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Abstract

Background: The escalating suicide rates among young adults, including those in Malaysia, necessitate a deeper understanding of
the factors contributing to suicidal ideation. This study investigates the relationship between depressive symptoms and perceived
problem-solving ability, including problem-solving confidence, approach-avoidance style, personal control of emotion, and suicidal
ideation among Malaysian young adults.

Methods: A total of 231 Malaysian young adults aged 18 to 25 years (Mean = 21.1; SD = 1.38) participated in a cross-sectional survey
study. The sample was primarily composed of participants of Chinese ethnicity. Using an online survey, participants completed
measures including the Depression, Anxiety, and Stress Scale (DASS-21) depression subscale, Problem-Solving Inventory, and Yatt
Suicide Attitude Scale (YSAS).

Results: Pearson correlation analysis revealed significant relationships between depressive symptoms, perceived problem-solving
ability (specifically problem-solving confidence, approach-avoidance style, and personal control of emotion), and suicidal ideation.
Further analysis through logistic regression revealed that young adults with suicidal ideation exhibited a higher likelihood of
experiencing depressive symptoms and lower confidence in problem-solving compared to those without suicidal ideation.
Conclusions: These findings highlight the importance of addressing depression and promoting effective problem-solving skills as
significant strategies to reduce suicidal risk among young adults. Suicide prevention initiatives should prioritize interventions aimed

at improving mental well-being and bolstering problem-solving ability in this vulnerable population.
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INTRODUCTION

Suicide is a major global public health issue, with
approximately 703,000 deaths annually, according to the
World Health Organization.! Low- and middle-income
countries account for more than three-quarters of
reported suicides.! For every recorded suicide, numerous
attempted suicides and individuals are grappling with
suicidal thoughts. In Malaysia, the incidence of suicide has
reached alarming levels, with 981 reported cases in 2022,
escalating to 1087 cases in 2023.2 Moreover, data from the
Malaysian Youth Mental Health Index indicates that 1 in
10 youths in Malaysia exhibited suicidal tendencies in
2023.3 Research by Lew et al. underscores Malaysia's
concerning position, ranking fifth in suicide rates among
ASEAN countries.*

Youth represent a particularly vulnerable population for
suicide, often grappling with anxiety disorders and
depression.®> Studies in Malaysia reveal that 6 out of 10
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youths experience varying degrees of depressive
symptoms, alongside 3 in 10 experiencing moderate to
severe anxiety symptoms.> Previous studies have
consistently linked depression to suicidal ideation.®” The
transition to young adulthood brings unique challenges
characterized by increased autonomy and reduced
parental oversight compared with adolescents.® This
development phase necessitates effective problem-
solving skills to navigate life's complexities and maintain
psychological well-being. However, young adults often
lack experience in managing daily challenges and
setbacks, which contributes to depressive tendencies.’
Meta-analytical findings demonstrate a clear association
between poor problem-solving abilities and higher levels
of suicidal ideation, attempts, and fatalities."

Depression symptoms, including a range of emotional
and cognitive challenges, indicate a prevalent mental
health disorder known as depression." Importantly,
depression is closely related to suicidal ideation,'? with
individuals experiencing depression facing an elevated
risk of harboring thoughts of self-harm® and suicide
attempts.'>'*However, existing literature, especially in the
Malaysian context, predominantly focuses on exploring
the relationship between depression and suicidal ideation
among adolescent populations.'215-17
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Young adulthood signifies a transitional phase bridging
late adolescence and early adulthood, characterized by
ambiguity and uncertainty.® During this transitional
period, young adults face various academic, financial, and
social stressors, increasing their susceptibility to
developing depressive symptoms closely linked with
suicidal ideation.'®

Problem-solving involves the cognitive process of creating
and employing mental representations to devise
solutions to various challenges encountered in daily life."®
Previous research has revealed a significant correlation
between an individual's problem-solving proficiency and
suicidal ideation. Specifically, those with limited problem-
solving skills are more likely to attempt suicide?® and have
a higher risk of suicide.?! Moreover, individuals who have
attempted suicide often demonstrate limited problem-
solving abilities.?? This correlation may stem from a sense
of hopelessness that develops over time as individuals
with limited problem-solving skills experience constant
failure in addressing life's challenges, making suicidal
ideation a more accessible escape route. On the other
hand, active problem-solving acts as a protective factor,
mitigating the relationship between depressive symptoms
and suicidal ideation among suicide attempters, thereby
reducing the risk of suicide.?

