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Abstract 

Within South Africa suicide is the fastest growing and the second leading cause of death 

amongst university students (Bantjes et al., 2019). This contemporary increase is notably 

attributed to the relationship between academic related stress and suicidal behaviour 

(Banerjee et al., 2016). Research done shows that one of the main causes of suicidal 

thoughts and action is academic related, and due to high pressure put on the students to 

perform (Bantjes et al., 2017). The present study aimed to identify whether university 

students perceived there to be a relationship between academic pressure and suicidal 

behaviour. The data collection method selected for this research was an in-depth interview, 

specifically a standardised open-ended interview. This method was used so that an in-depth 

understanding could be made about the topic and meanings could be uncovered. The findings 

suggested that university students do perceive there to be a relationship between academic pressure 

and suicidal behaviour, and these findings can be used to show the prevalence of the issue of 

suicidal behaviour in undergraduate university students within South Africa. 
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Introduction:  

Background/contextualisation 

 

 Suicidal behaviour had been a major topic of concern due to the increase in suicide 

related deaths amongst the global population, specifically the young adult population 

(Bantjes, Breet, Saal, Lochner, Roos & Taljaard, 2019). According to the World Health 

Organisation it was estimated that around 1 million individuals commit suicide per annum 

and that by the end of 2020 the number is estimated to rise to 1.53 million (Bantjes et al., 

2019). International as well as South African researchers had been investigating the 

prevalence of mental health issues among university students, specifically the issue of 

suicide (Bantjes et al., 2019). Suicide was becoming an overwhelming issue within society 

and numerous studies show that university students and young adults are the most 

vulnerable to this issue due to several factors, one of these being academic pressure 

(Banerjee et al., 2016). The present era was the age of competition where it was increasingly 

difficult to achieve top results and to keep up with expectations (Banerjee et al., 2016).  The 

student work environment had become more ambitious and ruthless, with students facing 

more stress due to the pressure to perform and be the best out of everyone within their field 

(Banerjee et al., 2016).  University is a challenging transition and added academic pressure 

can send one over the edge, leading to unwanted thoughts and behaviours, such as suicidal 

behaviours (Banerjee et al., 2016). Within South Africa suicide was the fastest growing and 

the second leading cause of death amongst university students (Bantjes et al., 2019). This 

contemporary increase was notably attributed to the relationship between academic related 

stress and suicidal behaviour (Banerjee et al., 2016).  

 

Rationale and relevance 

 

 This topic was identified as prevalent in today’s society and was worth investigating, 

as investigating students’ perceptions towards suicide and suicidal behaviour was important 

in navigating a way forward within this issue. The victims within the research conducted 

were the individuals who showed and experienced suicidal behaviours, as well as the 

families and friends of those who have committed suicide. This problem had affected the 

universities within South Africa, as well as the remainder of the students, parents and staff 

who are all involved with the universities (Bantjes et al., 2017). It was important to note that 
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whilst previous studies had been conducted on suicidal behaviour at South African 

universities, none of these studies had placed an emphasis on the direct link between 

academic pressure and stress upon suicidal behaviour. Therefore, this study focused on 

university students and their perceptions of suicidal behaviour in relation to academic 

pressure. Results from the research showed that students do perceive there to be a strong 

link between academic pressure and suicidal behaviour. This hopefully helped create 

awareness of the issue and encouraged all stakeholders to understand and accommodate 

students and the pressures and expectations that they experience, outlining the importance 

of mental health and aid. Mental health issues such as suicide and suicidal behaviour are 

within the psychological field which is studied and analysed immensely (Bantjes et al., 2017). 

This mental health issue was considered to be one of the main psychological struggles 

which greatly effect individuals overall mental wellbeing and mental health (Bantjes et al., 

2017). This issue was chosen for the study as suicide has always been a problem within 

humanity however in the recent years had increased greatly (Bantjes et al., 2017). 

Therefore, by having conducted this study more individuals have become aware of the risks 

and the severity of this societal issue and will take action in helping provide awareness, 

prevention and aid to those who are suffering. 

 

Problem statement 

 

 Amongst the South African university student population, the issue of suicide had 

become a major topic of concern due to the increasing suicide rates (Bantjes et al., 2017). 

Not only had there been a major increase within deaths, but also a large increase within 

individuals expression of thoughts and ideation caused by suicide and suicidal behaviour, 

as well as many having certain opinions and views on suicide (Bantjes et al., 2017). Within 

South Africa suicide was the second leading cause of death amongst university students 

and was recorded that more than 24,5% of students had experienced or were still 

experiencing forms of suicidal ideation (Bantjes et al., 2017). Research done showed that 

one of the main causes of suicidal thoughts and action was academic related, and due to 

high pressure put on the students to perform (Bantjes et al., 2017).  
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Purpose statement  

 

 Therefore, the purpose of this research was to benefit the psychological field to help 

assist this growing epidemic, which not only affected the individual but society as a whole. 

As well as to identify whether academic pressure was considered one of the main causes 

of suicidal behaviour within university students, and if so to aid in finding solutions to help 

reduce this issue. The motivation behind this specific choice of research was to create 

awareness and prevent future deaths due to suicide. Mental health was something which 

was rarely considered a priority, and therefore when suicidal behaviour and mental illness 

were present in certain individuals they are not sure how to deal with it and where to seek 

assistance (Bantjes et al., 2019). This was causing some to feel as if their life was worthless 

and that the only solution is to end it, or at least to attempt to (Bantjes et al., 2019). When 

academics are involved, especially regarding university work, pressure to succeed is a 

constant feeling which can have the potential to harm their wellbeing and confidence 

(Peltzer, Yi & Pengpid, 2017). The reason that a focus has been placed on university 

students was due to notably high levels of academic pressure and task related stress.  

 

Research question: 

Do university students perceive there to be a relationship between academic pressure and 

suicidal behaviour?  

Sub Question: 

What are university student’s perceptions of suicide or suicidal behaviour?  

 

Objectives: 

1. To understand university students’ feelings and thoughts towards suicide.  

2. To understand whether academic related pressure is perceived to be a primary 

contributor towards the suicidal behaviour of university  

students. 
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Literature review  

Conceptualisation  

 

Suicidal behaviour : Thoughts and behaviours connected to an individual intentionally 

thinking about or attempting to take their own life or severely harm themselves (Hawton, 

2010). Suicidal behaviour includes suicidal ideation, suicide attempts and suicide 

completion (Hawton, 2010). In the context of the study, suicidal behaviour is one of the main 

themes in relation to academic stress.  

Academic pressure : When a student is feeling as if their work is placing them under stress 

to achieve certain academic goals and aims (Lal, 2014). It is a perceived achievable or non-

achievable workload (Lal, 2014). In the context of the study this refers to the possible cause 

or contributor to suicidal behaviour.  

Perceptions: The way in which something is viewed, regarded, understood or interpreted 

(Westefeld et al., 2005). In the context of the study, the perceptions are those of the 

university students and their perceptions are what is being collected and identified for the 

study.  

University students: A student enrolled in a university or college (Bantjes, Lochner, Stein 

& Taljaard, 2017). In the context of the study, university students are the participants in the 

study and the individuals who’s perceptions are being explored.  

 

Theoretical foundation  

The interpersonal theory of suicide  

 

  The interpersonal theory of suicide was developed by Thomas Joiner, a theory which 

was pioneered in his academic study Why People Die By Suicide (Joiner, 2009). This theory 

aims to explain the reason why people participate in suicidal behaviour and to help recognise 

people who are at risk of engaging (Van Orden, 2011). The theory is made up of three parts 

that lead to suicide attempts and completion (Van Orden, 2011). These three parts are; 

acquired capability for suicide, thwarted belongingness and recognised burdensomeness 

(Joiner, 2009). The theory states that the concurrent existence of thwarted belongingness 

and recognised burdensomeness creates the want to commit suicide, suicide ideation or 

encourages certain suicidal behaviours (Joiner, 2009). However, the want to commit suicide 
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is necessary but on its own won't singularly result in death by suicide but will encourage 

more suicidal thoughts as well as certain suicidal behaviours (Van Orden, 2011). The effect 

of recognised burdensomeness on suicidal thoughts and behaviour is the most studied and 

tested relationship out of all concepts as the two correlate one another (Van Orden, 2011). 

