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Abstract
Aim of the study: To analyse the prevalence of psychoactive substance use by young people reporting 
suicidal thoughts, plans, and attempts, including sociodemographic factors.
Material and methods: The study involved 5685 individuals aged 13 to 19 years. Seventy percent  
(n = 3980) of them were girls and 30% (n = 1705) were boys. They attended schools in the Lublin Province 
in Eastern Poland. Forty-six percent (n = 2615) of those surveyed were city dwellers and 54% (n = 3070) 
lived in rural areas. The mean age of the participants was 16.91 years and the median was 17 years. The 
participants were surveyed using a self-report questionnaire designed by the study authors.
Results: Statistically significant relationships were found between the participants’ suicidal behaviours 
(thoughts, plans, and attempts) and their use of alcohol and drugs.
Conclusions: Individuals who report suicidal thoughts, plans, and attempts are more likely to abuse 
alcohol and use drugs than those who do not report suicidal behaviours. Significantly more young people 
living in the city than in the countryside abuse alcohol and take drugs. Women who live in urban areas 
start drinking at a significantly lower age than their peers living in the countryside.
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Introduction
Suicide is one of the leading causes of death among 

adolescents worldwide and the second one among peo-
ple aged 15-29 years [1, 2]. Cantão and Botti [3] demon-
strated that among drug addicts the prevalence of suicide 
is higher than in the wider population. Bridge et al. [4] 
stressed that the risk of suicide increases in adolescents 
who use or are addicted to psychoactive agents. Con-
sumption of alcohol and use of drugs by minors have 
been found to be predictors of suicide attempts. Suicidal 
behaviour (suicidal ideation and suicide attempts) and 
substance abuse thus constitute a  serious public health 
problem [4-6]. Gauthier et al. [7] suggest that alcohol 
abuse is a  risk factor for suicidal ideation among jun-

ior high school students. Epstein and Spirito [8] and 
Glasheen et al. [9] demonstrated that alcohol abuse by 
adolescents correlates not only with suicidal thoughts, 
but also with suicide plans and attempts. Wu et al. [10] 
pointed out that people who have made an attempt to 
take their life are significantly more likely to have taken 
drugs than those who only report having had suicidal 
thoughts.

Another predictor of suicidal ideation is early initi-
ation of alcohol use (before the 13th birthday) [11]. Sim-
ilar results were obtained by Kim and Kim [12], who 
determined that early initiation of drinking and smok-
ing increases the risk of suicidal thoughts and suicide 
attempts both in girls and in boys.



2

Maciej Zygo, Beata Pawłowska, Emilia Potembska, Lucyna Kapka-Skrzypczak

Journal of Health Inequalities 2020 /  Volume 6 / Issue 1, June

Moreover, the findings of various studies [13-15] 
have shown that depression is a  strong risk factor for 
other health problems, such as alcohol and other harm-
ful substance use. An important aspect of this problem 
is also that the comorbidity of depression with drug use 
may increase the risk for suicide [15], and this consti-
tutes a global public health concern.

Aim of the study
The aim of the study was to analyse the prevalence 

of psychoactive substance use by young people report-
ing suicidal thoughts, plans, and attempts, taking into 
account sociodemographic factors. 

Material and methods
Participants
The study was carried out between December 2013 

and April 2014. The participants comprised 5685 indi-
viduals aged 13 to 19 years. Seventy percent (n = 3980) 
of them were girls and 30% (n = 1705) were boys. The 
participants attended schools in the Lublin Province in 
Eastern Poland. Forty-six percent (n = 2615) of those 
surveyed lived in urban areas and 54% (n = 3070) lived 
in rural areas. The mean age of the participants was 16.91 
years and the median was 17 years. 

Procedures
The survey was conducted in schools whose head-

teachers had given their consent to the study. An effort 
was made to survey the largest group of students pos-
sible. The study was approved by the Clinical Research 
Ethics Committee of the Medical University of Lublin 
and was accepted by the Board of Education. Because 
participation in the survey was entirely voluntary, not all 
of the students completed their answer sheets. A total of 

6198 questionnaire forms were distributed, 513 of which 
were rejected as incomplete. All pupils willing to partic-
ipate in the study filled in the questionnaire during their 
lessons at school; their anonymity and confidentiality of 
data were secured.