Consequently, various therapeutic interventions and
preventive measures have been designed to enhance
problem-solving ability in coping with adverse life events,
with the goal of reducing suicide risk.2#?> Despite this,
problem-solving ability, comprising three dimensions:
problem-solving confidence, approach-avoidance style,
and personal control of emotion,?® often remains
undervalued as a crucial predictor of suicidal ideation,
despite its undeniable relevance in the problem-solving
process.

Problem-solving confidence is defined as a belief in one’s
ability to navigate and resolve challenges effectively.?
This concept aligns conceptually with Bandura's theory of
self-efficacy in Social Cognitive Theory.?” Research has
shown that higher levels of problem-solving confidence
correlate with improved psychological well-being and life
satisfaction. In contrast, lower levels of problem-solving
confidence contribute to increased family problems,?®
heightened stress perception,?® and higher levels of
suicidal ideation.®

The second dimension of problem-solving ability is the
approach-avoidance style, which reflects an individual's
tendency to either confront or avoid problem-solving.?
Generally, those inclined to confront problems tend to
exhibit better psychological well-being, whereas those
who avoid problem-solving scenarios often experience
lower psychological well-being.?" This divergence arises
from the belief systems surrounding control over
outcomes: those who avoid problems may view outcomes
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as beyond their control, predetermined by fate or external
forces. Consequently, they adopt a passive stance of
“letting the problem resolve itself,” leading to a sense of
helplessness and a negative impact on mental health and
self-esteem stemming from unresolved challenges.*

Although a previous study revealed that individuals who
tend to avoid problems had higher levels of suicidal
ideation,®® a study conducted by Linda et al. found that
avoiding problems acted as a protective factor against
suicidal thoughts in individuals with a history of suicide
attempts.®* Consequently, the role of the problem
approach-avoidance style in predicting suicidal ideation
remains unclear.

The third dimension of problem-solving ability, personal
control of emotions, refers to the belief in one's capacity
to manage emotions and behavior during problem-
solving processes.?® This approach aims to reduce
negative emotions rather than directly address problems
such as self-blaming, emotional venting, or engaging in
mood-improving activities.?®3> Individuals who perceive
greater control over their emotions and behaviors are
more likely to experience a higher sense of autonomy and
subjective well-being,3* and lower levels of suicidal
ideation when facing challenges.?” Therefore, it is crucial
to study the effect of problem-solving ability on suicidal
ideation.

While Malaysia's reported suicide rate appears lower than
the global average, standing at 5.8 suicides per 100,000
population in 2019,4 a significant number of suicidal cases
remain unreported due to various factors. First, suicides
are only officially recorded if they are medically certified,
a process that does not capture many deaths in Malaysia
due to the lack of certification protocols.3® Second,
discussing suicide remains sensitive in Malaysia due to
religious beliefs. Suicide attempts or completed suicides
are often viewed as sinful by various religions such as
Islam, Christianity, and Buddhism, adding layers of stigma
and reluctance to seek help.*® Finally, Malaysia's legal
stance on suicide as a crime, as outlined in Section 309 of
the Penal Code, has historically discouraged individuals
from openly addressing suicidal thoughts or actions.
However, the positive development of Malaysia
decriminalizing suicide on May 22, 2023, is expected to
encourage a more open environment for individuals to
seek assistance without fear of legal repercussions.*
These societal and legal factors have contributed to the
underreporting of incomplete suicidal attempts or
suicides within families.

Furthermore, Malaysia grapples with notably high suicide
rates among individuals under 30 years old.?® This trend
not only poses immediate challenges to social and
economic development but also raises concerns about
the well-being of future generations.*’ In addition, a
previous study in Malaysia highlighted that individuals
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perceiving themselves as having ineffective problem-
solving abilities, characterized by low problem-solving
confidence, a tendency toward approach-avoidance style,
and limited personal control of emotion, are at a higher
risk of experiencing suicidal ideation.3® However, the
dimensions of perceived problem-solving ability that
significantly impact suicidal ideation remain uncertain.?°
Moreover, previous studies produced mixed findings, with
some studies showing no significant relationship between
perceived problem-solving ability and suicidal ideation.*?

