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UCT-led study links violence and chronic stress to elevated 

suicide risk  

 
A new study led by researchers at the University of Cape Town (UCT) has examined the 
prevalence of suicidal thoughts and behaviours among adults attending public-sector 

primary healthcare facilities in Cape Town. 
 
Suicide is a major public health challenge, causing an estimated 700 000 deaths each year. 

Nearly 80% occur in low- and middle-income countries. South Africa has one of the world’s 
highest estimated suicide rates, at 22.3 per 100 000, corresponding to about 14 000 deaths 
annually, with rates more than three times higher in men than in women. 
 

Suicidal thoughts and behaviours (STBs) have traditionally been attributed to mental 
disorders. However, growing evidence from low- and middle-income countries, including 
South Africa, indicates that social and psychosocial factors also contribute significantly to 

suicide risk.  
 
Published in the SSM – Mental Health journal, the study found a high prevalence of suicidal 

thoughts and behaviours, which were strongly associated with mental disorders, exposure to 
violence and perceived stress. 
 

The study was led by Dr Mpho Tlali, a researcher at UCT’s Centre for Integrated Data & 
Epidemiological Research in the School of Public Health. It was conducted in collaboration 
with colleagues at UCT, South African Medical Research Council (SAMRC), Stellenbosch 

University, the University of Bern in Switzerland and the University of Munich in Germany. 
 
The researchers recruited 613 adults aged 18 years or older who attended primary 

healthcare services at three public-sector facilities in Cape Town. Participants completed 
psychiatric diagnostic interviews and assessments of sociodemographic characteristics, 
exposure to violence, perceived stress and HIV status. 

 
The prevalence of suicidal ideation in the previous 30 days was 14.0%, while 22.2% of 
participants reported having attempted suicide at some point in their lifetime. 

 

https://samajournals.co.za/index.php/samj/article/view/3164/1825
https://health.uct.ac.za/school-public-health/research-research-centres-units/centre-infectious-disease-epidemiology-and-research-cider
https://health.uct.ac.za/school-public-health/research-research-centres-units/centre-infectious-disease-epidemiology-and-research-cider
https://health.uct.ac.za/school-public-health


Suicidal ideation was more likely among women, people reporting exposure to family or 
community violence, those experiencing moderate or high perceived stress, and participants 

with depression, post-traumatic stress disorder, or alcohol use disorder. 
Importantly, high perceived stress and exposure to community violence remained associated 
with suicidal ideation even after the researchers accounted for mental disorders. HIV status 

and other sociodemographic factors showed no independent association. 
 
Dr Tlali said the findings demonstrate that suicide risk cannot be understood solely in 

relation to mental disorders. “Our findings show that mental disorders remain important 
drivers of suicidal thoughts and behaviours, but they are only part of the picture. Violence, 
chronic stress and the broader social circumstances in which people live also shape suicide 

risk.” 
 
The study recommends strengthening suicide-risk assessment and improving access to 

quality mental healthcare within routine primary healthcare services. It also highlights the 
need for broader interventions to address violence, psychosocial stress and the structural 
conditions that contribute to psychological distress. 
 

Key findings 
 

 14.0% of participants reported suicidal ideation during the previous 30 days. 

 22.2% reported a lifetime suicide attempt. 
 Suicidal ideation was strongly associated with depression, post-traumatic stress 

disorder and alcohol use disorder. 

 Family and community violence were associated with a higher probability of suicidal 
ideation. 

 High perceived stress was one of the strongest factors associated with suicidal 

ideation. 
 Associations with high perceived stress and community violence persisted after 

adjustment for mental disorders. 

 HIV status showed no evidence of an association with suicidal ideation. 
 
Implications 

The findings highlight the important role of structural and psychosocial stressors, in addition 
to mental disorders, in shaping suicide risk in low-income communities. 
 

The authors stated that effective suicide prevention may require multilevel interventions to 
reduce violence and psychosocial stress, strengthen coping and stress-management skills, 
and expand access to quality mental health services. 
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