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Original Article
Abstract

Background and aim: Suicide attempts among adolescents are a multidimensional phenomenon that cannot be
explained solely by individual factors and require attention to familial and social contexts. This study aimed to identify
the causal configurations affecting different types of suicide attempt behaviors among adolescents in Mashhad.

Data and method: This study was conducted using a mixed-methods approach, employing qualitative content analysis
and qualitative comparative analysis based on Boolean algebra. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews
with 61 adolescents aged 15 to 18 years who had experienced non-fatal suicide attempts. Participants were selected
through purposive sampling and based on the principle of maximum variation.

99 e

Findings: The findings revealed four main types of suicide attempts, including “escape from suffering,” “impulsive-
reactive,” “protest-communicative,” and “existential.” Dysfunctional family relationships were the central causal
condition across all types. In the escape from suffering type, the simultaneous presence of structural family breakdown,
social isolation, and environmental pressures played a determining role. The impulsive-reactive type emerged in
families with relative cohesion but harmful emotional relationships. The existential type was explained by structural
loneliness and a crisis of meaning, while the protest-communicative type was explained by the lack of legitimate
channels for expressing protest and environmental pressures.

Conclusion: The findings indicate that family dysfunction, in interaction with weak intermediary and support
institutions, places adolescents in a cycle of suffering and structural impasse, shaping different pathways to suicide
attempts. Therefore, effective prevention requires interventions beyond the individual level, based on strengthening
families and developing social and support networks.

Keywords: Adolescent suicide attempts, Suicide typology, Qualitative Comparative Analysis (QCA), Boolean algebra,
Configurational causal logic.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

individual, familial, social, cultural, and environmental factors, with extensive consequences for
individuals, families, and communities. Adolescents are considered one of the vulnerable groups
due to their developmental conditions and social vulnerabilities. Despite the growing body of
research on suicide risk factors, many studies continue to focus on identifying isolated factors,
while suicide attempt behavior is a heterogeneous phenomenon that may emerge through different
causal pathways.

Accordingly, understanding suicide attempts requires identifying various combinations of
conditions and contexts that interact with each other to produce different patterns of this behavior.
The causal configuration approach, by emphasizing the simultaneity and interaction of conditions,
provides an opportunity to explain the complexity of this phenomenon. Therefore, this study aimed
to identify the causal pathways leading to different types of suicide attempt behaviors among
adolescents in Mashhad, Iran, using qualitative comparative analysis (QCA) and examining the
experiences of adolescents with a history of suicide attempts.

Methods and Data

This study aimed to identify the causal configurations of contextual conditions leading to
different types of suicide attempt behaviors among adolescents using a mixed-methods approach
that combined qualitative content analysis and Qualitative Comparative Analysis (QCA) based on
Boolean algebra. In the first stage, qualitative content analysis was used to identify and classify the
types of suicide attempt behaviors, and in the second stage, QCA was employed to identify the
causal configurations leading to each type.

The study was conducted in Mashhad, Iran. Participants were 61 adolescents aged 15—18 years
with a history of at least one non-fatal suicide attempt during the previous year. They were selected
through purposive sampling based on the principle of maximum variation. Data were collected
through semi-structured interviews and analyzed after reaching theoretical saturation.

In the first stage of analysis, four types of suicide attempt behavior were identified from the
interview data. Subsequently, eight contextual conditions, including family structural breakdown,
dysfunctional family relationships, traumatic experiences, harmful romantic relationships, excessive
parental control, social isolation and lack of social support, social learning, and environmental
pressures, were coded and analyzed using QCA to identify the causal configurations associated with
each type. The study was conducted in accordance with ethical principles, and written informed
consent was obtained from both the adolescents and their parents.
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Findings

Analysis of the interviews with 61 adolescents with a history of suicide attempts led to the
identification of four main types of suicide attempt behavior: escape from suffering, impulsive-
reactive, existential, and protest-communicative. Qualitative Comparative Analysis (QCA) showed
that, with the exception of the existential type, no single condition was necessary to explain suicide
attempt behavior. Instead, each type emerged through a distinct configuration of contextual
conditions.

In the escape from suffering type, family structural breakdown, dysfunctional family
relationships, social isolation, and environmental pressures constituted the common core of all
causal pathways. In some pathways, traumatic experiences, harmful romantic relationships, or
social learning were also present, indicating that this type results from the accumulation of suffering
across multiple domains of adolescents’ lives.

In the impulsive-reactive type, unlike the first type, the family structure was generally intact,
whereas dysfunctional family relationships and harmful romantic relationships played a central role.
This type typically occurred in the absence of severe psychological trauma and major
environmental pressures and was mainly triggered by emotional and interpersonal conflicts.
Differences between the identified pathways were primarily related to parental control, social
isolation, and the role of social learning.

For the existential type, only one dominant causal pathway was identified. This type occurred in
adolescents from structurally stable families with dysfunctional emotional relationships,
accompanied by social isolation and the absence of severe psychological trauma, harmful romantic
relationships, and social learning. In this pattern, feelings of emptiness, meaninglessness, and
structural loneliness played a more important role than external pressures in shaping suicide
attempts.

In the protest-communicative type, dysfunctional family relationships, social isolation, and
environmental pressures were common across all pathways, whereas differences in family structure,
parental control, romantic relationships, and social learning distinguished the alternative pathways.
In this type, suicide attempts were understood less as an intention to end life than as a means of
expressing protest, conveying a message, and prompting change in others’ behavior.

Overall, the findings showed that dysfunctional family relationships were the only condition
present across all four types and represented the central common element of the pathways leading to
suicide attempts. However, their interaction with other familial, social, and environmental
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conditions produced distinct causal pathways, highlighting the configurational and multifactorial
nature of suicide attempt behavior among adolescents.

Conclusion and Discussion

This study aimed to explain the causal pathways leading to different types of suicide attempts
among adolescents. The findings of Qualitative Comparative Analysis (QCA) demonstrated that
suicide attempt behavior is a multi-path and configurational phenomenon, in which each of the four
identified types—escape from suffering, impulsive-reactive, existential, and protest-
communicative—emerges from distinct combinations of familial, social, and environmental
conditions.

The central finding of the study was the critical role of dysfunctional family relationships across
all types. In the studied context, the family represents the primary source of social integration,
emotional belonging, and support for adolescents. Therefore, the disruption of the family’s
supportive function, combined with the weakness of intermediary institutions and alternative
support networks, places adolescents in a condition of structural impasse and lack of coping
resources. However, the interaction of this condition with other contextual factors generates
different pathways toward suicide attempts, ranging from accumulated suffering and helplessness to
meaning crises, impulsive reactions, or protest-oriented actions.

These findings suggest that suicide prevention among adolescents requires moving beyond purely
individual-based approaches toward structural and community-oriented interventions. Strengthening
the supportive function of families, developing intermediary institutions, and creating alternative
social and support networks can play a significant role in reducing isolation, rebuilding social
bonds, and preventing the emergence of pathways leading to suicide attempts.
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