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Are suicide and poverty associated in low and middle income
countries?

by Valentina lemmi and Jason Bantjes

Over 800 000 people die by suicide every year — approximately one person every 40
seconds. Three out of four suicides take place in low and middle income countries where the
majority of the world’s population live and where poverty is concentrated. Evidence supports a
positive association between suicide and poverty in low-income and middle-income countries at
the individual level. As a result of limited data it is not possible to draw firm conclusions about the
association between poverty and suicide at the national level. These are the findings from
our recent systematic review. The review was conducted by LSE in collaboration with the
University of Cape Town and Stellenbosch University.

How was suicide defined?

Suicide is a multi-dimensional phenomenon that results from a complex interaction between
personal characteristics and situational, socio-cultural and economic factors. Reflecting the
classification used by WHO, we used the term suicidal ideations and behaviours in our systematic
review to include the entire spectrum of suicidal phenomena, from thinking about suicide, to
making suicide plans, self-harming, attempting suicide, and completing suicide.

WHO: Preventing suicide: a global imperative
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How was poverty defined?

Poverty is a complex and multifaceted concept; how to define and measure poverty is the subject
of continuing debates. Poverty may be defined in terms of deprivation across the multiple
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dimensions of life, such as education, health, or housing. Recognising the multidimensionality of
poverty, we focused on economic poverty, both at the individual level (absolute poverty, relative
poverty, economic status, wealth, unemployment, economic or financial problems, debt, welfare
support) and at the country level (national income, national level inequalities, composite poverty
measures).
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What was the association between suicide and poverty?

We identified 37 studies exploring the association between poverty and suicidal ideations and
behaviours in low-income and middle-income countries. About the same number of studies
reported on completed suicide and on non-fatal suicidal ideations and behaviours. The majority of
the studies investigated individual-level poverty, in particular economic status, wealth assets, and
unemployment. The majority of the studies took place in upper middle-income countries, and in
the South-East Asia and Western Pacific Regions.

At the individual level, we found consistent trends supporting a positive association between
poverty and suicidal ideations and behaviours, with substantial variations across different poverty
dimensions. The evidence was more substantial for worse economic status, diminished wealth
and unemployment, but limited for relative poverty, economic or financial problems, debt and
welfare support. No evidence was found for absolute poverty.

At the country level, the few studies found did not allow us to draw conclusions. There was limited
evidence on national income and composite poverty measures. No evidence was found for
economic crisis and national-level inequalities.

Both chronic poverty and acute economic events, such as crop failure, were found to constitute
possible risk factors for suicidal ideations and behaviours.
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Call to action!
Understanding the role of poverty as a risk factor for suicide in low-income and middle-income
countries is crucial to inform the design of suicide prevention strategies and policies. The soil has
been prepared... now it is up to researchers and policy-makers to lay the seeds!
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