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INTRODUCTION

Suicide is a leading cause of death, which affects millions 
worldwide.1-3 However, research on the detrimental phenom-
enon has been restricted for various reasons, including that 
there has been no comprehensive theory that encompass re-
sults from previous studies and suggest directions for future 
research.4,5 Recently, Joiner’s Interpersonal Theory of Suicide 
(IPTS) has been gaining increased empirical support, suggest-
ing it as a possible solution to the previously mentioned limi-
tation of suicide research.5-9

According to the IPTS, death by suicide occurs only when 
an individual develops the desire to commit suicide and the 
ability to put it into action.5,7 The desire to commit suicide is 
composed of two affect laden cognitions: thwarted belonging-
ness and perceived burdensomeness.5,7 Thwarted belonging-
ness is a state in which an individual’s ‘need to belong’ is hin-
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dered; it is comprised of the feeling of loneliness and the lack 
of sufficient reciprocal relationships. Perceived burdensome-
ness, on the other hand, is a cognitive state in which individ-
uals believe themselves to be a liability towards significant oth-
ers; it is consisted of the cognition that one is a burden and the 
negative affect of self-hatred. While the experience of a single 
component is thought to predict passive suicide ideation (i.e., 
‘It would be better if I were dead’), the concurrent experience 
of both components, tagged with the thought that they are sta-
ble and unchanging (i.e., hopelessness), is believed to predict 
active suicide ideation (i.e., ‘I want to kill myself ’) (Figure 1).5,7,9 

However, the progression from an active suicide ideation 
to a death by suicide depends on the presence of a third com-
ponent: acquired capability.5,7,9 Self-preservation is such a ro-
bust natural instinct that only a few can willingly withdraw 
it. In order to overcome this basic human nature, individuals 
must acquire the capability to commit suicide. The IPTS pos-
its that constant exposure to provocative or painful events 
(i.e., physical abuse, sexual abuse, combat exposure, previous 
suicide attempt etc.) habituates individuals towards pain.5 
Through this continuous process, individuals develop an ele-
vated tolerance towards pain and a decreased fear of death, 
which ultimately enable them to utilize more lethal measures 
when attempting suicide (Figure 1).10 

IPTS has provided apt explanations to unresolved discrep-
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ancy between the prevalence of suicide ideation and suicide 
attempt; ideation is possible when two constructs (i.e., thwart-
ed belongingness and perceived burdensomeness) are pres-
ent, whereas, all three constructs have to be present in order 
to attempt suicide (Figure 1). The theory has also provided 
profound insight and accelerated research in suicidal behav-
iors.9 Its constructs have demonstrated stronger predictive 
power than some of the most warranted variables that have 
previously been associated with suicide, such as depression, 
hopelessness and social support.11-13 Various studies have con-
firmed its significance across multiple ages, clinical samples, 
combat veterans and even specific populations such as prison 
inmates.14-23 Yet, motives for suicide often vary by culture, and 
for a theory to be truly comprehensive it should not only be 
applicable to all ages and clinical symptoms, but also to dif-
ferent ethnicities and cultural influences.24 Minimal effort 
has been made to examine the usefulness of the IPTS in vari-
ous cultures8 and only a handful of studies have tested it in 
Korea (Table 1). We believe that the IPTS successfully por-
trays much of the cultural and social influences that prevails 
in Korea and that the theory will enhance our understanding 
of suicide in the nation. In this article, we will review some of 
the previous literature that has applied the IPTS in Korea and 
discuss its clinical implications and directions for future re-
search.

 
CULTURE AND SUICIDE

Collectivism and suicidal behavior
Culture influences one’s cognition, emotion, and motiva-

tion.25-27 Among the various frameworks that have been de-
veloped in order to systematically understand disparate cul-
tural influences, Hofstede’s concept of ‘individualism’ and 
‘collectivism’ has laid a firm foundation for cross-cultural re-
searches.26,28 Collectivistic societies operate upon the core prin-

ciple of a sense of connectedness and unity. The self is con-
strued in relations to others and evaluated upon the ability to 
fit in into one’s intergroup. Emotions that promote harmoni-
ous relationships are emphasized and experienced more fre-
quently. Motives for action are those that enhance one’s feel-
ing of relatedness and promote integration into the group (i.e., 
repression of the self, control over one’s desires).24-27

Korea is one of the most collectivistic societies, which great-
ly emphasizes family relations.25,28-31 Although strong bonds 
with family members and familial support usually act as pro-
tective factors against suicide,32 disturbed family relationships, 
conversely, can have devastating effects.33-35 In a nationwide 
study that examined risk factors of suicide attempts in 2754 
adolescents, Bae et al.36 identified the level of intimacy with 
family as the most powerful predictor of suicide attempt in 
the potentially depressed group. Hong37 examined the asso-
ciations between family dysfunction, interpersonal needs, 
and suicide ideation, and reported that experiences of paren-
tal abuse, both verbal and physical, was mediated by thwart-
ed belongingness, and perceived burdensomeness to increase 
thoughts of suicide in Korean adolescents. While such results 
are not confined to Korea, Clarke et al.38 identified that suicidal 
Asians are more likely to report low senses of belongingness 
than suicidal Caucasians. Hence, it is arguable that impacts 
of disturbed family relationships can be more hazardous in 
Korea ironically because it places so much value on the inter-
group.39 Furthermore, in a study about sexual preferences 
and suicide ideation, Kim and Yang40 discovered greater effects 
of thwarted belongingness, and perceived burdensomeness 
on suicide ideation in Korean homosexuals than heterosexu-
als. This result suggests that gay and lesbians worry more about 
being accepted by significant others. Not only do they worry 
about fitting in, but Korea’s low tolerance towards homosexu-
als might cause them perceive themselves as a liability towards 
their family and the society.

