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Psychosocial and psychiatric characteristics of suicide
completers with psychiatric treatment before death:
A psychological autopsy study of 76 cases
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Aim: The present study was conducted to examine
differences in psychosocial and psychiatric character-
istics between suicide completers with and without a
history of psychiatric treatment within the year before
death, using a psychological autopsy method.

Methods: A semi-structured interview was adminis-
tered by a psychiatrist and other mental health pro-
fessionals for the closest bereaved of 76 suicide
completers.

Results: Suicide completers with a history of psychi-
atric treatment (n=38) were significantly younger
than those without (n = 38) (P < 0.01), and a signifi-
cantly higher proportion of cases in the treatment
group were estimated to be suffering from schizo-
phrenia. Further, in 57.9% of the treatment group,

the fatal suicidal behavior involved overdose with
prescribed psychotropic drugs. In addition, female
suicide completers in the treatment group were more
likely to have a history of self-harm or non-fatal sui-
cidal behavior.

Conclusion: Many suicide completers who received
psychiatric treatment were young adults. It was
common for suicide completers to overdose on pre-
scribed drugs as a supplementary means of suicide,
and many experienced self-harming behavior before
death. In addition, a higher proportion of the treat-
ment cases suffered from schizophrenia.

Key words: overdose, psychiatric treatment, psycho-
logical autopsy, suicide, young adults.

IN JAPAN, THE number of suicides has rapidly
increased over the last several decades, to over
30 000 in 1998, and remains high today. Although
multiple factors are known to influence suicide, the
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presence of a mental disorder is one of the most
important risk factors."? Over the last 2 decades, the
correlation between suicide and mental disorders has
been the focus of several studies.>* Previous reports
have indicated that, despite more than 90% of
suicide completers exhibiting some kind of mental
disorder immediately prior to suicide, most did not
receive psychiatric treatment.>® These findings appear
to support the appropriateness of Japanese counter-
measures for suicide, which seek to increase high-risk
individuals’ access to psychiatric treatment.
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However, some suicide completers do receive psy-
chiatric treatment before death. Several studies have
reported that suicide among psychiatric patients is
particularly strongly associated with acute episodes
of disease, recent hospital discharge, social factors,
and some self-harming behaviors.”® These findings
indicate that currently available psychiatric treat-
ment may be insufficient to prevent suicide of
patients susceptible to these risk factors, suggesting
that the improvement of psychiatric services is
required, as well as increasing patients’ access to
psychiatric treatment. However, no studies in Japan
have examined the detailed profiles of suicide com-
pleters under psychiatric treatment, and accordingly,
it is unclear how psychiatric services should be
improved.

The present study sought to clarify the psycho-
social characteristics of suicide completers that
received psychiatric treatment, compared with
suicide completers that did not have access to psychi-
atric treatment.

METHODS

Subjects

Subjects were suicide completers who died by suicide
between January 2006 and December 2009, whose
bereaved consulted prefectural Mental Health
Welfare Centers (MHWC) to seek support, and con-
sented to participation in our study. The study was
not an exhaustive survey, and the investigator chose
bereaved who replied, and could participate in an
interview, in consideration of their psychological
condition. As of December 2009, information regard-
ing 76 Japanese suicide cases from 54 MHWC had
been collected. According to the statistics of the
National Police Agency,’ the total number of suicides
occurring in Japan in the same 4-year period was
130 342. Thus, our subjects constituted 0.06% of all
recorded suicides in Japan.

The subjects’ addresses at the time of death were
distributed around Japan, classified into five areas:
Hokkaido and Tohoku area (13 cases; 17.1%),
Kanto-Shinetsu area (24 cases; 31.6%), Tokai-
Hokuriku and Kinki area (25 cases; 32.9%), Chugoku
and Shikoku area (eight cases; 10.5%), and Kyushu
and Okinawa area (six cases; 7.9%). This distribu-
tion was biased to the Kanto and Kinki regions
including the populated area, the Tokyo and
Osaka prefectures, compared with the suicide-death
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statistics released by the Japanese Ministry of Health,
Labour, and Welfare.

Procedure

In the present study, information on suicide compl-
eters was collected from one member of each
bereaved family, via a semi-structured interview.
Informants were chosen according to the following
criteria: the closest bereaved family member who had
lived together with or had continued close contact
with the subject before death. In cases where two or
more of the closest bereaved met the criteria, infor-
mants were selected in the order of spouse, parent,
and child.

Semi-structured interviews were catried out based
on the Japanese version of the interview schedule for
a psychological autopsy, developed by the Beijing
Suicide Research and Prevention Center in China.”
The items of this instrument included questions
about family environment, history of suicide
attempts, life history, socioeconomic and physical
health status, and psychiatric diagnosis according to
the DSM-IV criteria® at the time of death. Preceding
the present study, we repeatedly revised our inter-
view, and examined the validity of the Japanese
version through a pilot study.

The interview was conducted by the local investi-
gators, a pair of psychiatrists and several other mental
health professionals, such as a public health nurse
and psychiatric social worker, who completed 3 days
of training for consistency of the judgment on our
study, including clinical diagnosis. Furthermore, each
pair of investigators discussed and got consensus
about the details, after the interview. The local inves-
tigators in each area requested the participation of ail
bereaved who visited MHWC for supportt or attended
‘survivors’ meetings at MHWC. The interview data
was anonymized and sent to the Center for Suicide
Prevention, National Institute of Mental Health in
Japan.

The protocol was approved by the Ethics Commit-
tee of the National Center of Neurology and Psychia-
try. Written informed consent was obtained from all
participants.

Assessment measures

The assessment items in the interview were based on
assessment instruments used in a previous study.'’
These items reflected various factors, including
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