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Abstract
Background: Health-risk behaviours like substance use and suicidal ideation among
adolescents is a widespread issue with serious health and social consequences.
Aim: The primary aim of this study was to explore the relationship between substance use
and suicidal ideation among the adolescents in Kerala. Gender differences in substance use
and suicidal ideation among adolescents was also studied.
Methods: 223 adolescents (151 males and 72 females) were selected from different higher
secondary schools in Kerala and were assessed with Personal Experience Screening
Questionnaire (PESQ) and Suicidal Ideation Scale (SIS). The data were analysed using
Spearman’s Rank order correlation and Mann-Whitney U-test.
Results: The results showed that substance use correlated positively with suicidal ideation
with a correlation coefficient of 0.163*. Out of 223 participants, 32 students engaged in mild
to moderate substance use and 10 students fell under the category of substance abuse or
dependence. 75 students exhibited low suicidal ideation and 148 students had average to
high suicidal ideation. Substance use was found to be more among males whereas suicidal
ideation was more among females.
Conclusion: Findings imply the need to reduce substance use and suicidal ideation among
adolescents. Reducing the rate of substance use among adolescents can help in bringing

166

down the rate of suicidal ideation. There is an urgent need for awareness programmes and
preventive measures especially based on schools to reduce health-risk behaviours among
adolescents. Future researchers need to monitor self-harming behaviours among adolescents
and should conduct more researches in this area that will aid in implementing better
interventions.
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Introduction
Adolescence is a significant period in human development, during which many rapid
changes take place within an individual biologically, psychologically, emotionally and
socially. It is a time of independence and discovery; a time during which adolescents develop
their sense of self, advance knowledge and skills, and learn to manage emotions and
relationships [1-3].
In this dynamic period, adolescents experience a lot of stress and anxiety, which make them
susceptible to health-risk behaviours [4], substance use disorders [5], mental disorders [6],
suicidal behaviours [7] and physical injuries which will have adverse effects on their health
and development [8].
Substance use among adolescents is a significant health problem around the world with
many health and economic costs. Adolescence is a vulnerable age during which they engage
in health risk behaviours such as smoking, experimenting illegal drugs and consumption of
alcohol [9-11]. Often initiation of use of one substance end in poly substance use, which will
have long-term detrimental effects on the health of adolescents [12,13]. Substance use
among adolescents aggravates the risk for mood disorders and conduct disorders [14],
problems in academics and social life [15,16] and deviant and violent behaviour [17-19].
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In India, substance use among adolescents is increasing at a shocking rate [20]. Over the
recent years, the age of initiation of substances is moving towards the preadolescence and
childhood periods [21] with the most commonly used substances are tobacco and alcohol
[22]. The state of Kerala has shown an alarming rate of substance use, especially alcohol
[23]. Substance use among adolescents in Kerala is increasing rapidly and ranks top in the
rate of alcohol use in the country. The prevalence of alcohol use in Kerala is 20 – 38%. A
study conducted among youth in Central Kerala showed that 31.8% of students used or
abused any of the substances like alcohol, smoking or pan. The age of initiation of alcohol
use has also reduced from 19 years to 13 years [24]. Studies on substance use among
adolescents in India and Kerala reports a male majority, but recent studies suggests that there
is an upsurge in substance use among young females. In a study conducted among 5442
students from 58 colleges in Kerala, lifetime alcohol use was reported by 39% males and
12.6% females [25].
Suicide among adolescents is increasing drastically and is a serious public health concern
all over the world. Suicide is “death caused by self-inflicted injuries with the intent to die as
a result of such actions”. Suicidal behaviour comprises of a range of activities ranging from
suicidal ideation, suicidal plans, suicidal attempts and completed suicide [26]. Suicidal
Ideation means thinking about or having plans for committing suicide, but does not include
the act of suicide. Substance use is one of the important risk factors of suicide [27]. Studies
have found that suicidal ideation is higher in substance users compared to non-users [28]
and that the risk for developing suicidal ideation is 28 times higher among students with
substance use [29].
According to the World Health Organisation (2019), suicide is the third leading cause of
death among 15-19-year-olds and the second leading cause of death among 15 – 29 – year
olds. Almost 8,00,000 people commit suicide worldwide with a global suicide rate of 10.5
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(10.5 per 1 lakh population) [30]. In India, more than 1 lakh people commit suicide every
year with a suicide rate of 10.4 in 2019, which is 0.2% more than the rate in 2018. In 2019,
1,39,123 people committed suicide in India, with an increase in 3.4% in the number of
suicides than in 2018. A total of 4405 males and 5208 females below the age of 18
committed suicides in India in 2019. The prevalence of suicide risk behaviours among
adolescents in India is rising at a rapid rate. Drug Abuse/Addiction accounts for 5.6% of the
total suicides in India and ranks third in the causes of suicide after family problems and
illness. The state of Kerala also witnesses a high number of suicides. The rate of suicide in
Kerala is 24.3, which is more than double the suicide rate in India (10.2). Kerala stands in
the third position in the suicide rate among states in India. Kerala witnessed a total of 8237