Figure 1. The Interpersonal Psychologi-
cal Theory of Suicide (IPTS). The shad-
ed items indicate the core constructs of 
the IPTS.
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Confucianism and suicidal behavior
Another aspect that requires attention in order to under-

stand cultural influences that may affect suicidal behavior in 
Korea, is Confucianism. Collectivism in Korea has Confucian 
origins and as a result, stresses parental and filial duties.25 In 
order to preserve unity within the family (i.e., Collectivism), 
parents are obliged to provide for their children and children 
are demanded to meet their parents’ expectations (i.e., Con-
fucianism). Negative consequences occur when either the par-
ents or the children are unable to fulfill their role. Ha et al.41 
found significant effects of thwarted belongingness and per-
ceived burdensomeness in older adults, who were over 65-years-
old, and suggested that the inability to provide financial sup-
port for their family might play a crucial role. Similarly, Chu 
and Lee42 identified that older adults were more vulnerable 
than adolescents toward perceived burdensomeness, and ex-
plained that the results are highly attributable to their weak-
ening health and also their fragile financial circumstances.

The burden to comply with a certain role is not parent spe-
cific. Often times children experience a corresponding stress, 
as they are expected to endorse the beliefs and values of their 
parents, and to live up to their expectations.25 A common phe-
nomenon that children suffer from is ‘education fever,’ which 
is characterized by the parents’ excessive aspiration for their 
children’s education. Contrary to the common belief, major mo-
tivations for education fever are not vicarious pleasure or per-
sonal satisfaction, but to support children’s success.43 In other 
words, it is a means to provide, hence to fulfill the role as a par-
ent and maintain family bondage. Regardless of the intent, 
boundless interest of the parents is a cause of academic stress, 
which has been constantly associated with suicidal behav-
iors.44,45 According to a national survey in Korea, adolescents 
rated academic stress as the number one reason for desiring 
suicide.46 In addition, Seok47 found a significant interaction 
between perceived burdensomeness and academic stress to 
predict suicide ideation in female adolescents.

Along the developmental course, experiences of academic 
stress often have aggravating effects on another common risk 
factor for suicide: unemployment. While various studies have 
confirmed the association between unemployment stress and 
suicide desire,48-50 Yoo and Son51 asserted that Koreans might 
experience a greater degree of stress from unemployment 
because immense amounts have been invested into their ed-
ucation. As collectivistic societies show a bias towards nega-
tive self-appraisal,25 adults who are unable to find a job might 
falsely attribute the cause of their unemployment to personal 
inabilities rather than harsh economic circumstances and 
perceive themselves to be a burden upon their parents, who 
have made full dedications.

 

Modernization, generation gaps, and suicidal behavior
So far we have mentioned how Korea’s cultural character-

istics overlap with the constructs for suicidal behavior identi-
fied by the IPTS. Yet, it might be a bit rash to contend that 
Korea is solely collectivistic. Rapid industrialization and mod-
ernization in Korea over the past few decades have promoted 
individualism, bringing changes in family structure and val-
ues. The dominant family structure has changed from extend-
ed to nuclear, and the fertility rate has decreased from 4.21 to 
1.23 children per woman.52 This transition could have in-
creased experiences of thwarted belongingness, which can be 
protected by large family size, as household size is negatively 
correlated with suicide rate.53,54 Also, generation gaps have in-
creased due to younger generations moving toward individ-
ualism.55-57 This gap would lead to differences in familialistic 
values-values that reflect family unity and support-between 
generations. According to Baumann et al.,58 gaps in familial-
ism between mothers and daughters is associated with de-
creased mutuality and increased externalizing behavior, which 
in turn predict suicide attempts. Generation gap could also lead 
to tension between parent and their children,59 which is asso-
ciated with high risk for suicidal behaviors.60,61 

CONCLUSION

In this article, we have reviewed the previous literature on 
suicide to examine the relationship between the constructs of 
the IPTS and collectivism in Korea. When positive, collectiv-
istic values can protect individuals from suicide by promoting 
a sense of oneness.62 However, when unable to abide by its stan-
dards, it can also act as a catalyst to suicidal behaviors. While 
Joiner has posited that the coexistence of thwarted belonging-
ness and perceived burdensomeness predict suicidal desire, 
collectivism in Korea suggests that pathways to suicide might 
be culturally dependent. For example, in a collectivistic society, 
inability to fit into an intergroup might cause feelings of lone-
liness (i.e., thwarted belongingness), which then can be inter-
preted as a personal liability (i.e., perceived burdensome-
ness). Such possibilities demand further investigation.

Despite the usefulness of the IPTS to understand suicide, ef-
forts to apply the theory in a Korean population have been 
scant. For example, the interpersonal needs questionnaire, 
which measures thwarted belongingness and perceived bur-
densomeness, has been validated only in older adults, limit-
ing its generalizability.63 Other studies have used self-translat-
ed versions that lack psychometric validation. In addition, 
most of the studies have focused solely on suicidal desire, ne-
glecting ‘acquired capability,’ or have not been peer-reviewed. 
Based on the similarities between Korea’s culture and the IPTS, 
we firmly believe that the theory demands more attention. and 
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that its thorough application holds the potential to enhance the 
understanding of suicidal behavior in Korea.
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