Ethical issues
The study was approved by the Clinical Research 

Ethics Committee of the Medical University (number 
KE-0254/94/2012) and accepted by the Board of Edu-
cation. On receiving the questionnaires, the participants 
were informed that they were entitled to receive profes-
sional help.

Measures
The participants were surveyed using a  self-report 

questionnaire designed by the study authors, in which 
the following variables were determined: gender, age, 
place of residence, educational level, use of drugs, use of 
designer drugs, alcohol abuse, age of alcohol use initia-
tion, suicidal thoughts and plans, and suicide attempts. 

Statistical analysis
In order to compare the groups in terms of the select-

ed sociodemographic variables described on a nominal 
dichotomous scale, a nonparametric χ² was used. Vari-
ables described on an interval scale (age of alcohol ini-
tiation) were compared using a t-test. A p-value of 0.05 
was deemed statistically significant. The database and 
statistical analyses were performed using STATISTICA 
10.0. software.

Results
Table 1 shows the results of the χ² test, which was 

used to compare the numbers of participants who did 

Table 1. Number of young substance abusers reporting suicidal behaviours (thoughts, plans, attempts) by gender

Variab-
les

Gender Suicidal ideation Suicidal plans Suicide attempts

No Yes c2 No Yes c2 No Yes c2

n (%) n (%) n (%) n (%) n (%) n (%)

Binge 
drinking

Entire 
group

1654 
(39.29)

776 
(56.56)

125.58*** 1905 
(40.60)

517 
(59.49)

106.45*** 2255 
(42.34)

167 
(66.80)

58.15***

Female 804 
(31.69)

548 
(54.31)

156.58*** 979 
(33.79)

370 
(57.90)

128.97*** 1227 
(36.49)

125 
(65.79)

65.51***

Male 675 
(51.76)

154 
(64.17)

12.54*** 728 
(52.49)

96 
(64.86)

8.24** 800 
(53.30)

23 
(69.70)

3.49

Drugs Entire 
group

538 
(17.64)

359 
(32.20)

102.40*** 640 
(18.61)

254 
(35.83)

103.03*** 797 
(20.15)

96 
(46.83)

82.28***

Female 226 
(12.23)

228 
(27.98)

99.16*** 292 
(13.66)

160 
(31.01)

88.45*** 383 
(15.27)

70 
(44.87)

91.18***

Male 247 
(26.62)

91 
(45.27)

27.42*** 275 
(27.56)

62 
(50.00)

26.44*** 324 
(29.45)

11 
(45.83)

3.01

* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 
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and did not report suicidal behaviour in relation to the 
use of psychoactive agents. 

Compared to their non-suicidal peers, young people, 
both female and male, who reported suicidal thoughts 
and plans, more often reported having abused alcohol 
and used drugs. Significantly more young people, main-
ly men attempting suicide, binge drink and take drugs.

Table 2 shows the results of the χ² test, which was used 
to compare the numbers of young people who reported 
suicidal behaviours and used psychoactive agents, in 
relation to their place of residence (urban/rural).

Female suicide attempters who lived in a city were 
more likely to abuse alcohol (engage in binge drinking) 
and use drugs than those who lived in the countryside. 
Among females who reported suicidal thoughts and 
plans, city dwellers were significantly more likely than 
country dwellers to use drugs. Table 3 shows the results 
of Student’s t-test comparing the age of alcohol initia-
tion between suicidal youngsters living in urban vs. 
rural areas.

Women who lived in urban areas had started drink-
ing at a significantly lower age than their peers living in 
the countryside. 

Discussion 
The statistical results show that young people 

who reported suicidal thoughts and plans and suicide 
attempts were significantly more likely to abuse alco-
hol and drugs than their non-suicidal peers. It should 
be noted that more than half of the respondents report-
ing suicidal behaviour abused alcohol: 56.56% of people 
reporting suicidal thoughts, 59.49% reporting suicide 
plans, and 66.80% reporting attempting suicide.