Therefore, this study aimed to explore the effects of
depressive symptoms and perceived problem-solving
ability on suicidal ideation among young adults in
Malaysia. This research endeavor is crucial in collecting
essential data on suicidal ideation among Malaysian
young adults, providing insights to develop effective
intervention and prevention measures.

METHODS

Participants

A total of 250 individuals were recruited using purposive
sampling methods. Inclusion criteria comprised
Malaysian citizens aged between 18 and 25 years.
Conversely, individuals diagnosed with any mental health
disorder were excluded from the study. Following the
exclusion of participants who did not fulfill the inclusion
criteria, a total of 231 individuals were included in the data
analysis. The participants were aged between 18 and 25
years (Mean = 21.1; SD = 1.38). Of these participants, 157
were female, and 205 were Chinese. Detailed
demographic characteristics of the participants are
presented in Table 1.

Depressive symptoms were assessed using the 7-item
scale of depression of the Depression, Anxiety, and Stress

TABLE 1. Demographic characteristics of participants (N =

231)
Characteristics N %
Gender
Male 74 32.0
Female 157 68.0
Age (in years)
18 9 3.9
19 18 7.8
20 38 16.5
21 86 37.2
22 47 20.3
23 25 10.8
24 4 1.7
25 4 1.7
Ethnicity
Chinese 205 88.7
Malay 14 6.1
Indian 9 3.9
Others 3 1.3
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Scale (DASS-21; Lovibond & Lovibond).** This subscale
employs a 4-point Likert-type scale, ranging from 0 (Did
not apply to me at all) to 3 (Applied to me most of the
time), to gauge the extent of participants’ depressive
symptoms. Sample statements from this scale includes “|
felt downhearted and blue.” The depression subscale of
the DASS-21 demonstrated good reliability in this study,
with a Cronbach’s alpha value of 0.87.

The participant's problem-solving ability was evaluated
using the Problem-Solving Inventory (PSI; Heppner &
Petersen, 1982).# This inventory employs a 6-point Likert-
type scale, ranging from 1 (Strongly Agree) to 6 (Strongly
Disagree), to assess various facets of problem-solving
proficiency. The PSI comprises 35 items, including three
filler items, categorized into three subscales: problem-
solving confidence (11 items), approach-avoidance style
(16 items), and personal control of emotion (5 items). The
scale includes 15 reverse-scored items. Sample items
from the PSI include “I trust my ability to solve new and
difficult problems” for the problem-solving confidence
subscale, “When | have a problem, | think up as many
possible ways to handle it as | can until | can't come up
with any more ideas” for the approach-avoidance style
subscale, and “I make snap judgments and later regret
them” for the personal control of emotion subscale.
Higher scores on the problem-solving confidence
subscale indicate lower confidence in problem-solving
abilities, higher scores on the approach-avoidance style
subscale indicate a tendency to avoid rather than
approach problems, and higher scores on the personal
control of emotion subscale indicate lower control over
emotions and behavior when dealing with problems. In
this study, the problem-solving confidence subscale,
approach-avoidance style subscale, and personal control
of emotion subscale demonstrated acceptable levels of
reliability, with Cronbach alpha values of 0.84, 0.80, and
0.65, respectively.

The Yatt Suicide Attitude Scale (YSAS; Ibrahim et al.),*> was
used to assess participants’ attitudes toward suicide,
specifically focusing on suicidal ideation. This scale
comprises 10 items measuring two constructs: suicidal
ideation and suicide attempt. As our study only focuses on
suicidal ideation, only the five items from the YSAS that
pertain to participants’ thoughts of ending their lives were
utilized. The YSAS employs a 5-point Likert-type scale,
ranging from 1 (Never) to 5 (Very often), to gauge the
frequency of suicidal ideation. A higher score indicates a
greater frequency of suicidal ideation. An example item
from the scale is “l have once thought to end my life.” The
5-item suicidal ideation subscale exhibited good
reliability, with a Cronbach alpha value of 0.83 in previous
research.** In this study, the 5-item YSAS also
demonstrated good reliability, with a Cronbach’s alpha
value of 0.89.
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Procedure