suicides in 2018 and 8556 suicides in 2019, which shows an 3.9% increase in the number.
A total of 418 students (211 males and 207 females) committed suicides in Kerala in 2019.
NCRB reports show that 792 people committed suicide in Kerala in 2019 due to Drug
Abuse/ Alcohol Addiction [31].
Self-handicapping behaviours like substance use and suicidal ideation among adolescents
affect the productivity and overall performance of an individual. The social cost of
adolescent suicide is extremely great and it creates endless pain among family members,
friends and significant others. Suicide also has financial and economic costs on the society
and the nation as a whole. Non-utilisation of human resources and loss of productivity are
indirect costs that impact the society and the nation. Substance use is one of the major risk
factors that contribute to suicidal behaviour in adolescents. Adolescents, in spite of knowing
about the harmful effects of substance use and that it is a criminal offence, continue taking
up substances as a habit. Substance use and suicidal ideation is a serious concern among
adolescents in Kerala and it is necessary to study more about the risk factors of suicidal
ideation and its relationship with unhealthy behaviours like substance use. Since, there aren’t
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many studies conducted on these variables in Kerala, this study intended to find out the
relationship between substance use and suicidal ideation and also the gender difference in
substance use and suicidal ideation among adolescents in Kerala.
Methods
Participants
The present study tries to explore the relationship between substance use and suicidal
ideation among adolescents. Hence, a correlational research design was used in the study.
The sample of the present study comprised of 223 higher secondary students (151 boys and
72 girls) within the age group of 15 to 18 years. Sample size was calculated using the
Yamane Formula. There are a total of 7,66,808 higher secondary school students in Kerala.
The sample size calculated at 5% margin of error, 95% confidence level and 15% population
proportion is 196. (Based on the reports of National Survey conducted by Ministry of Social
Justice and Empowerment, Government of India, Alcohol is the most commonly used
substance in India. In India, the prevalence of current alcohol use is 14.6% and in Kerala it
is 12.4%. Hence, it was decided to keep the population proportion for sample size calculation
as 15%) [32]. Data was collected from 250 students out of which 27 data were incomplete.
Hence a total of 223 samples were included in the study.
Convenience sampling method was used to select the sample. Data was collected from two
districts in Kerala (Kozhikode and Malappuram). A total of four schools were included in
the sample; two schools from Kozhikode district and two schools from Malappuram district.
Data was collected using survey method from the classes allotted by the Principal in each
school. One class from each school was included in the sample and there were around 5060 students in each class. The schools chosen were English medium schools and hence the
questionnaires were administered in English. Regular students studying in Higher Secondary
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Schools in Kerala between the age 15 and 18 were included and students studying via
correspondence mode, and students of age >18 were excluded.
Procedure
The Principals of the selected schools were met and the permission to collect data was
obtained. Standardised Questionnaires which assess Substance use and Suicidal Ideation
along with Participant Information Sheet and socio-demographic proforma were given to
the participants. Informed consent was taken from the school authorities and Informed assent
was taken from the participants before conduction of the survey. The study was approved
by the Internal Human Ethics Sub-Committee, Central University of Tamil Nadu (IHESC
No: CUTN/IHESC/2021-011 R1 dated 21 April 2021). Following tools were used:
Personal Experience Screening Questionnaire (PESQ) by Winters (2004) is a self-report
screening tool which screens adolescents for substance use. The questionnaire consists of 18
items which measures the extent of substance use with a 4-point scale from never to often.
High scores indicated substance abuse/dependence. The total score ranges from 18 to 72. A
score of 18-23 indicates non-abusive use; 24-44 indicates mild to moderate use and a score
of 45-72 indicates substance abuse/dependence.
Suicidal Ideation Scale (SIS) by Sisodia and Bhatnagar (2011) is a 25-item selfadministering scale to measure suicidal ideation. The scale is scored on a 5-point likert scale
from strongly agree to strongly disagree. The total score ranges from 25 – 125 and high
score indicates high suicidal ideation. A score of 25-30 indicates very low suicidal ideation;
31-45 indicates low suicidal ideation; 46-105 indicates average suicidal ideation; 106-120
indicates high suicidal ideation and a score of 121-125 indicates very high suicidal ideation.
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Statistical Methods
Since the sample was collected using non-probability sampling method, non-parametric
statistical tests were used for analysis. In addition to Descriptive statistics, Spearman’s rank
order correlation was used to explore the relationship between substance use and suicidal
ideation and Mann-Whitney U test was used to find out the difference in substance use and
suicidal ideation with respect to gender. Data was analysed using Statistical Package for the
Social Sciences (SPSS), Version 21.
Results
223 adolescents participated in the study. The mean age of the sample was 16.55 years, with
minimum age 15 and maximum age 18. The major substances abused by the sample were
alcohol, tobacco and marijuana. Almost 19% (42) of the adolescents have mild to high
substance abuse and 66% (148) of students have average to high level of suicidal Ideation,
which is an alarming rate. This indicates an immediate need for reduction of suicidal ideation
among adolescents (Table-1).
Table-1: Extent of substance use and suicidal ideation among adolescents
Variable
Substance Use

