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Abstract. Suicidal ideation among medical students has become a growing
concern, yet it remains a neglected public mental health issue in Bangladesh. This
brief paper examines the extant literature on suicide behaviors among Bangladeshi
medical students. Data from Bangladesh regarding suicide behaviors among
medical students is scarce but of concern. In comparison to university students, the
prevalence of medical students’ suicidal ideation is significantly higher in
Bangladesh. Moreover, medical students’ suicide rates globally are reportedly
higher than those of the general population (up to 3—5 times higher). During the
COVID-19 pandemic, the prevalence rates of suicide behaviors appeared to
increase even further. Suggestions are provided for ways to reduce the prevalence
of suicide behaviors among Bangladeshi medical students.
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Introduction

Mental stress is a problem for medical students everywhere because
of the nature of the education (Hasan et al., 2020). Moreover, undergraduate
medical students experience more stress than students in other fields do
because of their rigorous academic schedules (Hill et al., 2018). Recently
suicidal behaviors among medical students have become an increasing
cause for concern but are still a neglected public mental health issue in
Bangladesh. According to a recent study, suicide ranks as the second
leading cause of mortality for individuals between the ages of 15 and 29
years worldwide (Arafat et al., 2022b). Moreover, 77% of suicides occur in
low and middle-income countries (LMICs) such as countries like
Bangladesh (Urme et al., 2022).

In Bangladesh, suicide claims over 10,000 lives each year impacting
a large number of Bangladeshi adolescents, especially females (Mashreky
et al., 2013). While Bangladesh's total estimated average suicide rate is 7.3
per 100,000 people annually, the rate among teenagers (aged 15-19 years)
is significantly higher, at 17.1 per 100,000 for males and 22.7 per 100,000
for females (Shahnaz et al., 2017). Moreover, medical students’ global
suicide rates are reportedly higher than those of the general population (up
to 3-5 times higher) (Blacker et al., 2019). Since Bangladesh lacks a
national suicide database and surveillance system, reliable information on
the prevalence of suicides, suicidal thoughts, intentions, and attempts is not
available, and there is no national suicide prevention strategy (Arafat,
2019). For some countries, the outlook is better. For instance, in Canada,
44% of medical schools maintain their own database to record student
deaths, including suicides, and 63% acknowledge the issue and have
policies in place to respond to it (Zivanovic et al., 2018).

Suicide behaviors are associated with mood disorders. According to
a systematic review and meta-analysis of 195 studies involving a total of
129,123 individuals from 47 countries, the global prevalence of depression
among medical students is 27.2% (Rotenstein et al., 2016). In the same
study, the prevalence of suicidal ideation was 11.1%. In another systematic
review of 41 studies comprising 36,608 medical students from 15 different
countries, Bangladeshi medical students had the highest prevalence of
anxiety (65.9%) (Jia et al., 2022). In addition, two independent cross-
sectional studies among 359 and 399 medical students of different medical
colleges of Bangladesh reported the prevalence of depression to be 49.9%
and 39.1% respectively, with female medical students reporting higher
levels of depression (Hossain et al., 2021; Tareq et al., 2020).

Data from Bangladesh regarding suicide behaviors among medical
students is scarce but of concern. A survey among 896 university
individuals in Bangladesh (including medical college students) reported
14.5% suicidal ideation (12.4% for males and 17.3% for females; Bala et
al., 2020). A small survey of 237 Bangladeshi private medical students
reported the prevalence of suicidal ideation was 27.4% (Chomon, 2022)
while a more extensive survey of 583 Bangladeshi public and private
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undergraduate medical students reported lifetime suicidal ideation to be
23.8% (Mozaffor et al., 2022). Another small survey of 221 Bangladeshi
medical students in Dhaka reported 17.6% suicidal tendency or attempted
suicide at least once after attending medical school (Hasan et al., 2020).

It should also be noted that some studies have reported female
medical students have higher suicidal ideation than males, sometimes even
twice as high (Bala et al., 2020; Mozaffor et al., 2022). Moreover, a cross-
sectional survey of 399 medical students from six public medical colleges
in Bangladesh reported 18.8% had suicidal ideation (Tareq et al., 2020).
However, three-quarters of those who had suicidal thoughts said they would
not act on upon these thoughts. Finally, using Bangladeshi press reports, 13
cases of medical students dying by suicide between 2018 and 2019 in
Bangladesh were reported (Mamun et al., 2020a).