In relation to the study, if university students experience recognised burdensomeness which 

could be due to numerous factors such as not having the confidence in their own ability, 

feeling as if they a burden to their peers and society, feelings of guilt towards their parents 

if they don’t achieve and feelings of inadequacy which could all occur due to the high levels 

of academic pressure each student is put under (Mueller et al., 2016). These together with 

suicidal behaviours could very lead a student to committing or attempting suicide. This 

theory is relevant to the study as it focuses on reasons why individuals engage in certain 

suicidal behaviour (Joiner, 2009). It directly links to suicidal behaviour as thoughts are 

produced from the reasons causing the individual to feel this specific way, and to have this 

perspective on life during those thoughts which then leads to suicidal behaviour and suicidal 

action (Joiner, 2009). It further helps to recognise who are at risk, which creates awareness 

and attempts to prevent the individual from committing suicide, and from gaining those 

thoughts and adopting suicidal behaviours (Van Orden, 2011). It shows what leads to 

suicide, which if known can be prevented by future individuals, which will lower suicide and 

suicidal behaviour rates amongst the university student population (Mueller et al., 2016). 

One of the key objectives within this theory is the effect these aspects have on forming and 

causing suicidal behaviour (Joiner, 2009), which is one of the main aims of the research. 

Review of previous research  

 Introduction  

 

 Amongst the global university student population, suicide has become a topic of 

major concern due to steadily increasing suicide rates, and the spread of international 

awareness via various media platforms (Bantjes et al., 2019). It is considered a worldwide 

epidemic which not only affects the victims, but their communities, friends, and families 

(Peltzer et al., 2017). It is a serious public health issue with an estimated 800 000 global 

deaths annually caused by suicide (Bantjes et al., 2019). Among young adults and 

adolescence suicide is one of the main causes of death, especially amongst university 

students (Bantjes et al., 2019). Although it is a universal issue, suicide has become a topic 

of concern amongst the South African student population, due to increasing suicide rates 

(Bantjes et al., 2019). There has been a major increase in deaths, suicidal behaviours and 

attempts, and suicidal ideation within the South African student population, and many having 
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certain negative perceptions of suicide and suicidal behaviour (Bantjes et al., 2019). Suicidal 

behaviour can be defined as, thoughts and behaviours connected to an individual 

intentionally thinking about or attempting to take their own life or severely harm themselves 

(Bantjes et al., 2019). Within South Africa, suicide is the second leading cause of death 

amongst university students and it is estimated that more than 24,5% of students have 

experienced or are partaking in suicidal behaviour (Bantjes et al., 2019). Research shows 

that the main causes of suicidal behaviour is related to academics and associated pressure 

to perform well (Bantjes et al., 2016).  

 Majority of the universities within the country are known for their high academic 

standards and achievements, and the quality of the alumni who are produced from these 

various institutions (Bantjes et al., 2017). The pressure to maintain these high academic 

standards, as well as other psychosocial factors, often causes high levels of stress and may 

contribute to the development of suicidal thoughts and actions (Bantjes et al., 2017). 

Therefore, the aim of this study is to explore university students’ perceptions of suicidal 

behaviour in other students and ascertain whether they believe suicidal action or ideation is 

implicitly linked to academic pressure. This literature review will critically discuss perceptions 

towards suicidal behaviour in relation to academic pressure, and the hypothesis that 

academic pressure is a main factor of suicidal behaviour. First, it will discuss academic 

pressure in relation to suicidal behaviour. Second, it will critically discuss depression as an 

alternate risk factor for suicidal behaviour in addition to academic pressure. Third, it will 

discuss the effect of various sociocultural, socioeconomic and sociological factors present.  

Academic pressure and suicidal behaviour  

 The present age is considered by many university students to be the age of 

competition due to scientific and technological advancement (Tang, Byrne & Qin, 2017). 

Students feel that this immense progress has caused problems such as academic stress 

regarding the need to constantly achieve and excel (Tang et al., 2017). In South Africa there 

is a high population of adolescents striving to be accepted into their university of choice 

(Bantjes et al., 2017). The pressure to achieve top marks so as to be accepted above the 

masses permeates throughout their academic career, and pressure to meet demands and 

compete with peers in their chosen field due to an influx of qualified individuals (Banerjee et 

al.,2016). Several case studies show that academic stress is perceived by many university 

students to be one of the main contributors to suicidal behaviour amongst students, due to 

the fact that it was recorded that suicidal behaviour rates increased during exam periods 

and periods of heavy workload (Banerjee et al., 2016).  
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 According to the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration 

National Survey on Drug Use and Health, the students who visited the emergency 

departments in Virginia from 2009 to 2015 showed that the characterisations of suicidal 

behaviour included 37% with a plan to commit suicide, 25% had no plan and 11% used 

suicidal gestures (Torbey, Robinson, Vakkalanka, Holstege & Thomson, 2016). The most 

common methods used was an overdose which was 28%, cutting (19%) and jumping (10%), 

most of these patients were admitted for psychiatric hospitalisation 54% followed by a follow 

up (41%) (Torbey et al., 2016). It was found that the most common stressor was academic 

stress being 51%, this showing it to be one of the main contributing factors to suicidal 

behaviour amongst this group of university students (Torbey et al., 2016). Indicating the 

elevated suicidal risk caused by academic pressure within the contemporary college student 

population (Torbey et al., 2016).  

 In addition, in a study conducted across 19 universities within 8 countries an online 

survey was administered to 13,984 students, the participants were asked where they were 

ranked academically in relation to their peers within their last year of high school (Mortier, 

Auerbach, Alonso, Bantjes, Benjet & Cuijpers 2018). The results showed that 5% were at 

the top and 10% at the bottom and the rest in-between and were further asked what their 

main reason to attend university was (Mortier et al., 2018). The reasons were categorised 

into intrinsic reasons, such as; to achieve a degree and to learn, and extrinsic reasons, such 

as parents wanted them to, friends were going or didn’t want to get a job right away (Mortier 

et al., 2018). Majority gave extrinsic reasons which highlight the underlying factor of 

academic pressure present, whether it was because their parents want them to achieve, if 

they felt the need that they had to join the academic world or do something academically 

centred in order to fit society’s expectations were guiding their decisions (Mortier et al., 

2018). This highlighting the increasing pressure to conform regardless of the individuals 

mental wellbeing or true wishes (Mortier et al., 2018).  

 A study was done by L van Niekerk, L Scribante and PJ Raubenheimer which was 

conducted across 3 different South African universities, where 874 students from the 

medical faculty were used (Van Niekerk, Scribante & Raubenheimer, 2012). Results showed 

that there was a high prevalence of suicidal ideation (32,3%) and suicidal attempt (6,9%). 

This being nearly three times higher than the general age-appropriate South African 

population (Van Niekerk et al., 2012). Following this another similar study was conducted 

on students who were not enrolled in medicine from the University of Pretoria where 8.1% 

of students had or currently were considering suicide, and 5.1% had made a suicidal attempt 
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(Bantjes, et al., 2016). From both studies the students results showed a high correlation 

between suicidal behaviour and academic related pressures such as, the pressure to 

achieve, burnout from overworking and sleepless nights either due to work overload or 

mental issues such as, depression or insomnia which most recorded only occurred once 

they began university (Van Niekerk et al., 2012).  

Depression and mental health issues and services  

 In contrast to academic pressure being the main factor towards suicidal behaviour, 

numerous studies conducted in China displayed results which suggested that the main 

contributing factor to suicidal behaviour is depression, and that suicidal behaviour is very 

unusual in the absence of a major mental disorder (Chen, Kang & Lin, 2017). Students were 

asked what caused them to have suicidal behaviours and many said the existence of a 

mental disorder such as depression, anxiety or panic disorder whereas others said 

substance abuse, economic challenges or academic related stress (Chen et al., 2017). The 

study showed a prominent association between depression and suicidal behaviour, 

indicating that depression was one of the main contributors (Chen et al., 2017).  