Ethical approval was obtained from the Department of
Psychology Research Ethics Committee (Approval code:
202003015). Data collection was conducted through an
online survey platform, with the survey link shared on
platforms like Instagram, Facebook, and tertiary
education groups. Participants were given an information
sheet explaining the study's purpose and their rights
before soliciting their consent. Upon agreeing by clicking
the “agree” button on the consent form, participants
completed a demographic questionnaire and three scales
assessing depressive symptoms, perceived problem-
solving ability, and suicidal ideation. Upon completion of
the questionnaire, participants were provided with a
debriefing sheet outlining the study objectives and a list
of mental health resources for further assistance.
Notably, no form of compensation was provided to the
participants for their involvement.

Data analysis

The collected data were analyzed using IBM SPSS software
version 27. Pearson correlation analysis was used to
determine the relationships between variables,
specifically examining the connections among depressive
symptoms, problem-solving confidence, approach-
avoidance style, personal control of emotions, and
suicidal ideation. Binary logistic regression was used to
explore the odd ratios of the predictive factors
contributing to suicidal ideation. The YSAS was
dichotomized for this analysis, with participants who
rated “Never” across all YSAS items categorized as “No
suicidal ideation,” while the rest were classified as “Have
suicidal ideation.” A significance level of 5% was set to
identify the determinant factor associated with suicidal
ideation among young adults.
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RESULTS

The relationships among depressive symptoms, the three
dimensions of perceived problem-solving ability
(problem-solving confidence, approach-avoidance style,
and personal control of emotion), and suicidal ideation
were analyzed using Pearson correlation analysis. Table 2
presents the means, standard deviations, and
correlations for all study variables. The results revealed
significant positive correlations between depressive
symptoms (r = 0.66, p < 0.001), problem-solving
confidence (r = 0.45, p < 0.001), approach-avoidance style
(r=0.15, p <0.05), personal control of emotion (r=0.39, p
<0.001), and suicidal ideation. These findings indicate that
higher levels of depressive symptoms correspond to
higher suicidal ideation. Moreover, individuals exhibiting
lower confidence in their problem-solving ability,
resorting to more avoidance styles in problem resolution,
and experiencing less control over their emotions
reported elevated levels of suicidal ideation.

Based on the dichotomized YSAS, 83 participants (35.9%)
did not report suicidal ideation, whereas 148 participants
(64.1%) expressed some degree of suicidal ideation. The
binary logistic regression model employed to explore the
predictive factors of suicidal ideation yielded significant
results, x3(4) = 72.68, p < 0.001. This model accounted for
37% of the variance in suicidal ideation (Nagelkerke R?)
and accurately classified 75.3% of cases. The goodness-of-
fit test (Hosmer and Lemeshow) indicated a p-value of
0.384, affirming the model’s adequacy. Table 3 shows the
binary logistic regression analysis of factors predicting
suicidal ideation, where depressive symptoms emerged
as the strongest predictor of suicidal ideation (OR 28.85,
95% C/ [1.20, 1.47], p < 0.001). This signifies that
individuals with suicidal ideation are 28.85 times more
likely to experience depressive symptoms than those

TABLE 2. Means, standard deviations, and correlations for all study variables (N = 231)

No. Variables Mean + SD 1 2 3 4 5
1. Depressive symptoms 5.92 +4.31 -

2. Problem-solving confidence 30.87+7.05 0.41 -

3. Approach-avoidance style 47.87 £9.15 0.08 0.45 -

4. Personal control of emotion 19.06 + 4.00 0.28 0.49 0.40 -

5. Suicidal ideation 7.73+3.29 0.66 0.45 0.15* 0.39 -

Higher scores in problem-solving confidence and personal control of emotion indicate lower confidence in solving problems and less control over one’s
emotions, respectively; A higher score in approach-avoidance style indicates higher usage of avoidance coping style

*p <0.05

TABLE 3. Binary logistic regression analysis of factors predicting suicidal ideation

Variables B OR 95% Cl for OR p
Lower Upper
Depressive symptoms 0.280 28.85 1.20 1.47 <0.001
Problem-solving confidence 0.070 5.43 1.01 1.15 0.020
Approach-avoidance style <0.001 <0.001 0.96 1.04 0.990
Personal control of emotion 0.040 0.56 0.94 1.14 0.453

B = Unstandardized coefficients; OR = odds ratio; Cl = confidence interval
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without suicidal thoughts. In addition, individuals
experiencing suicidal ideation are 5.43 times more likely
to have lower confidence in problem-solving (OR 5.43, 95%
Cl [1.01, 1.15], p = 0.020). However, neither approach-
avoidance style nor personal control of emotion
significantly predicted suicidal ideation in this study.

