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Impact of family dysfunction on suicidal ideation in students of the Faculty of Medicine and Surgery, URSE


ABSTRACT
The study at Universidad Regional del Sureste (URSE) examined suicidal ideation in fourth-year medical students over two academic periods. Using the Beck Suicidal Ideation Scale and Family Apgar, it found a prevalence of 5.5% in 2023-2024 and 7.9% in 2024-2025. Suicidal ideation is identified as a global public health issue, worsened by the intense academic and emotional demands of medical training. This study did not find a significant correlation between family dysfunction and suicidal ideation. However, it is essential to recognize that family dysfunction, in combination with factors such as stress, depression, and substance use, may increase the risk of suicide in other populations. This reinforces the need for comprehensive interventions that include emotional and psychological support programs, healthy academic environments, and the promotion of open discussions about mental health.These initiatives aim to reduce the stigma around seeking help and equip future physicians with tools for their holistic well-being.
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INTRODUCTION
Suicidal ideation is a complex phenomenon ranging from thoughts that life is meaningless to the detailed elaboration of plans to end it. This process is considered a continuum, as it can evolve from simple ideation to attempted or completed suicide. In the university setting, medical students are especially vulnerable due to the high academic and emotional demands inherent in their training (Secundino-Guadarrama et al., 2021; Harmer et al., 2024).
The prevalence of suicidal ideation among medical students varies widely, but it has been reported that between 5.9% and 35.6% of them have experienced suicidal thoughts. This affects their well-being and their ability to build a successful and resilient career. However, addressing these issues early can have a significant positive impact. By implementing early detection and emotional support programs, training more empathetic and stress-managed professionals is possible, which benefits them and their future patients (Coentre & Góis, 2018; Helmreich et al., 2017).
Depression is one of the most consistent predictors of suicidal ideation. Several studies have shown that symptoms such as hopelessness and self-critical thoughts are profoundly related to the occurrence of suicidal ideation. Cognitive rumination, a repetitive thought pattern focused on unsolvable problems, mediates this process (Lo & Cheng, 2024; Caudle et al., 2024). This rumination not only perpetuates the symptoms of depression but also limits people's ability to seek alternatives to their existential issues, thus creating a cycle of self-destruction (Michl et al., 2013; Chahuan et al., 2021).
Depression is characterized by a depressed mood, feelings of worthlessness, and a negative view of the future, which may lead people to consider suicide as a way out of their problems. In addition, depression can coexist with anxiety, which further increases the risk of suicidal ideation (Remes et al., 2021; Knowles & Olatunji, 2020). Depressive symptoms, such as negative mood and low self-esteem, are especially relevant in adolescent females, where they significantly increase the risk of suicidal ideation (Nguyen et al., 2019).
Family dysfunction becomes an environment where parental conflict and painful separations have destroyed the sense of security and unconditional love. In this environment, young people often feel alone and powerless, lacking an emotional support network to face life's challenges. Lack of caring communication and emotional distancing by caregivers can make adolescents feel invisible as if their feelings and needs are insignificant. This feeling of isolation can intensify the belief that there is no way out of their problems, leading them to consider suicide as a way to escape emotional pain (Choe et al., 2023).
The combination of depression and family dysfunction can have a devastating impact on the mental health of young people. It is crucial to address these problems through emotional support and early intervention to prevent suicidal thinking patterns from developing (Mann et al., 2021). This includes implementing early detection programs, cognitive-behavioral therapies, and strengthening family and social support networks. This research aimed to determine the correlation between family dysfunction and suicidal ideation in fourth-year medical students from two cohorts at the Universidad Regional del Sureste (URSE).

MATERIALS AND METHODS

2.1. Design
This study uses a cross-sectional descriptive observational design, which allows the analysis of a phenomenon at a specific time without altering the variables involved. This approach facilitates the identification of the phenomenon's prevalence, associated characteristics, and behavioral patterns, providing a clear view of the situation at a given time.