 Along with suicidal behaviour, mental illness is also becoming an increasing issue 

globally (Peltzer et al., 2017). In the US a study was conducted across 26 universities which 

showed that university students experience a vast range of mental health issues (Bantjes et 

al., 2017). These consisted of 17% suffering from depression, 7% suffering from anxiety, 

4% having a panic disorder, 6,3% had suicidal ideation and 15,3% revealed non-suicdial 

self-injury (Bantjes et al., 2017). Whereas, in a South African study done on university 

students 12% of the participants were suffering from depression and 24,5% reported some 

form of suicidal behaviour (Bantjes et al., 2017). This study also showed that 1 out of 6 

university students receive less than adequate mental health support and treatment, this 

being one of the many indicators of the poorly supplied mental health care and support 

needed by the students within South Africa (Bantjes et al., 2017). Although counselling 

services are provided within the South African universities, they are very often over 

subscribed therefore forcing administrators to significantly reduce the amount of accessible 

care (Bantjes et al., 2016). It was documented that many students feel that these services 

are inadequate even when accessed (Bantjes et al., 2019). Bantjes (2017) states that, 

“Although universities are not in the business of providing healthcare, they have a 

responsibility to create optimal conditions for academic success. This entails promoting 

psychological health” (p 2)  
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 Bantjes (2017) states that the gap for the need of mental health treatments, 

particularly for suicide intervention strategies is not only significantly high in the middle to 

low income countries but also in the high income countries, where only 24% of the students 

in high income countries receive the adequate care they require (Bantjes et al., 2017). 

Whereas, in the low- and middle-income countries between 8% and 11% of the students 

receive care, and most often it is not sufficient (Bantjes et al., 2017). Bantjes states that 

although providing adequate health and psychological care is expensive for universities, the 

costs of not providing it may be higher regarding their academic performance rates, student 

tragedies and drop-out rates (Bantjes et al., 2019). As well as their reputation regarding the 

overall wellbeing of their students (Bantjes et al., 2019). There is an insufficient amount of 

data to show exactly what is needed regarding mental health care and the types of services 

which are effective for each student and their mental health needs (Bantjes et al., 2019). 

Which is why the proposed study should fill this gap within the literature and provide further 

and additional insight into this field. Although the main focus of this research is whether 

students perceive there to be a relationship between academic related stress and suicidal 

behaviour the service and care aspect is also important to mention within the research as if 

adequate care within universities was supplied this issue would not be as prevalent as is, 

and therefore this gap needs to be emphasised along with the relationship between 

academic pressure and suicidal behaviour.  

Cultural, economic and social factors  

 There are many reasons why it is vital to focus on university students mental health 

as this developmental period is commonly associated with social, economic and 

psychological challenges and changes (Peltzer et al., 2017). Such as, milestone transitions, 

entering into young adulthood, dealing with family, peer and romantic changes, leaving 

home and entering a new social context, financial responsibilities and challenges as well as 

an introduction to substances and recreational events where they are exposed to 

substances (Peltzer et al., 2017). These transitions could partly cause psychological issues 

and precipitate symptoms of psychopathology which could lead risk factors to suicidal 

behaviours, more so than academic pressure according to Eisenberg (Eisenberg, Gollust, 

Golberstein & Hefner, 2007).  

 In addition, Pinquart and Kauser state that culture and parenting styles play a large 

role in suicidal behaviour in relation to academic pressure in the way that the academic 

pressure is caused by the parents pressure placed on their child to succeed (Pinquart & 

Kauser, 2018). Which in turn if the child doesn’t succeed feels like they have no other 
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alternative and show some form of suicidal behaviour when they feel severe hopelessness 

and guilt (Pinquart et al., 2018). A study showed that Western cultures tend to place high 

emphasis on academic achievement whereas certain collective cultures place less (Pinquart 

et al., 2018). However, in South African cultures another study showed that the white 

population, Indian population and certain cultures showed more authoritarian parenting 

styles, which placed emphasis on academic excellence and achievement, specifically 

excelling in university or put immense pressure on their children getting accepted into tertiary 

education (Pinquart et al., 2018).  

 An in-depth case study was conducted by sociologists Anna Mueller and Seth 

Abrutyn in the Poplar Grove community (Mueller & Abrutyn, 2016). Interviews and focus 

groups were used to collect data from university students and young adults regarding the 

risk factors of suicidal behaviour, and two ways were identified where there were aspects of 

the community that often are considered desirable however also contribute heavily to young 

adult suicide (Mueller et al., 2016). The cultural aspects and beliefs present within the 

community place high importance on academic achievement and excellence, and the 

participants noted that this caused major stress and pressure to perform as well as 

unbearable fear of not being able to live up to these high expectations (Mueller et al., 2016). 

The participants revealed that this academic stress caused them to be less willing to seek 

mental health care and to feel as if there was no escape from their emotional pain and sense 

of continuous failure (Mueller et al., 2016). Majority of the participants revealed that these 

feelings and stress caused self-hatred and suicidal behaviours or thoughts of self-harm 

(Mueller et al., 2016). This study showed that sociocultural factors can cause academic 

stress, where the academic stress then can lead to suicidal behaviour within students 

(Mueller et al., 2016).  

Conclusion  

 South Africa over the past few years has experienced an immense increase in deaths 

due to suicidal behaviour causing it to become an epidemic (Bantjes et al., 2019). 

Specifically amongst the university population and young adults with their suicidal behaviour 

statistics being much higher than other age groups within the country (Bantjes et al., 2016). 

It is known that it is the second leading cause of death where more than 24,5% of students 

have or currently still are showing suicidal behaviour (Bantjes et al., 2016). Although there 

are numerous risk factors, academic pressure is considered by many studies and students 

to be considered one of the main factors (Bantjes et al., 2017). Due to pressure to perform 

and achieve, the need to excel and pressure to succeed (whether self inflicted or inflicted 
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by parents) and during exam periods as well as periods of high academic workload 

(Banerjee et al., 2016). Several studies also show that depression is considered one of the 

main factors where it has a high correlation with suicidal behaviour amongst university 

students (Chen et al., 2017). Following on from this, studies also indicate that cultural, social 

and economic factors are also considered to be part of the main category due to their 

correlation with suicidal behaviour whether its direct or indirect (Pinquart et al., 2018). 

Parenting styles influenced by culture also play a role (Pinquart et al., 2018). These other 

factors are also considered factors of suicidal behaviour however do not show to be more 

significant than that of academic pressure’s relationship towards suicidal behaviour 

(Pinquart et al., 2018). It is possible that students perceptions of suicidal behaviour could be 

linked with these factors, and that certain aspects could possibly affect and encourage 

academic pressure which in turn stimulates suicidal behaviour (Pinquart et al., 2018). 

Although numerous studies have been conducted regarding suicidal risk factors there is still 

a large gap in the literature, as well as the availability of prevention and intervention 

programs within the universities (Bantjes et al., 2016).  

 

 

 

 

 

Research design and Methodology  

Research Paradigm 

 

 For this research an interpretivistic approach was used to understand and describe 

meaning within the research, and to be used to understand whether university students 

perceive academic related pressure to be a primary contributor towards suicidal behaviour. 

The interpretivism paradigm aim is to gain an in-depth understanding as well as to describe 

and understand meaningful social action and experiences (du Plooy-Cilliers, Davis and 

Bezuidenhout, 2014). One of the main ideas on which the paradigm is based on is that 

individuals are essentially dissimilar from objects and therefore individuals cannot be studied 

in the same way that objects are studied within the natural sciences, because human beings 

are constantly changing and the environment in which they are in is continually effecting and 
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impacting them (du Plooy-Cilliers, et al.,2014). Unlike the natural sciences in the social 

sciences, which this topic falls under, the researcher’s aim is to describe and study 

meaningful social action (du Plooy-Cilliers, et al.,2014). Their main goal is to understand 

human behaviour, instead of trying to explain and discover causal relationships (du Plooy-

Cilliers, et al.,2014). Interpretivism is the most suitable approach as an in-depth 

understanding of the perceptions of the students regarding the relationship between 

academic pressure and suicidal behaviour, their environment and the academic pressures 

they face as well as the reasons behind the academic pressure is needed (Bantjes et al., 

2019). The meaning behind the reasons for the causes of suicidal behaviour needs to be 

identified, and once that meaning is conveyed it can then be used to benefit the research as 

individuals are the subject of the study. Therefore, they each are different and experience 

different feelings, emotions and thoughts, and therefore an in-depth understanding of each 

individual involved in the study and of the study as a whole is necessary (du Plooy-Cilliers, 

et al.,2014). 

 

Research Design 

 A qualitative exploratory research design was used for this study, and was the most 

suitable as it places emphasis on words instead of numbers in the analysis and collection of 

data (du Plooy-Cilliers, et al.,2014). This allowed the researcher to gain an in-depth 

understanding and to find and describe meaning (du Plooy-Cilliers, et al.,2014). It views 

reality as being subjective and when working with individuals this is important, as it allows 

for meaning to be uncovered (du Plooy-Cilliers, et al.,2014). As well as for numerous 

perspectives to be explored, which is important as you can find out about the individuals 

opinions, feelings and thoughts (du Plooy- Cilliers, et al.,2014). With a topic such as this one 

it is vital to gain unique perspectives and explanatory information in order to see the full 

scope. 