These findings are consistent with the results of pre-
vious research, which draws attention to significant rela-
tionships between suicidal behaviours in adolescents and 
young adults and the use of psychoactive agents [6, 16-19]. 
Miller et al. [20] emphasised that people who abuse alcohol 
and use drugs are more likely to report suicidal thoughts 
and plans than those who do not use psychoactive sub-

Table 2. Numbers of suicidal substance abusers by place of residence (urban vs rural)

Variables Gender Suicidal ideation Suicidal plans Suicide attempts

Urban Rural c2 Urban Rural c2 Urban Rural c2

n (%) n (%) n (%) n (%) n (%) n (%)

Binge 
drinking

Entire 
group

355 
(56.08)

396 
(57.56)

0.29 226 
(58.85)

270 
(60.27)

0.17 96 
(75.59)

67 
(58.77)

7.76**

Female 243 
(54.12)

291 
(54.70)

0.03 155 
(57.84)

203 
(58.17)

0.01 68 
(74.73)

53 
(56.38)

6.88**

Male 73 
(59.35)

75 
(68.81)

2.24 46 
(60.53)

45 
(69.23)

1.16 14 
(70.00)

9 
(75.00)

0.09

Drugs Entire 
group

198 
(36.80)

145 
(27.05)

11.74*** 136 
(41.59)

103 
(29.26)

11.30*** 59 
(53.64)

35 
(39.33)

4.04*

Female 125 
(32.98)

95 
(22.95)

9.94** 88 
(38.43)

65 
(23.99)

12.19*** 43 
(53.09)

25 
(34.25)

5.53*

Male 49 
(46.67)

37 
(42.05)

0.41 29 
(47.54)

28 
(50.00)

0.07 6 
(46.15)

5 
(50.00)

0.03

* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 

Table 3. Comparison of age of alcohol initiation between city and country dwellers who report suicidal behaviour

Gender Variables Suicidal ideation Suicidal plans Suicide attempts

Urban Rural t Urban Rural t Urban Rural t

M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) M (SD)

Entire 
group

Age of alcohol 
initiation

14.09
(1.71)

14.48
1.65)

–3.66*** 14.07
(1.76)

14.39
(1.69)

–2.31* 13.69
(1.76)

14.30
(1.70)

–2.39*

Female Age of alcohol 
initiation

14.10
(1.63)

14.59
(1.59)

–4.11*** 14.08
(1.69)

14.51
(1.63)

–2.77** 13.77
(1.77)

14.39
(1.65)

–2.13*

Male Age of alcohol
initiation

14.11
(1.69)

13.94 
(1.76)

0.62 13.94
(1.81)

13.65
(1.81)

0.81 13.50
(1.51)

13.50
(1.31)

0.01

* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001
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stances. These findings also confirmed the results of other 
studies [2, 3, 6]. The relationship is so strong that the use 
of alcohol and drugs are considered predictors of suicide 
attempts by minors [21]. Peltzer and Pengpid [22] found 
in a study of a cohort of 13-16-year-olds that suicidal ide-
ation precedes the use of psychoactive substances. Spirito 
et al. [23] and Hufford [24] found that suicide attempts 
co-occurred with substance abuse. According to Gauthier 
et al. [7], alcohol abuse is a risk factor for suicidal ideation 
in this group of people. Such results also appeared in the 
latest international studies [15, 19, 25-27].

The results of the statistical analyses indicate that 
both females and males who report suicidal thoughts 
and plans and suicide attempts start drinking at a young-
er age than young people who do not show such behav-
iours. In the group of people who engage in suicidal 
behaviours, city dwellers initiate alcohol use at a younger 
age than do adolescents living in the countryside. These 
results are consistent with the findings of Swahn et al. 
[28] and Kim and Kim [12], who emphasised that early 
alcohol initiation is associated with suicide attempts by 
young people. 

The results presented above not only have theoretical 
merit but are also of practical interest. Different scien-
tists [15, 20] have concluded that efforts to reduce the 
use and abuse of alcohol and drugs may reduce the risk 
of ensuing suicidal behaviour among adolescents. The 
results of this study can be used as leads for therapists 
and prevention workers to plan therapeutic and preven-
tive impacts.

Because many studies consider the impact of psy-
choactive substance use on depressive symptoms and its 
impact on suicidal behaviours, it might be also interest-
ing to verify which variables are the most important to 
reduce the risk of suicide in the group of young people.  
It could be the base of the next study in this field.

Conclusions
Individuals who report suicidal thoughts, plans, and 

suicide attempts are more likely to abuse alcohol and use 
drugs than those who do not report suicidal behaviours.

Significantly more young people living in the city 
than in the countryside abuse alcohol and take drugs.

Females who live in urban areas start drinking at 
a  significantly lower age than their peers living in the 
countryside. 
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