DISCUSSION

This study aimed to explore the relationships among
depressive symptoms, perceived problem-solving ability
(including  problem-solving  confidence, approach-
avoidance style, and personal control of emotion), and
suicidal ideation among young adults. We discovered
significant correlations between depressive symptoms, all
dimensions of perceived problem-solving abilities, and
suicidal ideation. Our hypothesis indicated that
individuals experiencing suicidal ideation would exhibit
higher levels of depressive symptoms, use more
approach-avoidance styles, have lower problem-solving
confidence, and struggle with personal control of
emotion. However, our regression model revealed that
individuals with suicidal ideation displayed more
depressive symptoms and problem-solving confidence,
but no significant differences were observed in terms of
approach-avoidance style or personal control of emotion.
We also found that 64.1% of participants reported some
level of suicidal ideation, a figure that might be influenced
by the predominant ethnic background of the
participants, who were primarily Chinese. In Malaysia, a
culturally diverse nation involving ethnicities such as
Malay, Chinese, and Indian, the suicide rate tends to be
highest among Indian individuals, followed by Chinese.*®

These findings align with previous research, highlighting
the consistent relationships among depressive
symptoms, perceived problem-solving ability, and suicidal
ideation among young adults.'®3* Specifically, our study
echoes previous findings that young adults experiencing
more depressive symptoms are more prone to suicidal
ideation. This connection is attributed to the persistent
feelings of sadness and helplessness associated with
depression, which are key contributors to suicidal
ideation.'*' Similarly, individuals with limited problem-
solving abilities are at an increased risk of developing
suicidal thoughts as they struggle to effectively address
underlying issues.'®4 This conclusion resonates with a
previous Malaysian study that identified college students
with poor problem-solving skills as being more likely to
report suicidal ideation.?3

Additionally, our study revealed that depressive
symptoms not only significantly predicted suicidal
ideation among young adults but emerged as the
strongest predictor among all examined factors, aligning
with previous studies.’#” Arnett's concept of young
adulthood posits that this life stage is marked by
increased levels of stress and anxiety as individuals
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navigate new personal, interpersonal, and societal
expectations, often resulting in reduced familial support.®
This transitional phase, coupled with uncertainties and
setbacks in achieving life goals or inadequate coping
mechanisms, can contribute to feelings of worthlessness
and hopelessness, which are characteristic of depressive
symptoms.® Consequently, the prevalence of depression
among youths in Malaysia is a significant concern,? as it
increases vulnerability to suicidal ideation as a perceived
means of escaping distress.*®

In addition to depressive symptoms, our findings
underscored the importance of problem-solving confidence
as a significant predictor of suicidal ideation among young
adults. Specifically, individuals with lower problem-solving
confidence were more likely to entertain suicidal
thoughts, which is consistent with previous studies.?® Of
the three dimensions of perceived problem-solving
abilities, only the problem-solving confidence dimension
significantly predicted suicidal ideation. Drawing from
Bandura's self-efficacy theory, individuals develop
confidence in problem-solving through successful
experiences or by observing others' successes.* However,
repeated failures or witnessing peers' struggles can affect
this confidence,®® leading to an increased sense of
hopelessness when faced with new challenges. This
perception of incompetence in problem-solving amplifies
feelings of despair, potentially contributing to increased
thoughts of suicide as a perceived solution.??

Furthermore, the current study demonstrates that having
greater confidence in one’s problem-solving ability can
serve as a protective factor against suicidal ideation. This
can be attributed to the fact that individuals who possess
a strong belief in their capability to apply their knowledge
and skills toward resolving challenges are more likely to
invest greater effort and exhibit higher levels of
persistence in addressing challenges. Such attributes
significantly contribute to successful problem-solving, as
evidenced by previous research.”’ Successful problem-
solving, in turn, has been linked to improved psychological
well-being®? and reduced feelings of hopelessness and
anxiety.>3 This notion is further supported by Korkmaz et
al., who discovered that individuals who have attempted
suicide often have poorer problem-solving skills.?°
Similarly, Abdollahi et al. explained that the use of
ineffective problem-solving strategies among Malaysian
students is associated with feelings of hopelessness,
subsequently amplifying suicidal ideation.??