Population  

 The population which were used for this research were South African tertiary 

educational students. The population parameters were that, they must be a full time 

undergraduate student from a higher educational institute in South Africa, which include 

universities and private colleges, and they must be currently studying. The target population 

for this research were, every full-time undergraduate student who attends a higher 

educational institution such as universities or private colleges within South Africa, who are 

over the age of 18 and under the age of 25. The population sample used excluded 
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individuals who are over the age of 25, due to their possible mental maturity and other 

external factors which include late attendance and repetition of the same year. These factors 

could have potentially affected the validity and accuracy of the results. 

Sampling 

 The sampling method used for this research is a type of non-probability sampling 

method and is called snowball sampling. Snowball sampling is where research participants 

recruit future participants from among their acquaintances (Muijs, 2012). The way in which 

the sample was chosen was, the first participant was chosen then they proceeded to help 

recruit other individuals for the research study (Muijs, 2012). These individuals were 

approached and briefed about the topic, and if they were interested were presented with a 

consent form in which they were required to sign. This was to ensure that they were at ease, 

and so that the researcher could confirm that they fitted the population parameters and 

characteristics (Muijs, 2012). The consent form also informed the potential participants 

about what the study entailed, the intricacies on the topic, and what was required of them. 

This method of sampling was ideal for the population as the topic is very sensitive and could 

of been uncomfortable for some individuals to speak about. Therefore, when the individuals 

were approached and once they were briefed they could decide whether they felt 

comfortable to participate, and if they weren’t they could refuse. This way no one was made 

to feel pressurised or forced to participate, it was completely up to the individual whether 

they wanted to participate within the research study or not (Muijs, 2012). The sampling 

method used allowed the researcher to have control over who participated and allowed them 

to ensure that each participant met the specific population parameters and characteristics. 

This allowed the researcher to find specific relevant information from the small group of 

individuals who participated (Muijs, 2012). This enables the topic to be fully explored as it 

has to do with academic issues and the issue of suicidal behaviour which are very personal 

and specific to certain individuals. It allowed their experiences and feelings to be considered 

and used as valuable research. The sample was made up of 5 participants who consented 

to taking part in in-depth interviews on  Zoom video calls. These participants within the 

sample met all the population parameters and had signed the consent forms before they 

participated. The reason why such a small sample size was used was due to the data 

collection method used which were in-depth interviews, it made analysing the data less time 

consuming and ensured that not many individuals had to take part as many may have not 

wanted to due to the topic. 
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Data collection method / Application of data collection method 

 The data collection method selected for this research was an in-depth interview, 

specifically a standardised open-ended interview. The interviews took place on Zoom video 

calls where each participant was interviewed separately on a separate call. Each video call 

was recorded. With this type of interview used the researcher focused on the same set of 

questions for all the individuals which they used within the interview (du Plooy-Cilliers, et 

al.,2014). This way insured that the individuals were able to be observed and  were analysed 

in an effective manner which made it easier. Standardisation enabled the researcher to 

compare notes and recordings on the perceptions, feelings and opinions of the participants 

which will allowed for a more accurate and trustworthy study (du Plooy-Cilliers, et al.,2014). 

This was vital for this research topic as it allowed all the interview responses to be compared 

equally and with a sensitive topic such as this one within the research, it also assisted in 

avoiding certain uncomfortable questions for the participants interviewed. It allowed the 

sensitive topics such as suicidal behaviour and mental-wellbeing to be explored in a gentle 

manner and ensured that the researcher did not go off topic or ask any further added 

questions, which could of potentially caused discomfort or lead the participants to have 

developed unwanted emotions or feelings. This method which was used also aided the 

researcher with organisation (du Plooy-Cilliers, et al.,2014).  

 The researcher chose their first participant who was an acquaintance of theirs who 

fitted the specific population parameters and characteristics. Once this participant was 

selected, they assisted the researcher and found another 2 participants who then each found 

1. These 5 participants were briefed and then provided with a consent form which they were 

required to sign. Within the briefing the potential participants were made fully aware and 

informed about what was required of them, the nature of the study, what the possible risks 

were and what information of theirs would be used, recorded and documented. Once the 

researcher secured the 5 participants, an email was sent out asking which day and time 

suited them for their interview as well as the length of the interview, and the platform in which 

it would take place on. It was important that each participant be interviewed on a separate 

day. Once the participants had replied and a suitable time and day was chosen a Zoom link 

was emailed to them which was clicked on and allowed them access into the video call. The 

interviews had to take place on Zoom due to Covid-19 and the lockdown which was put into 

place, which prohibited interviewing the participants face to face.  Each interview took place 
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for an hour on a Zoom video call where they were recorded. None of the participants felt 

uncomfortable about the video call being recorded, which enabled the researcher to record 

each one with given consent. Each participant were asked 10 questions about what their 

perceptions of suicidal behaviour were and its relation to academic pressure. Throughout 

the interview the researcher took notes and then wrote down the recorded answers after 

each interview ended, which were safely stored and ready for the next step which was data 

analysis. By writing down the answers after the interview and from the recorded call it helped 

ensure accuracy prohibited time from being wasted during the interviews. The interviews 

took place across a working day week period where one participant was interviewed per 

day. This allowed for slight flexibility for the participant as they were able to chose a time 

during the day or evening which suited them as well as allowed room for sudden change to 

the interview time or if there were any cancelations. Each participant was interviewed on a 

separate day and all of them kept to their commitment. These interviews were done from 

Monday the 17 August to Friday the 21 August 2020..  

 This method of data collection was suitable for a topic such as this as it allowed 

certain sensitive questions such as suicidal behaviour and mental health to be carefully 

asked and thought of as there were set questions that needed to be asked. It also allowed 

all the different experiences and realities to be analysed which helped ensure an accurate, 

descriptive result (du Plooy-Cilliers, et al.,2014). It also allowed an in depth understanding 

and meaning to be found, as well as allowed for privacy and anonymity. The method aligned 

with the paradigm and design which was chosen as, in-depth interviews are a qualitative 

research type of data collecting method and therefore was also seen from an interpretivistic 

approach. An in-depth interview was best suited to this research topic as sensitive issues 

could be spoken about privately, instead of them being discussed within a group situation 

(du Plooy-Cilliers, et al.,2014). It also allowed the researcher to observe and listen carefully 

as they were able to focus on each participant closely and individually (du Plooy-Cilliers, et 

al.,2014).  

Data analysis method  

 The data analysis method chosen for this research was a qualitative thematic content 

analysis. This method was used to explore and determine themes and patterns which were 

implanted within the text (du Plooy-Cilliers, et al.,2018). This method focused on the 

distinctive themes which informed the researcher of the different range of meanings of the 

phenomenon rather than focusing on quantitative methods (du Plooy-Cilliers, et al.,2018). It 

uncovered the different themes as well as the significant meanings of the data supplied (du 
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Plooy-Cilliers, et al.,2018). This method suited the research as it allowed for an in-depth 

understanding to be formed and the true meaning was conveyed. Due to the research that 

was done for this study it required a lot of in-depth understanding as well as honesty and 

detail, therefore this method allowed together with the data collection method used, which 

was an in-depth interview to fully explore all meaning and phenomena regarding the data 

and the topic. These two methods used also allowed the data to be recorded accurately as 

each interview was recorded and then written out which was the first step of the process (du 

Plooy-Cilliers, et al.,2018). The second step was to define the coding unit which was 

analysed which was a way of organising the data into manageable sections. Here the 

researcher analysed the text closely and decided how they would be separated and what 

information was relevant or not (du Plooy-Cilliers, et al., 2018). The third step was the 

creation of a conceptual frame work which was developed, each theme was distinct and did 

not overlap in meaning (du Plooy-Cilliers, et al.,2018). Testing then occurred which ensured 

clarity and consistency, and was followed by substantive coding  which took place (du Plooy-

Cilliers, et al.,2018).  

