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Letter to the editor

The short-term impact of the COVID-19 outbreak on suicides in Korea

Dear Editor,

The Coronavirus Disease-19 (COVID-19) outbreak is a significant
mental health threat. The continuing exposure to life-threatening
infection may cause serious stress, and recognition of the risk involved
with COVID-19 would increase anxiety and insecurity. Moreover, public
health and social measures for COVID-19, which involve various re-
strictions in daily life and social distancing, are emotionally challenging
(Klomek, 2020). Economic conditions are expected to decline, which
would be a heavy burden for many people. These conditions can nega-
tively affect mental health, which can increase the risk of suicide
(Gunnell et al., 2020; Klomek, 2020; Reger et al., 2020).

While an increase in the suicide rate seems like an inevitable result of
the COVID-19 outbreak, the current studies are limited to reports of
individual suicides associated with COVID-19 (Buschmann and Tsokos,
2020; Dsouza et al., 2020; Griffiths and Mamun, 2020; Hollyfiled, 2020)
or statements about the concern for the possible increase in suicide rates
(Gunnell et al., 2020; Reger et al., 2020; Thakur and Jain, 2020).
However, the impact of COVID-19 on suicide cannot be corroborated by
a sporadic occurrence of suicides. Whereas an increase in the suicide rate
during pandemics or disasters has been reported (Bosnar et al., 2004;
Cheung et al., 2008; Rachiotis et al., 2015), it was also documented that
crises or disasters did not lead to an increase and could even cause a
decrease (Chan et al., 2006; Lester, 1993; Rojcewicz Jr, 1971). These
findings suggest that the effect of the COVID-19 pandemic on suicides
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could be different from what is normally expected. Therefore, the
change in suicides after the COVID-19 pandemic needs to be examined
for the entire population rather than individuals.

The recent change in the number of suicides in Korea shows that the
COVID-19 outbreak may not necessarily be associated with an increase
in the suicide rate. Contrary to popular belief, the number of suicides in
the first eight months of the pandemic compared with the same period
last year (Fig. 1). In the analysis using the national data for suicide
(CoronaBoard, 2020; KOSIS, 2020), the number of suicides in Korea
decreased by 6.9% in the first eight months of 2020 compared with the
same period in 2019. However, there was a difference between males
and females. While the number of suicides in males, which accounts for
about 70% of total suicides, decreased by 10.1%, females showed a 1.4%
increase. In the period following March, when the number of COVID-19
deaths and cases were the highest, males showed marked decreases in
the number of suicides while females showed increases in March and
April and a decrease in May.

This study shows that the pandemic, despite many anticipated
negative impacts on mental health, may not lead to an immediate in-
crease in the suicide rate and that the impact can be different between
males and females. The study finding is especially important considering
that the unemployment rate in the first half of 2020 was higher than in
2019, which indicates that the negative economic after-effects have
already begun to appear. This short-term change in suicides after the
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Fig. 1. The COVID-19 outbreak and the number of suicides in the first eight months of the years 2020 and 2019 in Korea
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Letter to the editor

COVID-19 suggests that a serious crisis pervading a society may have
some effects that alleviate the risk of suicide. Although it is possible that
in the long run the negative social and economic impacts of the COVID-
19 pandemic may result in an increase in suicide rates, the short-term
effect of the COVID-19 on suicide would have to be further investi-
gated given the unexpected association of the crisis with suicide rates in
Korea.
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