Contrary to the initial hypothesis, this study reveals that
the approach-avoidance problem-solving style did not
significantly predict suicidal ideation in the logistic
regression model. This finding contradicts the results of a
study conducted in Malaysia by Abdollahi et al., which
suggested that individuals with suicidal ideation are more
inclined toward avoiding problems.?®> However, this
study's findings align with those of Quifiones et al., who
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also found no predictive effect of the approach-avoidance
style on suicidal ideation among individuals who have not
attempted suicide.?® Furthermore, Linda et al. highlighted
that approach-avoidance style only predicted suicidal
ideation among individuals with a history of suicide
attempts, as these individuals tended to resort to more
passive solutions than non-attempters.34 This implies that
the predictive impact of the approach-avoidance style on
suicidal ideation may be more pronounced in individuals
with a prior history of suicide attempts.

Additionally, the study found that personal control of
emotion did not significantly predict suicidal ideation
among young adults. This contrasts with previous studies
indicating that lower personal control of emotion
correlates with a higher likelihood of suicidal ideation.3°
One possible explanation for this discrepancy is that
individuals with less personal control of emotion often
resort to strategies aimed at alleviating negative
emotions, such as anger and sadness, through activities
like self-blame, emotional venting, or other activities to
alleviate distress.?® While these strategies may offer
temporary relief from distress, they do not provide lasting
solutions,®® thus explaining why personal control of
emotions did not emerge as a significant predictor of
suicidal ideation in this study.

One important implication of these findings is the urgent
need to raise awareness of depressive symptoms, which
were strongly linked to suicidal ideation among young
adults. In Malaysian society, depressive symptoms are
frequently downplayed as ordinary stressors or
transitional changes of adulthood.> Depressive
symptoms are also often overlooked and considered a
common “growing pain” of adulthood. Thus, early
identification of individuals displaying depressive
symptoms and the provision of suitable interventions is
crucial in preventing suicidal ideation in Malaysia.
Furthermore, this study highlights the critical role of
problem-solving confidence in reducing suicidal ideation.
Suicide prevention programs should prioritize building
confidence in problem-solving skills among young adults,
as demonstrated by this study’s findings that higher levels
of problem-solving confidence are associated with
reduced suicidal ideation. The decriminalization of suicide
in Malaysia in 2023 marks a significant shift in mental
health approaches, potentially encouraging more
individuals to seek help and access appropriate
interventions for suicide prevention.*

However, this study has a few limitations. First, it did not
differentiate between individuals who were merely
ideators or those who attempted suicide. A history of
having suicidal thoughts and attempts could confound the
findings. Thus, it is recommended that future research
control for these variables when conducting suicide-
related research. Second, our study only focused on
depressive symptoms and problem-solving abilities.
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Given that suicide is a complex issue, other variables or
mediators may influence suicidal ideation among young
adults. For example, factors such as hopelessness, a
history of sexual and physical abuse, and substance abuse
may impact the level of suicidal ideation among young
adults®>>7 and should be considered in future studies.
Lastly, purposive sampling was used for data collection,
where the questionnaire link was posted online and on
platforms related to tertiary education. This resulted in
the over-representation of certain age groups and
ethnicities. This study was also unable to identify whether
the participants were university students as this
information was not collected. To address these
limitations, future studies could use a probability
sampling method such as cluster sampling to obtain a
better representation of participants’ backgrounds.

CONCLUSIONS

In conclusion, despite the acknowledged limitations, this
study highlights the importance of depressive symptoms
and problem-solving confidence as significant predictors
of suicidal ideation among young adults. The findings
indicate that individuals experiencing suicidal ideation
tend to exhibit higher levels of depressive symptoms and
lower confidence in their problem-solving abilities.
Therefore, mental health professionals should consider
implementing suitable interventions and prevention
programs to address these factors. By reducing
depressive symptoms and enhancing problem-solving
confidence among young adults, we can reduce the
prevalence of suicidality in this population.
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