 With this form of coding which was used, the researcher read over all the text which 

was written from the interviews and went over it in detail which allowed them to form an 

overall opinion and judgement of the information, as well as helped them gain an in-depth 

understanding of the answers (du Plooy-Cilliers, et al.,2018). This process involved  

categorising, re-categorising data, examining and breaking down as well as conceptualising 

and comparing the data (du Plooy-Cilliers, et al.,2018). Once this was done everything was 

rechecked so that consistency was ensured. Following this, the data was interpreted and 

the themes and meanings were uncovered and analysed (du Plooy- Cilliers, et al.,2018). 

After this the researcher reported on the process in which they applied in their coding. From 

all the data which was collected and then was organised into sections it aided the researcher 

in identifying what the common themes and patterns were which in turn was then used in 

the study (du Plooy-Cilliers, et al.,2018).  

 

Trustworthiness  

This research being a qualitative study used trustworthiness as its purpose supplied an in-

depth understanding of the phenomenon (Korstjens and Moser, 2017). There are four 

dimensions of trustworthiness; confirmability, transferability, dependability and credibility.   
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Confirmability refers to how sufficiently the data gathered backs up and substantiates the 

interpretation and findings of the researcher, and concerns the aspect of neutrality 

(Korstjens et al.,2017). The inter-subjectivity of the data was secured, and the interpretation 

grounded in the data as it was not based on the researchers own specific preferences or 

viewpoints. The findings were based on the participants of the study’s responses and not on 

personal bias or personal motivations of the researcher. This is important especially for such 

a personal topic such as suicidal behaviour as each individual has have had their own 

experiences and thoughts, which weren’t skewed by the researcher. In order to create 

confirmability an audit trail was provided for the study which underlined each step of the data 

analysis, which was constructed to supply reasons for the decisions made. This aided in 

establishing that the findings of the research correctly portray participants responses, which 

helped ensure trustworthiness.  

 

Transferability refers to how the research results must be similar if applied to a situation of 

the same nature (du Plooy et al., 2018). The researcher ensured that a detailed description 

of the participants and the research process is given to allow the reader to assess whether 

the findings are transferable to their own situation and environment. The findings will need 

to be applied to a similar situation where similar results will be delivered. Due to the topic 

being based on mental health, it is important that transferability was present to ensure 

trustworthiness as mental health is a topic in which accuracy and trustworthiness is needed.  

 

Dependability refers to the extent to which the study is able to be repeated by other 

researchers and that that their findings would be coherent (Korstjens et al., 2017). To ensure 

dependability an inquiry audit was used, where an outside party examined and reviewed the 

data analysis and research process. By doing so it ensured that the findings could be 

repeated and are consistent.  

 

Credibility is defined as the researcher interpreting the data with accuracy (Korstjens et al., 

2017). The researcher ensured that adequate time was spent with the participants for an in-

depth understanding to be formed and gain good insight into their lives. The topic being 

based on a mental health issue such as suicidal behaviour, it was vital that the researcher 

spent enough time with each participant in order for them to be accurately portrayed within 

the study. The more information and understanding the researcher had of each participant 

the more beneficial it was for the research, ensuring credibility which created 

trustworthiness. By conducting a member check it allowed the participants to give feedback 
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on each of their transcripts of the in-depth interview (Korstjens et al., 2017). It enabled the 

participants to correct the researchers interpretation, and to challenge what they believe to 

be incorrect interpretations (Korstjens et al., 2017). This ensured trustworthiness as 

accuracy is given (Korstjens et al., 2017). 

 

Results and interpretation of results  

Results  

 In-depth interviews were conducted individually with each participant to gather the 

data for this study. 5 participants were used, with participant 1 being a female in first year 

aged 19 at a public tertiary institution, participant 2 being a male aged 22 in third year at a 

public tertiary institution, participant 3 being a male aged 22 in second year at a private 

tertiary institution, participant 4 being a male aged 23 in third year at a public tertiary 

institution and participant 5 being a female aged 18 in first year at a private tertiary institution. 

From the research conducted, two major themes were identified as well as numerous sub 

themes. The first theme is contributors to academic stress which consists of three sub 

themes which are, the transition from school to university, parental pressures and substance 

use. The second theme is contributors to suicidal behaviour which is comprised of four 

themes which are anxiety and depression, financial pressures, and feeling overwhelmed.  

 

 

Contributors to academic pressure  

 With regards to the research question and aim, 5/5 participants perceived there to be 

relationship between academic pressure and suicidal behaviour in undergraduate university 

students. Participant 1 stated, “I am aware of suicidal rates amongst students, particularly 

in undergrad due to the pressure of academic achievements and challenges”. Participant 2 

stated, “I think that academic pressure in relation to suicidal behaviour is a lot more prevalent 

than a lot of people would think”. Participant 3 stated, “I believe that suicidal behaviour 

caused by academic pressure is common to a large extent”. Participant 4 stated, “Academic 

pressure in university is very high and it could very well lead to suicidal behaviours in certain 

individuals”. Participant 5 stated, “I feel suicidal behaviours in university students are 

becoming a lot more common, especially due to academic pressure”. Participants were 

asked if they consider academic pressure to be a main contributing factor to suicidal 

behaviour in university students and 5/5 participants agreed and argued that academic 

pressure can be considered to be one of the main contributing factors to suicidal behaviour 

in undergraduate university students. 3/5 participants felt that within university students, 
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academic pressure could be considered the main contributing factor to suicidal behaviour 

within undergraduate university students. Participant 3 stated, “in my opinion, academic 

stress can be considered one of the biggest, if not the biggest contributing factor to suicidal 

behaviour in university students”. Participant 4 stated, “I would say that academic pressure 

is definitely out of all the issues the biggest cause of suicidal behaviour in university 

students”. Participant 5 stated, “Definitely, I think academic pressure is in many cases the 

cause of individuals suicidal behaviours”. Whereas 2/5 believed that it is one of the main 

contributing factors however can not be considered the largest one. Participant 1 stated, “In 

my opinion, I do think that it is definitely a factor, but not the largest factor”. Participant 2 

stated, “I do not think it is the main reason but I do think that it is one of them”. Under this 

theme three sub themes were detected, the first being the transition from school to 

university. 

 Transition from school to university:  

 From the research gathered, this sub theme became evident as 4/5 participants 

raised this transition as an area of concern as well as being perceived as a major cause of 

academic stress in their and other students’ university careers. As stated by participant 4 

“At school you chased around a lot where at university its sort of up to you and and leaves 

you to decide for yourself and work in your own time which comes with its own pressures 

and responsibilities and I think a lot of people get caught in a bit of a trap”. Participant 5 

stated, “I think the academic pressure in university is a big jump from school, it’s a new 

environment with new academic challenges”. The other 2 out of the 4/5 participants both 

stated that the transition from school to university was a challenging one, especially 

academically and explained that no one in high school realises how much work you are 

required to do when you get to university, and the pressures which come along with it. 

Therefore, it is evident from the research gathered from the participants that the transition 

from high school to university can be considered a contributor to academic pressure.  

Parental pressures:  

 Another sub theme which emerged from the research conducted is parental 

pressures, as 5/5 participants believed that parental pressure can be considered a major 

contributor to academic pressure. Participant 3 stated, “Academic stress is mostly pressure 

being put on by parents, because most parents believe that academics is the be all and end 

all”. Both participant 1 and participant 2 believed that in many instances parents want their 

child to be academically successful, even if they may not be that way inclined, and that 

pressure placed on them often leads to high levels of academic pressure. Participant 4 
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stated, “Academic stress in my opinion, is mostly pressure being put on by parents”. 

Participant 5 explained that from their own personal experiences and those of their friends 

that parental pressure can be very overwhelming and often cause academic pressure which 

may not necessarily be there if it wasn’t for the pressure their parents put on them to 

succeed. Therefore, parental pressure is considered a contributor to academic stress which 

can then lead to suicidal behaviour.  

 Contributors to suicidal behaviour  

 Participants were asked what they believed were some of the other contributing 

factors to suicidal behaviour other than academic pressure these were factors such as 

anxiety and depression and financial pressure were the most frequently mentioned. 

