideation
among graduate students in a typical
Nigerian setting, this study also seeks to fill
this gap.

Method
Participants

the
University of Lagos, Nigeria. Participants

Participants were drawn from

for the study obtained through a
convenience sampling approach were 376
in total comprising Female 175 (46.5%)
and Males 201 (53.5%) graduate students in
University of Lagos with a mean age of
30.66. A Cross sectional survey design was
used to undertake the study. The basis of the
design was to examine the extent of
influence the independent variable
(Perceived social support) has on the
dependent variable (Suicidal ideation)

among graduate students at one point in
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time.

Instrument
Multidimensional Scale of Perceived
Social Support (MSPSS) (Zimet et al.,
1988). The scale was developed as a brief
self-report measure of subjectively
assessed social support, in which 12 items
were given on a S-point Likert scale,
ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5
(strongly agree). The 12-item MSPSS was
designed to measure the perceived
adequacy of support from the following
three subscales: family, friends, and
significant others. Each subscale has 4
questions. Family support was measured on
items 3, 4, 8 and 11. For example, Item 8
states: “I can talk about my problems with
family.” Support from friends is measured
on items 6, 7, 9, and 12. An example of an
item looking at peer support is, “I can count
on my friends when things go wrong” (Item
7). Finally, significant other support is
measured on items 1, 2, 5, and 10. An
example measuring significant other
support is Item 10: “There is a special
person in my life who cares about my
feelings.” Higher scores on each of the

subscales indicate higher levels of
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perceived support. A sum of the three scales
yields a global satisfaction with the

perceived support score.

The Adult Suicide Ideation Questionnaire
(ASIQ) is a 25-item self-report measure of
suicide ideation and behavior in adults
designed by Oyefeso et al., (2011).
Participants were asked to rate the
frequency of suicidal thoughts or behavior
during the past month, using a 7-point scale
for each item (1 = Never had this thought; 2
=TI had this thought before, but not in the last
month; 3 = About once a month; 4 = Couple
of times a month; 5 = About once a week; 6
= Couple of times a week; 7= Almost every
day). The ASIQ yields a total score, ranging
from 0 to 150 with higher scores indicating
greater suicide ideation. The ASIQ exhibits
good reliability and validity (Oyefeso et al.,
2011). The ASIQ has high internal

consistency reliabilities for the adult
community sample, college student sample,
and psychiatric sample with Cronbach's
alpha coefficients of .96, .96, and .97,
respectively (Oyefeso, 2011 Reynolds,
1991). The ASIQ is significantly correlated
with measures of depression (r = .60) and
hopelessness (r=.53) in a sample of college
students (Reynolds, 1991). The coefficient
alpha obtained for the ASIQ in this study is
.78, suggesting a high level of internal

consistency.

Participation in this study was voluntary
and participants were free to withdraw from
the study at any point in time without any
penalty. Informed consent was designed at
the front page of the questionnaire for each
participant and only willing persons were

allowed to participate in the study.

Results
Table 1: Summary of Descriptive Statistics of Independent and Dependent variable
Variables N Min Max X SD Variance
Mpssl 376 1.50 5.00 3.6155 .88361 781
Sisl 376 1.04 5.16 1.8006 .85229 726

X = Mean; SD = Standard deviation;N = Number of participants; Min= Minimum value.
Max= Maximum value; Mpss1=social support scale; sis1= suicidal ideation scale
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The above table shows the descriptive Test of hypotheses

statistics of the dependent and independent  Hypothesis one stated that perceived social
variable measured showing the mean for support will predict suicide ideation among
social support as 3.61 and suicidal ideation graduate students. This hypothesis was
as 1.80 with standard deviation of 0.88 and  tested using t-test for independent samples
0.85 respectively, while the variance is and theresults are presented in Table 2.
0.781 and 0.726, respectively.

Table 2

Summary of T-Test showing the influence of Perceived Social Support on Suicidal Ideation
Perceived Social Support N X SD Df t Sig
High 281 23.11  3.23
Low 95 36.58 4.66 374 4524 012

X = Mean; SD = Standard deviation; N = Number of participants

The result indicates that perceived social therefore confirmed and accepted in this
support had significant influence on study.

suicidal ideation among post graduate

students t(376) = -4.524, p < .05). The Hypothesis Two

finding from this study suggests that Hypothesis two stated that male post
graduate students who reported low graduate students will significantly report
perceived social support scored higher suicidal ideation than their female
significantly higher (XX=36.58) on counterpart. This hypothesis was tested
suicidal ideation than post graduate using t-test for independent samples and the
students who reported high perceived social  results are presented in Table 3.

support XX=23.11). The hypothesis is
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Table 3: Summary of T-Test showing gender influence on suicidal ideation

Gender N SD Df t Sig
Male 175 1806  .862
Female 200 1.735 845 374 132 .008

X = Mean; SD = Standard deviation; N = Number of participants

The results in Table 3 showed that there was
a significant gender difference in suicide
ideation between Male=N=175
(M=1.8,SD=.86) compared to Females N=
201 (M=1.7,SD=.84)t(374)=.13,, p=.008.
Although the difference between the males
and females was significant, further
analysis of the test of homogeneity
indicated that the variances were not equal.