2.2. Participants
The study focused on fourth-year medical students enrolled in the Faculty of Medicine and Surgery of the Southeastern Regional University (URSE) from two different periods (August/2023-June/2024 and August/2024-June/2025).

2.3. Instruments and Procedure
After the research proposal was presented and approved by the research committee of the Faculty of Medicine and Surgery of the Universidad Regional del Sureste (URSE), the necessary authorizations were obtained from each participant to guarantee the approval and execution of the study. This step was fundamental to ensure compliance with the ethical and legal standards that govern research with human subjects. Data was collected over three months using the previously validated and proposed instruments in the methodological design. The instruments used for data collection are detailed below.
1.	The Beck Suicidal Ideation Scale is a semi-structured tool composed of 19 items designed to determine, evaluate, and measure the presence and severity of suicidal ideation as well as suicide attempts in different groups of people. This scale provides a detailed assessment of suicidal thoughts, allowing mental health professionals to identify and quantify the level of suicidal risk in the individuals assessed (Dyrbye et al., 2014).
2.	The Family Apgar is an instrument that assesses how family members globally perceive the level of functioning of their family unit. It is used to determine how an individual describes the functioning of their family environment at a specific moment in time, making it possible to identify families with problems or dysfunctions (Karimi et al., 2022).
During the study, the information was organized in detail using Excel spreadsheets, which facilitated the systematization and control of the collected data. Subsequently, this information was entered into a database using SPSS version 26.0 software, a tool that allowed advanced and accurate statistical analysis. In the descriptive analysis of the qualitative variables, percentages, frequencies, and modes were obtained. These measures made it possible to visualize the distribution of the categories within each variable, providing a clear view of the most common characteristics in the sample studied.



2.4. Ethical Aspects
The questionnaire was distributed through a Google Forms form, allowing medical students to complete it from their devices. Consent was obtained from the participants to ensure the protection of their data. In the classrooms, they were informed about the study's aim and provided with the link to the questionnaire. In addition, it was ensured that all responses were confidential and anonymous.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
The study sample for the August/2023-June/2024 period consisted of 73 participants, with a gender distribution of 60.3% female and 39.7% male. The mean age of the subjects was 22.4 years, with a variation of ±1.7 years. The August/2024-June/2025 study sample consisted of 114 participants, with a sex distribution of 64% female and 36% male. The mean age of the subjects was 22.1 years, with a variation of ±3.7 years.
The study sample for the August/2023-June/2024 period presented the following results with respect to family Apgar, with 17.8% of the students presenting mild, 11% moderate, and 17.8% severe family dysfunction. The study sample for the August/2024-June/2025 period presented the following results concerning family Apgar: 14% of the students had mild, 15.8% moderate, and 29.8% severe family dysfunction (see Table 1).
Family functionalism focuses on the dynamics of family relationships and their impact on the well-being and functioning of individual members and the family. From this perspective, a family environment where members do not provide the necessary emotional support can have significant consequences, increasing the risk of suicidal ideation (Thomas et al., 2017).
The absence of emotional support can lead individuals to feel isolated and hopeless. This situation is exacerbated when communication within the family is poor. Ineffective communication not only hinders the expression of emotions but also hinders problem-solving, creating an environment in which family members feel disconnected and without resources to deal with their emotional challenges (Lloyd et al., 2023).
Lack of strong emotional support and open communication can intensify feelings of loneliness and hopelessness, thus increasing the risk of suicidal ideation. Therefore, it is critical to strengthen family relationships and improve communication to prevent these risks and promote a healthier, more resilient family environment (Motillon et al., 2022).
Persistent conflict within the family, including verbal, physical, or emotional abuse, can have a devastating impact on the mental health of family members. Prolonged exposure to a dysfunctional family environment can lead to decreased self-esteem, as well as increased anxiety and depression, negatively affecting the overall well-being of family members. It is crucial to address these problems through early intervention and professional support (Radell et al., 2021). 
This helps improve family dynamics and promotes a healthier and safer environment for all members. By implementing early intervention strategies and offering emotional support, the negative impact of family conflict can be reduced, and the mental health of affected individuals can be improved. Strengthening family relationships and fostering a mutually supportive environment is essential to prevent the development of mental health problems and promote comprehensive family wellness (Buka et al., 2022).
The prevalence of suicidal ideation was present in 5.5% of the total cases for the August/2023-June/2024 period, while for the August/2024-June/2025 period, it was 7.9%. Despite progress in reducing mental health stigma, the idea that seeking help is a sign of weakness still prevails, especially among medical students. They face academic and professional pressures that affect their emotional well-being. They are afraid to ask for psychological support for fear of social judgment and damaging their reputation or career development (Phelan et al., 2023).
In the study on suicidal ideation, the homogeneity of variances was evaluated between two groups of students, one with 71 participants and the other with 114. The F-test yielded a value of 0.13, suggesting that the variances of the two groups are similar. Subsequently, a Student's t-test was performed to compare the means of suicidal ideation between the two groups, obtaining a t-value of 0.47 and a p-value of 0.64. These results indicate that there are no statistically significant differences in the means of suicidal ideation between the two groups of students. In the family Apgar study, homogeneity of variances was assessed between two groups of students, one with 71 participants and the other with 114. The F-test yielded a value of 0.40, suggesting that the variances of the two groups are similar. Subsequently, a Student's t-test was performed to compare the means of the family Apgar between the two groups, obtaining a t-value of 0.05 and a p-value of 0.96. These results indicate no statistically significant differences in the means of the family Apgar between the two groups of students. 
Although a trend toward a negative correlation between suicidal ideation and family Apgar was observed, this was not significant in the group of 71 subjects (r = -0.22, p = 0.82) nor the group of 114 subjects (r = -0.05, p = 0.95). Although there is a tendency for higher suicidal ideation to be associated with lower family Apgar (indicative of lower satisfaction with family dynamics), this relationship is not statistically significant in any of the groups studied, indicating that the observed relationship could be due to chance.