Participant 3 stated, “You’ve got academic pressure as a main factor which can then 

together with some other factors lead to suicidal behaviour”. Participant 1 stated, “In my 

opinion, factors such as feeling overwhelmed and depression and anxiety can cause suicidal 

behaviour, as the individual gives up on life”. 4/5 participants felt that the workload in each 

of their courses was extremely overwhelming and overbearing, and that the pressure from 

that as well as the pressure of trying to pass and complete all their work created much 

academic pressure which in their opinions could very easily result in suicidal behaviour in 

certain students. 5/5 participants perceived suicidal behaviour to also be caused by financial 

pressure, especially in a socio-economic climate such as South Africa, because many 

students cannot afford the fees and therefore need high marks to get a scholarship or 

bursary. Due to this, the financial pressure they themselves are under and their families to 

educate them can contribute to suicidal behaviour. The first sub theme detected under this 

theme was anxiety and depression. 

Anxiety and depression  

 When the participants were asked what were other contributors to suicidal behaviour 

in university students, 3/5 participants stated that in their opinion, students who experience 

anxiety and depression or who develop it while at university have a high chance of 

participating in suicidal behaviours and developing suicidal ideation. Due to their ill state of 

mind, and due to the combination of anxiety or depression with academic pressure which 

could then result in suicidal behaviours. Participant 1 stated, “Well I think with suicidal 

behaviour depression comes hand in hand with it”. Participant 4 stated “I would say in a 

situation that’s obviously a very dark mental space that someone would be in, they feel like 

they have no where to go or no one to turn to and because of this think about taking their 

life”. Participant 2 stated, “In my opinion, anxiety can end up controlling one’s thoughts which 
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could then very easily lead them to develop suicidal thoughts and behaviour”. These 3 

participants felt that there was a strong connection between anxiety, depression and suicidal 

behaviour, either with academic pressure or without.  

 

Financial pressures  

 5/5 participants mentioned the financial pressures many families in their opinion face, 

which could contribute to a students suicidal behaviour due to the pressure they are put 

under to perform to secure their bursary. Participant 1 stated, “Some people do not have 

equal opportunities like the whole fees must fall subject, and students not being able to 

access facilities or to go to varsity. I think that contributes a lot, and those who get bursaries 

get put under so much pressure to meet the standard because others weren’t able to do so, 

I think that it is very pressurising that bursary, it is a huge achievement but its a lot of 

pressure I can believe to keep up that standard”. Participant 4 stated, “Some families are 

going through serious financial stress, which definitely contributes to suicidal thoughts and 

behaviours”. 

 

 

 

Discussion  

 The aim of this study was to explore whether university students perceive there to 

be a relationship between academic pressure and suicidal behaviour within undergraduate 

university students in South Africa. Data was collected by using in-depth interviews where 

5 participants were interviewed. Thematic coding was used to analyse the data and 

through thematic coding there were two main themes which emerged, as well as 5 sub 

themes. The first theme was contributors to academic pressure, with 2 sub themes related 

to it which were the transition from school to university and parental pressures. The 

second theme was contributors to suicidal behaviour, with 2 sub themes related to it which 

were anxiety and depression and financial pressures. This discussion will provide a critical 

evaluation of the results in the broader context of the research problem and they will be 

critically and comprehensively related to previous literature.  

 

Contributors to academic pressure 

 The research question for this study was if university students perceive there to be 

a relationship between academic pressure and suicidal behaviour, with the sub question 
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being what are university student’s perceptions of suicide and suicidal behaviour.  The 

findings showed that all participants did perceive there to be a relationship between 

academic pressure and suicidal behaviour, and therefore for the purpose of the study the 

research question was answered. 5/5 participants perceived the relationship to be a 

significant one, and all stated that the issue of suicide within university students is an 

ongoing, serious issue. The second objective of the research was to understand whether 

academic related pressure is perceived to be a primary contributor towards the suicidal 

behaviour of university students. This objective was partly met as, 3/5 participants 

perceived academic pressure to be the main contributing factor to suicidal behaviour, and 

previous literature from Tang, Byrne & Qin (2017) aligns with these perceptions, as their 

research describes academic pressure as being a main contributing factor of suicidal 

behaviour in university students. 2/5 participants believed that it is a contributing factor, 

however they did not consider it to be the main one. This aligned with Chen, Kang & Lin 

(2017) research, as they stated that suicidal behaviour in university students can be 

considered to mostly be caused by mental disorders such as depression and anxiety, as 

well as other factors. Their research showed that academic pressure is a contributing 

factor however, can not be considered to be the main factor (Chen et al, 2017).  The first 

objective of the research was to understand university student’s feelings and thoughts 

towards suicide, and by conducting in-depth interviews it allowed each participant to 

express their feelings and thoughts towards suicide. Each participant spoke in-depth about 

their feelings and thoughts on suicide which enabled the researcher to gain an in-depth 

understanding which assisted in answering the research question and objectives. Previous 

studies done within South Africa in the past 5 years have all discussed the significant 

relationship between academic pressure and suicidal behaviour in university students. 

However, the study done by Bantjes, Lochner, Stein & Taljaard (2017) placed emphasis 

on the different causes of academic pressure and how together or separately they can 

lead to suicidal behaviour, specifically in undergraduate university students. Regarding this 

research, the previous literature mentioned substantiated it as it placed emphasis on the 

significance of the relationship however provided further insight into the factors causing the 

academic stress which aligned with the results of my research study.  

 

 

Transition from school to university  

 Through thematic coding, the transition from school to university emerged as a sub 

theme of contributors to academic stress. 4/5 Participants described that the changes in 



 

  Page 26 of 44 

which individuals experience when transitioning from school to university have the ability to 

impact one negatively. During school these participants described being chased around 

and having teachers ensure that their work is being completed. The participants explained 

that moving forward into university students were now faced with a situation where there is 

no longer someone reminding them constantly what needs to be done. This means many 

students are either not aware or simply forget the due dates for their projects and tests 

resulting in increased academic pressure within these periods close to the due date. 4/5 of 

the participants raised this transition as an area of concern as well as being a major cause 

of academic stress in their university careers. Previous research done showed that this 

sub theme was common and that the present university student age is considered by 

many to be the age of competition due to scientific and technological advancement 

(Bantjes et al.,2017). This research substantiates this sub theme in my research, as it 

shows that the academic pressure caused by this transition is not only due to the transition 

itself but the numerous factors which contribute to its difficulty. Another study done by 

Banerjee and Chatterjee (2016) showed that the pressure to be accepted into a university 

and to adapt to the workload caused high levels of academic pressure in university 

students, this supported numerous perceptions mentioned by the participants from my 

research study, as these causes were mentioned and spoken about in much detail. 

Therefore, it is evident from the research gathered from the participants and from previous 

literature that the transition from high school to university can be considered to be a 

contributor to academic pressure.  

 

Parental pressures  

 Another sub theme which emerged was parental pressures. All the participants 

stated that parental pressure can be considered a contributor to academic stress. Many 

parents have made numerous sacrifices to ensure their children live good lives and are 

well educated (Pinquart & Kauser, 2018). In contemporary society, academic competition 

is high and many parents want their children to be the best, even if they are not 

academically inclined (Pinquart & Kauser, 2018). The results from the participants showed 

that they all perceived this pressure to stem from the fact that parents often have high 

expectations of their children which are difficult or cannot be achieved. Previous research 

suggests that often parenting styles can affect the way in which parents view the 

importance of academics, and the pressures in which they place on their children (Mueller 

& Abrutyn, 2016). Although parenting styles is not a sub theme in this research, it explains 
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why certain parents are the way they are and why they put pressure on their children. 

These reasons aligned with the participants from my research study’s perceptions as to 

why their parents and other parents are this way inclined. Another previous research study 

described academic pressure being a consequence of the pressures put on students to 

succeed (Pinquart & Kauser, 2018). This aligns with 5/5 participants perceptions regarding 

parental pressures as a contributing factor to academic stress.  

Contributors to suicidal behaviour  

The second main theme which emerged was contributors to suicidal behaviour. 

Participants were asked what they thought were other contributing factors to suicidal 

behaviour other than academic pressure. From this, 2 sub themes were detected which 

were anxiety and depression and financial pressures.  

Anxiety and depression  

 The next sub theme which emerged from the data was anxiety and depression. 3/5 

participants perceived there to be a strong connection between anxiety, depression and 

suicidal behaviour, either with academic pressure or without. These participants believed 

that students who developed anxiety or depression had a high chance of participating in 

suicidal ideation or suicidal behaviours, due to their ill state of mind and the combination of 

anxiety or depression with academic pressure, which could then result in suicidal 

behaviours. Previous research done by Bantjes, Kagee, McGowan & Steel (2016) stated 

that there is a significantly strong relationship between depression and suicidal behaviour, 

and that often individuals with either depression or anxiety have a much higher chance of 

engaging in suicidal behaviours. This previous research however does not mention their 

relationship with academic pressure, but rather states that academic pressure is a result of 

depressive or anxious symptoms. Due to this, the findings from my research could be 

limited but may also contribute to the future research in this field. Therefore, depression 

and anxiety can be seen as contributing factors to suicidal behaviours, however their 

relationship with academic pressure is not as significant as I as the researcher previously 

predicted.  