This is basis to view results with caution.

Table 4

Hypothesis 3

This stated that age, marital status,
employment status, and religion will jointly
and independently predict suicidal ideation
among post graduate students at University
of Lagos. It was tested using multiple
regression analysis. The result is presented
in Table 4

Multiple Regression showing the influence of age, marital status, employment status

and religion on suicidal ideation

Predictor d t-value  Sig R R’ F Sig.
Age 232 3.608 <.05
Marital Status 0.073  -1.525 >.05
Employment Status 0.158 5.562 <.05 760 578 5.249 <.05
Religion -0.106  4.981 <.05
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As shown in Table 4, age, marital status,
Employment Status, and religion jointly
predicted suicidal ideation among graduate
students at University of Lagos {R=.760, R’
= 578, F = 5.249; p <.05}. This result
implies that demographic variables jointly
accounted for 57.8% variance in suicidal
ideation among post graduate students.
Further, the results showed that only age,
Employment Status, and religion had
significant independent influence on
suicidal ideation among post graduate

students at p<.05.

Discussion
This research explored the relationship
between one's perception of social support
and its influence on suicidal ideation. In
view of the construct under study, a general
assessment of the result showed that there is
a correlation between perceived social
support, gender, demographic
characteristics, and suicidal ideation, thus
supporting the hypothesis. These results
showed that elevated level of social support
resulted in lower levels of suicidal ideation.
Therefore, students that perceived that they
had a dedicated support system had less

levels of suicidal thoughts. Likewise,
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results shows that demographic
characteristics such as gender, marital
status, employment status, religion all
influenced the levels of suicidal ideation in
one way or another. It was interesting to
note that married students reported suicidal
ideation than the single students although
they are of a small population here. Other
things of interest were that religious could
have a relationship with suicide ideation
though that was not the subject of this

research.

Based on the construct being studied, the
overall framework and the results of this
study can be interpreted within the
Interpersonal-Psychological Theory of
Suicide which was developed in 2005 to
explain the phenomenon of suicide.
Although the theory is relatively new, it has
become widely studied in the suicide field
(Cole et al., 2013; Christensen et al., 2014).
The theory consists of three distinct
constructs. These constructs include
perceived burdensomeness (perceptions of
being a burden on others), thwarted
belongingness (feelings of not belonging
and disconnectedness), and the acquired

capability for self-harm (the ability to
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engage in suicidal behavior (Joiner, 2005).

Conner et al., (2007) found that higher
levels of belongingness were associated
with a lower probability of attempting
suicide in a sample of 137 patients at a
hospital. The finding of belongingness
being associated with suicidality has also
been observed in African-Americans
(Fitzpatrick etal., 2008). Together, feelings
of not belonging with perceptions of being a
burden, places an individual at an increased
risk of suicide. Together, perceived
burdensomeness and thwarted
belongingness create the desire to die. This
study confirms the previous research which
supported Joiner's theory that perceptions
of low belongingness are associated with a
desire for suicide. Thwarted belongingness
significantly predicted suicidal ideation in a
sample of 309 college students and
mediated the relationship between
academic semesters and suicidal ideation
(Van Ordenetal., 2008).

This theory is relevant to this study as its
focus is on students' perception about their
relevance to their physical and social

environment such as the family and society
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at large, however, a student may feel they
belong to a group of people but may still
perceive that they are a burden to that group
including family and friends especially if
they are unable to perform some basic
social responsibilities that is expected of
them. This negative perception of being a
liability to their family, friends or the
society may predispose them to suicidal
ideation with the perception that by taking
their own life, they will be relieving this
burden from people, thus confirming the
assumption that the perception of their
social support system has an influence on
the probability of suicidal ideation

occurring.

On Social support, according to the Buffer
Theory which is one of the earliest theories
of social support, throws more light on the
impact of social support as it protects an
individual and acts as buffer to
environmental stresses like death and loss
of loved ones. A good social support
network of family and friends is a good
coping technique to fall back on when life's
turmoil happens. Having someone to soften
the hurts and pains of life's challenges is apt

in nursing individuals back to normal
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functioning and stability. The logic behind
the buffer theory is that a strong support
group tends to buffer or protect one from the
harshest effects of stress and life challenges
and soften the blow if/when individuals get
knocked over. Support groups act as
sounding boards, conversation partners,
and people who simply show up because

one needs a shoulder to cry on.