CONCLUSION
In conclusion, the prevalence of suicidal ideation in our study population was 5.5% and 7.9%, respectively. This problem represents a worldwide public health concern, especially among medical students, who present higher rates of ideation and suicide compared to other university students. This phenomenon could be related to a higher incidence of psychiatric disorders in this population, as well as to factors such as the high proportion of women in the second period of the study, given that women tend to be more vulnerable to experiencing suicidal ideation. Although there is no positive correlation between suicidal ideation and family distress in our study population, it should not be ruled out that aspects such as family dysfunction, lack of emotional support, poor communication, and family conflict may intensify feelings of isolation and hopelessness among students. It is critical to implement specific emotional and psychological support programs that not only address the underlying causes of suicidal ideation but also its consequences. This includes fostering a healthy academic environment and promoting open communication about mental health to reduce stigma and provide practical tools for the holistic well-being of future medical professionals.
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Table 1. Data obtained from the Beck Suicidal Ideation Scale and Family Apgar in the study subjects.
	Period
	Family Functionalism
	Percentage (%)
	Suicidal Ideation
	Percentage (%)

	August/2023-June/2024
	Regular
	53.4
	Yes
	5.5

	
	Slight dysfunction
	17.8
	
	

	
	Moderate dysfunction
	11
	No


	94.5



	
	Severe dysfunction
	17.8
	
	

	
	Total
	100
	Total
	100

	August/2024-June/2025
	Family Functionalism
	Percentage (%)
	Suicidal Ideation
	Percentage (%)

	
	Regular
	40.4
	Yes
	7.9

	
	Slight dysfunction
	14
	
	

	
	Moderate dysfunction
	15.8
	No
	92.1

	
	Severe dysfunction
	29.8
	
	

	
	Total
	100
	Total
	100