 

Financial pressures  

 Another sub theme which emerged is financial pressures. 5/5 participants perceived 

financial pressures to be a contributor to suicidal behaviour in university students  due to 

the pressure they may be under to perform to secure a bursary. Previous research 
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substantiates this perception, as in South Africa there is a wide economic divide where 

many individuals cannot afford to go to university (Bantjes et al.,2017). Therefore, they put 

immense pressure on themselves to perform. Other financial pressures recently have 

occurred in many households due to Coivid 19 and the financial strain many families are 

under. Due to this, the participants believed that this added financial pressure could also 

contribute to suicidal behaviour. There is no previous research regarding Covid-19 and the 

possible consequences of the financial pressure caused by it, therefore the participants 

perception regarding this cannot be supported as of yet. Regarding the participants 

differences in their perceptions of financial pressures, the participants from private 

institutions placed just as much emphasis on financial pressures as a contributing factor as 

the participants from public institutions. This showed that financial pressure is a very 

common factor experienced by many. Therefore, financial pressures can be considered a 

contributing factor to suicidal behaviour. 

 

Academic pressure and suicidal behaviour  

 Therefore, the results gathered from the participants showed that 5/5 participants 

believed that there is a relationship between academic pressure and suicidal behaviour in 

undergraduate university students. The two main themes which were evident from the 

research conducted were contributors to academic pressure and contributors to suicidal 

behaviour, with 6 sub themes all of which fall under the relationship between academic 

pressure and suicidal behaviour. Therefore, it is clear from the results shown that the 

participants did perceive there to be a strong relationship between academic pressure and 

suicidal behaviours. This answering the main research question.   
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Conclusion  

 

Research Question, Problem, Objectives addressed  

 

Regarding the research question for this study, it consisted of  the research question, one 

sub question and two objectives. The research question for this study was, “Do university 

students perceive there to be a relationship between academic pressure and suicidal 

behaviour?”. From the findings gathered from each participant, evidence suggests that the 

answer to the research question is that university students do perceive there to be a 

relationship between academic pressure and suicidal behaviour. 5/5 participants perceived 

there to be a significant relationship between academic pressure and suicidal behaviour, 

and that academic pressure can be considered to be one of the main contributing factors to 

suicidal behaviour in undergraduate university students. The sub question included in the 

study was, “What are university student’s perceptions of suicide and suicidal behaviour”. 

The sub question was successfully fulfilled, as each participant gave in-depth information 

about the topic, and provided detailed accounts of their perceptions of suicide and suicidal 

behaviour which assisted the research process throughout. The two objectives of the 
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research were, “To understand university student’s feelings and thoughts towards suicide, 

and to understand  

 

Through the use of in-depth interviews information was gathered from each participant, 

which was then analysed where a qualitative thematic content analysis method was used. 

Through this, the findings were that each participant  

 

Heuristic value  

 

 This study added to the existing body of knowledge surrounding suicidal behaviour 

in relation to academic pressure. The chosen topic for this research was a sensitive one 

which many individuals experience on a daily basis. Suicide behaviour amongst university 

students has been an on-going issue which has increased each year not only at South 

African universities but all around the globe (Bantjies et al., 2017). Due to this the findings 

of the study aimed to contribute to the knowledge in the ways in which the rate of suicide 

amongst university students could be lowered or reduced. The findings from the research 

are an indication to society about the severity of this issue and how a greater effort of 

creating awareness needs to be made. Mental health is a topic in which immense research 

has been done, however not many studies have been done on suicidal behaviour in relation 

to academic pressure amongst university students (Bantjies et al., 2017). There is a large 

gap in the literature within this field, as more emphasis, energy and time needs to be put 

into this topic as the country is losing many of their young adults due to this ongoing issue 

(Bantjies et al., 2017). Therefore, this research study done could contribute to filling this 

large gap in the literature within the field. Due to this, the research is also relevant to South 

African universities. The information found is an indication to each South African university, 

of the consequences their academic standards have on certain students. Due to this, one of 

the main intentions of the study was to attempt to aid in creating an enhanced understanding 

of suicidal behaviour and the consequences of academic pressure. This study could possibly 

also benefit certain researchers who are wanting to conduct studies on mental health issues, 

as it will be a guideline for some. This study possibly contributed to society’s knowledge on 

mental health issues, specifically suicidal behaviour. 
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Ethical considerations 

 Regarding this research, there were numerous ethical considerations which needed 

to be considered. The research study was approved by The IIE’s Varsity College and the 

research supervisor so this ensured that the research study was ethically appropriate. The 

first ethical consideration which needed to be considered was informed consent, this was 

important as individuals who took part in the study needed to be aware that they were doing 

so and had to give their consent for their information to be used by the researcher (Connelly, 

2014). The way in which this was upheld within the study was when the participant 

responded to the email saying they would partake they then signed and attached a consent 

form which they attached to the email before they took part in the study. The second ethical 

consideration which needed to be contemplated was collecting data from participants. This 

was vital as when data from the participants was collected their psychological comfort 

needed to be the priority. Due to the topic being a sensitive one, other participants hearing 

each others answers needed to be avoided. Therefore, an in-depth interview took place 

instead of a focus group, this ensured that whatever was said by the participant could not 

be heard by any one but the researcher. This made sure that the ethical consideration was 

upheld and that the participants were comfortable and did not feel psychologically 

threatened or uncomfortable in any way (Connelly, 2014). After the interviews, no one 

reported that they felt uncomfortable or psychologically threatened. The next ethical 

consideration which needed to be thought out was dealing with sensitive information. The 

study was based on a very sensitive topic which many could have felt uncomfortable 

speaking about if certain measures were not put into place or considered. As the researcher, 

when the research was conducted and the findings were analysed it was important that the 

researcher ensured that there was ethicality throughout especially when the participants 

were interviewed on zoom. The researcher was informed about very sensitive, private 

information in which they had to protect and keep to themselves. In order to be an ethical 

researcher, the researcher kept this information private and did not let their own feelings 

interfere (Connelly, 2014). The researcher found out certain information from the interviews 

about the participants and did not share this information with anyone, therefore all the 

information which was received for the study remained private and protected. Another 

ethical consideration which needed to be thought of was confidentiality vs anonymity 

because, the protection of the participants identity and their sensitive information needed to 

remain anonymous to everybody else apart from the researcher, it was the researcher’s 

ethical responsibility to protect their private information and identity and not to share it 

(Connelly, 2014). All the information which was gathered remained anonymous to everyone 
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apart from the researcher, and only the researcher had access to it and was aware of that 

information. This ensured that confidentiality and anonymity were upheld throughout the 

research process. 

 

Limitations 

 The limitations of this research study were time, access to information and resources, 

and sensitivity. Time was a limitation because, each participant had to be interviewed in-

depth one at a time on a zoom call, therefore it took a relatively long period of time to gather 

all the information and to analyse it. Two cancellations took place before two of the 

interviews which slowed down the process and caused more time to be taken than planned, 

however there were no internet connection issues. Another limitation is the sample size, as 

only five individuals were used within the study which does not represent the target 

population . This is a limitation because it affects the generalisability of the study as it is a 

qualitative study and therefore represents personal opinion and is unique to each individual. 

Additionally, there are a large amount of students in South Africa and therefore, only 5 

students cannot represent the perceptions of students across South Africa. Another 

limitation is possible discomfort and sensitivity within the participants, as they discussed 

their perceptions of this issue and were asked specific questions which had been planned, 

which may have caused some of the participants to feel uncomfortable or may have made 

them upset or may had triggered their worries about their academics. Therefore when the 

interviews were conducted, the researcher made sure that they were approachable and 

approached the questions in a calm, thoughtful manner which ensured that the participant 

felt safe and comfortable.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

  Page 33 of 44 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

References  

Banerjee, N., & Chatterjee, I. (2016). ACADEMIC STRESS, SUICIDAL IDEATION & 

MENTAL WELLBEING AMONG 1ST SEMESTER & 3RD SEMESTER MEDICAL, 

ENGINEERING & GENERAL STREAM STUDENTS. Researchers World : Journal Of Arts, 

Science And Commerce, VII(3), 73-80. doi: 10.18843/rwjasc/v7i3/09 

 

Bantjes, J., Breet, E., Saal, W., Lochner, C., Roos, J., & Taljaard, L. et al. (2019). 