Buffer theory of social support empirically
supports the present study as most students
belong to a group in school and in their
communities, this group could be religious
According to the theory, belonging to a
group, creates a bond between individuals
that unite and attaches them and prevents
negative feelings from occurring. This bond
creates a consistent distribution of ideas and
feelings that are mutually shared between
individuals of the group. The bond also
includes a collective moral support and
leads to sharing energy and support.
Belonging to a group is thought to serve as a
buffer of suicide because a students will put
the interest of other group members, before
their own selfish interest of self-harm. The
students may not want to break the bond that

unites him or herself with others, which
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prevent feelings of their own troubles.
However, if this social group is weakened
or nonexistent, then students will depend
solely on his or her self. This withdrawal
can lead to thoughts that there is no reason
to endure the suffering in one's life. This
excessive individualism, lack the love,
support, and sharing seen in social groups,
may lead to a detachment from society.
Therefore, a student with excessive
individualism can have thoughts that their
“efforts will finally end in nothingness™ and
would then lead to the loss of courage to live

and may lead to suicidal ideation.

On the varying levels reported due to
gender, the study showed that male post
graduate students reported higher levels
that their female counterpart in University
of Lagos. This result with focal group in
University of Lagos, Nigeria, West Africa is
consistent with previous research done in
the US which reported that of the suicidal
cases reported in the 10 to 24 age group in
the U.S., 84% of the deaths were males and
16% were females. Suicide affects all
youth, but some groups are at higher risk
than others. Boys are more likely than girls

to die from suicide. This gender paradox is
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most pronounced in industrialized, English-
speaking countries such as Australia,
Canada, Great Britain, New Zealand, and
the U.S.

Although, this study result deviates from a
previous research report that states that
globally, girls and women have higher rates
of suicidal ideation and behavior, but lower
rates of suicide mortality than boys
(Canetto, 2008). It was reported that
females attempt suicide approximately two
to three times as often as males during their
lifetime (Krug et al 2002), but males
account for 79.4% of all U.S. suicides
(CDC, 2008) . In 2007, 18.7% of females
and 10.3% of males in grades 9-12 in the
U.S. seriously considered suicide in the
previous 12 months, and 9.3% of females
and 4.6% of males reported attempting
suicide at least once in the past 12 months
(Eaton et al., 2008). If female adolescents
do commit suicide, they tend to use less
violent means than males (Epstein and
Spirito, 2010). Grunbaum et al. (2004)
analyzed data from the 2003 Youth Risk
Behavior Survey (YRBS) and found that
12.8% of males and 21.3% of females had

seriously considered suicide in the past 12

920

months.

Epstein and Spirito (2010) examined
gender differences in risk factors associated
with suicidal ideation and suicide attempts.
The major risk factors examined were
substance use, aggression and
victimization, and risky sexual behavior
using data from the 2005 Youth Risk
Behavior Surveillance. The results of the
current study demonstrated both gender-
specific and gender-neutral risk factors for
various risk factors of suicidality among
graduate students. Early onset drinking can
be associated with considering suicide and
planning a suicide attempt for girls only,
while it was a risk factor for both males and
females for suicide attempts. Other drug
use (sniffing glue, injecting drugs) showed
associations with all types of suicidalities
across gender. Carrying a weapon and
fighting (in school for boys and outside of
school for girls) were consistently related to

suicidal ideation and attempts.

The majority of young people who are
involved in suicidal behaviors have been
diagnosed with a psychiatric disorder, such

as depression or alcohol/substance abuse
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(Juan et al., 2011). Findings in this study
were consistent with this finding. Clinical
research and literature have shown that risk
factors for suicidal behavior differ across
gender in adolescent psychiatric
populations (Gould et al., 2003). The
research on gender differences for
suicidality showed suicide prevention
programs should takes into account risk
factors related to suicidality for both

genders as observed in the current study.

The sampling technique used which is
convenience sampling due to the pandemic
and limited access to the study population,
which became a constraint in the
distribution of questionnaire. Besides, only
graduate students available in the different
departmental groups online that had access
to internet as at the time of the study as this
may have influenced the outcome of the
study and it did not cover a fairly
representative sample of graduate students
in University of Lagos. Apart from that the
sample size was not sufficient to make an
effective generalization for the total
population of postgraduate students in

University of Lagos, Nigeria, West Africa.
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Contributions of the Study
This research study threw more light on
factors that influence suicidal ideation
among students and the results can assist
mental health policy makers, counsellors,
lecturers, and the higher institutions in the
country strategize on ways to improve
mental health awareness and advocacy with
focus on reducing the occurrences of
suicidal acts. This study provided insights
for the need for rehabilitation and reviewing
of structures in schools and churches and
workplace that can negatively influence the
mental health status of students in order to
provide the proper support system while
enlightening the public on empathy and

being mentally aware.

Further studies on how religion influences
should be further

explored. In addition, we should further

our mental health

examine how our belief system and
spirituality predicts suicidal ideation and
incorporating mental health awareness
among religious organizations in the
country in terms of direction for further

research.
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