Suicidal Ideation

Category
Non-abusive use
Mild to moderate use
Substance abuse or dependent
Very low
Low
Average
High
Very high

Frequency (%)
181 (81.16)
32 (14.35)
10 (4.49)
0
75 (33.5)
147 (65.6)
1 (0.4)
0

Table-2 shows that there is a significant gender difference in substance use among
adolescents. Males showed more substance use than females. Hence the hypothesis ‘there
will not be any significant gender difference in substance use among adolescents’ is rejected.
Suicidal ideation was found to be more in females than males. This indicates that there is a
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significant gender difference in suicidal ideation among adolescents. Hence, the hypothesis
‘there will not be any significant gender difference in suicidal ideation among adolescents’
is rejected.
Table-2: Difference in Substance use and Suicidal ideation with respect to Gender
Variable
Substance Use
Suicidal Ideation

Group
Male
Female
Male
Female

N
151
72
151
72

Mean Rank
120.70
93.96
96.77
143.94

Sum of Ranks U
P
18225.0
4123.0 0.01
6751.0
14612.0
31.36.0 0.01
10364.0

Discussion
Substance use and suicidal ideation among adolescents are significant problems that disturbs
the growth and development of an individual. Substance use among adolescence will lead
to a wide variety of health problems, both physical and psychological [33]. Suicide is a
serious health concern which creates economic, social and psychological burden on the
individuals and the society. This study aimed to find out the relationship between substance
use and suicidal ideation among adolescents in Kerala.
Extent of Substance use and Suicidal ideation among adolescents
Almost 19% of adolescents had mild or more level of substance use. There might be various
factors responsible for substance use among adolescents. They engage in substance use
behaviours out of curiosity and they think that use of substances would help them to feel
good and to do better. Influence of peers with substance use also have a vital role.
Adolescents may engage in such behaviours ‘to fit in’, to the social circle of their peers.
Also, adolescents are biologically wired to experiment new things. They feel a constant need
to be adventurous and find the use of substances to be thrilling and daring. They also engage
in such activities to show that they are mature and independent. Many adolescents engage
in substance use behavior as a coping mechanism to solve their problems, which in-turn ends
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up aggravating the issue. Stressful life experiences, sexual and physical abuse and trauma,
lack of care and supervision of parents and the presence of an abusive parent are all potential
risk factors for adolescent substance use. 66% of the participants have average to high
suicidal ideation. Like substance use, adverse experiences in life can predispose adolescents
to suicidal ideation and behaviors. Child maltreatment, violence, childhood sexual and
physical abuse are all antecedents for self-destructive behavior in adolescents [34].
Relationship between Substance use and Suicidal ideation
A significant positive relationship was found between substance use and suicidal ideation
among adolescents (r=0.163, p<0.05). The value of the correlation coefficient though
significant, is weak in strength. And the hypothesis which states that there will be a
significant positive relationship between substance use and suicidal ideation is retained.
The finding is consistent with the findings of several other studies. There are significant
associations between substance use disorder and suicide [35] and adolescents with substance
use are three times more likely to make a suicide attempt, compared with non- users [36].
Individuals with substance use are more probable to have social, financial and family
problems, which can again rise their vulnerability to suicidal ideation and suicide. Alcohol
and other substances affect the neurotransmitters and in turn disturbs the cognitive functions
of the brain. Continuous use of substances may impair judgements, reduce impulse control
and disturbs the neurotransmitter pathways which in turn lead to suicidal tendencies through
inhibition. Individuals with heavy alcohol use have five times more chances to die by suicide
compared to social drinkers [37]. Drug intoxication also narrows down the ability to think
rationally, which hinders their ability to find alternative solutions to problems [38]. Also,
continuous use of substances can alter the levels of neurotransmitters such as serotonin (5HT) which is connected with suicidal behavior [39].