Epidemiology of non-fatal suicidal behavior among first-year university students in South 

Africa. Death Studies, 1-8. doi: 10.1080/07481187.2019.1701143 

 

Bantjes, J., Kagee, A., McGowan, T., & Steel, H. (2016). Symptoms of posttraumatic 

stress, depression, and anxiety as predictors of suicidal ideation among South African 

university students. Journal Of American College Health, 64(6), 429-437. doi: 

10.1080/07448481.2016.1178120 



 

  Page 34 of 44 

 

Bantjes, J., Lochner, C., Stein, D., & Taljaard, L. (2017). Global study aims to unpack 

mental health issues facing university students. Retrieved 20 May 2020, from 

http://www.news.uct.ac.za/article/-2017-05-11-global-study-aims-to-unpack-mental-health-

issues-facing-university-students 

 

Chen, Y., Kang, Y., & Lin, Y. (2017). Depression, suicidal ideation, and knowledge of 

suicidal behavior among Chinese university freshmen. Social Behavior And Personality: 

An International Journal, 45(8), 1375-1384. doi: 10.2224/sbp.6347 

 

du Plooy - Cilliers, F., Davis, C. and Bezuidenhout, R. (2014). Research Matters. Cape 

Town: Juta and company Ltd.  

du Plooy - Cilliers, F., Davis, C. and Bezuidenhout, R. (2018). Research Matters. Cape 

Town: Juta and company Ltd.  

 

Eisenberg, D., Gollust, S., Golberstein, E., & Hefner, J. (2007). Prevalence and correlates 

of depression, anxiety, and suicidality among university students. American Journal Of 

Orthopsychiatry, 77(4), 534-542. doi: 10.1037/0002-9432.77.4.534 

 

Joiner, T. (2009). The interpersonal-psychological theory of suicidal behavior: 

current status and future directions. Journal Of Clinical Psychology, 65(12), 1291-

1299. doi: 10.1002/jclp.20621 

 

Korstjens, I. and Moser, A. (2017). Series: Practical guidance to qualitative 

research. Part 4: Trustworthiness and publishing. European Journal of General 

Practice, [online] 24(1), pp.120-124. Available at: 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13814788.2017.1375092?af=R 

[Accessed 26 Oct. 2019]. 

 

Mortier, P., Auerbach, R., Alonso, J., Bantjes, J., Benjet, C., & Cuijpers, P. et al. (2018). 

Suicidal Thoughts and Behaviors Among First-Year College Students: Results From the 

WMH-ICS Project. Journal Of The American Academy Of Child & Adolescent Psychiatry, 

57(4), 263-273.e1. doi: 10.1016/j.jaac.2018.01.018 



 

  Page 35 of 44 

 

Mueller, A., & Abrutyn, S. (2016). Adolescents under Pressure. American Sociological 

Review, 81(5), 877-899. doi: 10.1177/0003122416663464 

 

Muijs, D. (2012). Survey's and Sampling. In: A. Briggs, M. Coleman and M. Morrison, ed., 

Research Methods in Educational Leadership and Management, 3rd ed. London: SAGE 

Publications Ltd, pp.140-142.  

Peltzer, K., Yi, S., & Pengpid, S. (2017). Suicidal behaviors and associated factors among 

university students in six countries in the Association of Southeast Asian Nations 

(ASEAN). Asian Journal Of Psychiatry, 26, 32-38. doi: 10.1016/j.ajp.2017.01.019 

 

Pinquart, M., & Kauser, R. (2018). Do the associations of parenting styles with behavior 

problems and academic achievement vary by culture? Results from a meta-analysis. 

Cultural Diversity And Ethnic Minority Psychology, 24(1), 75-100. doi: 

10.1037/cdp0000149 

 

Tang, F., Byrne, M., & Qin, P. (2017). Psychological distress and risk for suicidal behavior 

among university students in contemporary China. Journal Of Affective Disorders, 228, 

101-108. doi: 10.1016/j.jad.2017.12.005 

 

Torbey, S., Robinson, D., Vakkalanka, P., Holstege, C., & Thomson, J. (2016). 3.23 A 

SILENT EPIDEMIC: SUICIDE IN THE COLLEGE STUDENT POPULATION. Journal Of 

The American Academy Of Child & Adolescent Psychiatry, 55(10), S149. doi: 

10.1016/j.jaac.2016.09.155 

 

Van Niekerk, L., Scribante, L., & Raubenheimer, P. (2012). Suicidal ideation and attempt 

among South African medical students. South African Medical Journal, 102(6), 372. doi: 

10.7196/samj.5503 

 

Van Orden, K. (2011). The Interpersonal Theory of Suicide. HHS Author Manuscript. 

[online] Available at: https:// www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/ pmc/articles/PMC3130348/ [Accessed 

5 Apr. 2020].  

 



 

  Page 36 of 44 

Westefeld, J., Homaifar, B., Spotts, J., Furr, S., Range, L., & Werth, J. (2005). Perceptions 

Concerning College Student Suicide: Data from Four Universities. Suicide And Life-

Threatening Behavior, 35(6), 640-645. doi: 10.1521/suli.2005.35.6.640 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

  Page 37 of 44 

Appendix A  
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Appendix B 

Interview questions  

 

1. What are your thoughts and opinions regarding suicidal behaviour in undergraduate 

university students ? 

2. What do you believe suicidal behaviour entails and why do you think it occurs within 

university students ? 

3. What is your perception of suicide within your specific institution ? 

4. What do you believe goes through one’s mind when experiencing suicidal behaviours? 

5.  Do you consider  academic pressure to be a main contributing factor to suicidal 

behaviour within university students, why ? 

6.  With regards to academic pressure within your specific course, what aspects do you 

find overwhelming, if any ? 

7. What do you find to be the largest contributor to academic stress ?  

8. What do you believe needs to change within the institution regarding academic 

pressure?    

9. With regards to student support structures within your institution, do you feel that they 

are adequate or need improvement, please explain 

10. With the added issues of Covid 19, do you feel this perpetuates suicidal behaviour? 
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Your research proposal and the ethical implications of your proposed research 

topic were reviewed by your supervisor and the campus research panel, a 

subcommittee of The Independent Institute of Education’s Research and 

Postgraduate Studies Committee.  

Your research 

proposal 

posed no 

significant 

ethical concerns 

and your 

supporting 

documents 

and instruments 

are in order to 

proceed. 

We hereby 

provide you with 

permission 

to proceed 

with your 

research.  

In the event of 

you deciding to 

change your 

research 

methodology in any way, kindly consult your supervisor to ensure all ethical 

considerations are adhered to and pose no risk to any participant or party involved. 

A revised ethical clearance letter will be issued.  

We wish you all the best with your research! 
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Supervisor: Dr Richard Vergunst 

_____________ _____________ 

Campus Postgraduate Coordinator (CPC): Dr Marizanne Grundlingh 

______________ ____________ 

GENERAL CONDITIONS TO BE FULFILLED IN RELATION TO 

RESEARCH  

Permission is granted to proceed with the above study subject to the conditions 

listed below being met and may be withdrawn should any of these conditions be 

flouted.  

Please note: The panel has not considered the merits, accuracy or ethical 

soundness of the research. The only merits examined are the use of The IIE as a 

sample.  

Permission is granted subject to the following conditions: 

1. The researcher(s) will need to obtain informed consent in writing from all of

the participants in his/ her sample if the study is not anonymous.

2. The researcher(s) may only use the data collected for research purposes and

in no other way.

3. Photographs of human subjects may only be taken if relevant to the

research, informed consent was obtained, and even with informed consent,

the photographs may not be published on any online platforms.

4. The researcher is responsible for supplying and utilising his/her own

research resources, such as stationery, photocopies, transport, faxes and

telephones and should not depend on the goodwill of the institutions and/or

the offices visited for supplying such resources.
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5. No names or identifying information of participants may be used within the 

research and the research must be voluntary.  

 

6. Please make it clear that the information will not be used punitively in any 

way and participants may in no way be counselled/advised based on this.  

 

 

 

 