In comparison to medical graduates, suicidal ideation among 1844
university students of Dhaka was reported to be 13.4% (Rasheduzzaman et
al., 2022). Other surveys during the COVID-19 pandemic among 1979 and
731 Bangladeshi university graduates reported the prevalence of suicidal
ideation to be 12.8% and 16.3% respectively (Ali et al., 2022; Tasnim et al.,
2020). It is also a matter of concern that the COVID-19 pandemic greatly
influenced the mental health status of the general population including
university students across the globe (Das et al., 2021). Moreover, the
number of suicide cases among students of all ages more than doubled and
medical students typically had higher prevalence rates than other
Bangladeshi cohorts (Sakib et al., 2021a). Although, a pre-pandemic survey
among Bangladeshi university students reported that the prevalence of
suicidal ideation was 14.7% (Mamun et al., 2020b), when the total number
of suicides was compared before and during the pandemic, it was found that
pandemic might be to responsible for rising cases of suicidality including
university students (Daria and Islam, 2022).

Recent studies have reported some key risk factors that are
associated with suicidal ideation among medical students, including gender
(being female) (Mozaffor et al., 2022), marital status (being single)
(Chomon, 2022), family issues (familial disputes and conflicts, financial
problems, history of family suicide) (Arafat et al., 2022a), familial
depression, failure in the medical professional exams, alcohol use and/or
psychoactive substance addiction (Chomon, 2022), physical co-morbidities
(e.g., being disabled, having diabetes, having hypertension) (Mozaffor et
al., 2022), having extra-marital affairs (Urme et al., 2022), being
blackmailed by boyfriends, relationship break-ups, being sexually abused
(Chomon, 2022; Mamun et al., 2020a), having to earn money for the family,
inadequate sleep, continuing the course due to parental pressure, and being
in lower academic years (first to third year) (Hasan et al., 2020).

Moreover, a cross-sectional survey in Bangladesh reported that the
likelihood of suicidal ideation, suicide planning, and suicide attempts were
raised six-fold, over six-fold, and three-fold, respectively, among families
where there was a history of suicide deaths or suicide attempts (Mozaffor et
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al., 2022). This is because prior suicidal behavior by the students is assumed
to be one of the strongest factors for prediction of suicidality because
without prior planning it is uncommon (Nock et al., 2008). Additionally,
the impact of affectionless parenting and a neglectful parenting style may
have a large effect on student’s mental health, consequently influencing
suicidal ideation (Tugnoli et al., 2022). Hanging and poisoning are the most
commonly used methods of suicide both inside and outside of Bangladesh
including medical students (Mamun et al., 2020a; Shah et al., 2017).

Medical students can face institutional pushback or social stigma
when discussing suicide openly (Rubin, 2014). Therefore, the negative
impact of stress on the mental health of students and chronic exposure to
stressful conditions may lead to psychological discomfort, depression, and
anxiety symptoms — all of which might increase the risk for suicidal ideation
(Rosiek et al., 2016). According to a recent meta-analysis, suicidal ideation
is one of the most important predictors of suicide completion (Hubers et al.,
2018), and suicides are commonly preceded by up to 20 earlier attempts,
according to the World Health Organization (WHO, 2023). Suicidal
ideation, which is seen as an identifiable and controllable risk factor for
suicidal conduct, is critical to recognize in order to prevent suicide (Zalsman
et al., 2016). The contemporary medical curriculum in Bangladesh is still
quite traditional, and academic requirements are very rigorous, requiring
students to study around the clock and study for more academic years than
other university students (Salam et al., 2013) which can cause intense stress
(Amin et al., 2008; Mamun et al., 2020a; Zavlin et al., 2017).

Consequently, in order to reduce the prevalence of suicide and
suicidal thoughts among medical students and young physicians, the
Bangladeshi medical school system as well as physicians must (i) prioritize
appropriate interventions, (ii) carry out further empirical research to explore
the burden of this psychological disorder, (iii) improve mental health
education, (iv) provide a supportive academic environment, and (V)
promote mental health awareness (Hasan et al., 2020; Sakib et al., 2021a).
The goal of such suicide prevention programs and interventions should aim
to increase mental health literacy, decrease stigmatizing attitudes, and
restrict the normalization of suicide.
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