According to Emile Durkheim’s sociological theory of suicide, the risk for suicide increases
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as the degree of social integration decreases. Substance use and abuse can create problems
in one’s family, society and workplace and can lead to loss of social relations. Alcohol and
substance intoxication can be seen as a form of anomie which weakens the normal control
mechanisms. This is a possible reason for suicidal ideation among individuals with
substance use [36]. Interpersonal theory of suicide posits that only individuals with high
tolerance for pain and less fear of death will shift from suicidal ideation to suicidal attempts.
They acquire this capability of suicide when they experience painful and fearful events [40].
Intravenous drug users show high risk to attempt suicide as they will be more habituated
with the pain associated with injecting drugs. Also, substance use by any means increases
pain tolerance. Hence, individuals who inject drugs are more likely to have suicidal ideation
and attempt suicide [41].
Gender differences in Substance use and Suicidal Ideation among adolescents
Significant gender differences were found for both the substance use and suicidal ideation.
Substance use is more among boys than girls and this result is in line with the findings of
previous studies [42,43]. Adolescent girls have less sensation-seeking and impulsive
behavior than adolescent boys. This might be one possible reason for low substance use
among girls compared to boys. The rate of suicidal ideation is found to be more in girls
compared to boys. This finding is also supported by the findings of other studies [44,45].
This study indicates a need for reducing the rate of substance use and suicidal ideation
among adolescents. Reducing the rate of substance use among adolescents will in turn aid
in reducing suicidal ideation and tendencies. Identification of individuals with self-harming
behaviours at the right time will save them from further physical and mental health issues.
Usage of positive psychological approach will be helpful in developing and enhancing the
potentials and talents of those individuals and thereby indirectly reducing substance use and
suicidal ideation. Schools have an important role in the growth and development of
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adolescents. There is a need for school-based policies and programmes to reduce the selfharming behaviours among students. Teachers and School counsellors can initiate and
conduct individual and group-based strategies and programmes to bring changes in the
identified individuals. It is necessary to ensure the availability of trained personnel and
counsellors in schools.
Self-harming behaviours among adolescents not only affect the individual, but also affects
the family and community as a whole. Family and community-based strategies can be
implemented including the various stakeholders and members in the community and
preventive, curative and rehabilitative actions can be taken. A comprehensive plan by
integrating teachers, counsellors, parents, police and community can be introduced, which
may help increase identification of adolescents at risk, which can in turn aid in addressing
the risk factors for self- harming behaviours, resulting in improved prevention strategies.
The study has certain limitations as sample was selected conveniently and also only the
classes allotted by the school authorities were included. Data was collected from only two
districts and the sample size was quite small which restricts the generalizability of results.
Also, the tools used for screening substance use and suicidal ideation were self-report
measures. Despite these limitations, the study shed light on the magnitude and extent of
substance use and suicidal ideation among adolescents in Kerala.
To conclude, the extent of substance use and suicidal ideation among adolescents is
alarmingly high. Substance use was found to be more in males, whereas females reported
suicidal ideation more. Also, a significant positive relationship was found between substance
use and suicidal ideation among adolescents. Substance use and suicidal ideation are
behaviours that increase the risk for physical and mental health issues in adolescents. Hence,
it is important to control and prevent such self-harming behaviours among adolescents. The
early recognition of self-harming behaviours will aid in implementing effective strategies to
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curb such behaviours.
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