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Suicide has ever been a challenging public health prob-
lem in China, and has accounted for approximately 17%
of all suicide deaths across the world.1 With the rising
economic levels and great social changes, a dramatic
decline in suicide rates has been observed in China
since the economic reform policy enacted dated back to
1970s.2−4 The underlying mechanisms of the rapid
declines are complicated and cannot be fully explained
by the suicide theories that are mainly originated from
western cultures.5

In The Lancet Regional Health − Western Pacific, Cai
and colleagues applied the powerful spatial-temporal
analysis model to investigate the spatial clusters and
temporal trends with a main focus on the socio-eco-
nomic determinants of suicide based on 25 years’ data
from the Global Burden of Diseases.6 Findings of the
study revealed that the central part of China showed
higher risk of suicide, especially in the Hubei and
Anhui Province, which has not been reported in previ-
ous studies. However, the authors did not provide thor-
ough explanations about the geographic disparities, that
may be related to the differences in socio-economic var-
iations at the provincial level. It would be very interest-
ing to compare the provincial differences in core socio-
economic factors. It is also well-known that China has
experienced a dramatic decline in suicide in the past
decades.2,3 The authors further compared the declines
by gender across the provinces and spotted the biggest
declines in males and females in provinces, like Jilin
and Jiangxi, which provided data for the evaluation of
public and mental health work in each province. Since
the data cover all age groups, it is impractical to investi-
gate the changes in trend by age groups as well as the
birth cohort, that may confound the temporal trend.7

Moreover, previous study has shown that the Z genera-
tion adolescents are facing increasing risk of suicide,2

endorsing the necessity of further investigation of the
temporal trend and geographic clusters of suicide
among adolescents.

The most important contribution of this work is that
the authors investigated the contribution of socio-eco-
nomic factors on the risk of suicide in China. Findings
of the study revealed protective effects from GDP
growth and urbanization on suicide, which were
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opposite to the conventional Durkheim’s theory,8 with
the beneficial effect diminishing in recent years.
Authors highlighted the importance of economic devel-
opment in substantially reducing the suicide rate in a
context of low living standards, while the effect would
be reduced in a context of economic prosperity. Thus, it
could be effective to prevent suicide through improving
the living conditions in poor economic settings, which
may not be as good in a relatively better economic set-
ting. As authors stated in the study, when the economic
development reaches certain levels, the suicide preven-
tion strategy should focus on improving the overall
well-being by “launching comprehensive mental health
campaigns” and other social level interventions. There-
fore, the suicide prevention strategies may be varied
depending on the economic development in different
provinces, which may constitute a province-specific pub-
lic health intervention strategy. Another important find-
ing is the constant risk from migration. According to
the most recent national census report, there are
approximately 375.8 million migrants in China.9 Special
and urgent attention is needed in suicide prevention
among migrant population.

What are the implications for the study to clinical sci-
entists for their practice and research activities? First,
the geographic clusters of suicide risk in China suggest
the need of further investigation of the determinants of
the geographic disparities. Second, although the suicide
rate was declining in the past decades, the speed of
decline differed in males and females across different
provinces. Clinical and public health scientists may try
to figure out the underlying mechanisms of the differ-
ences. Third, the diminishing positive contribution
from GDP and urbanization, the positive-to-negative
effect from employment, constant negative effect from
migration and divorce, and protective effect from having
children suggest clinical scientists to develop individual-
ized treatment plan for patients with diverse back-
ground during their daily clinical practices. All these
findings underscore the importance of focusing on the
prevention and intervention actions, including develop-
ing precise intervention strategies targeting suicide at
the provincial level and individual level, paying special
attention to the large and increasing vulnerable migrant
population, and developing family-based intervention
programs. Despite the declining trends of suicide, more
work is still needed to focus on vulnerable
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subpopulations, including migrants and adolescents, in
the era of great social and economic changes in China.
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