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Abstract
According to the interpersonal theory of suicide, the perception of imposing a burden on loved ones increases the risk for 
suicidal ideation. Little research, however, has examined the interaction of burdensomeness with cognitive variables in 
predicting suicidal ideation in college students even though the relationship between burdensomeness and ideation may be 
contingent on levels of cognitive risk factors. The present study thus examined the relationships between burdensomeness, 
hopelessness, coping competence, and suicidal ideation. Questionnaires were administered to 279 undergraduate students 
from a university in the Midwest United States. After controlling for depression, hopelessness, and coping competence, 
burdensomeness significantly predicted ideation and accounted for variance above and beyond the control variables. Moreo-
ver, the relationship between burdensomeness and suicidal ideation was significantly moderated by coping competence 
and hopelessness. The findings suggest that perceived burdensomeness plays a critical role in the risk for suicide in college 
students. More specifically, the findings suggest that coping competence and hopelessness can be ideal targets for interven-
tions as changes in these variables may attenuate the association between perceived burdensomeness and suicidal ideation.
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Introduction

Suicide is the second leading cause of death in college-aged 
individuals worldwide (World Health Organization, 2019). 
Moreover, worldwide, 6% of college-aged individuals have 
attempted suicide and 18% have experienced suicidal idea-
tion (Lim et al., 2019). In the United States, suicide is the 

second leading cause of death in college-aged individuals 
(Heron, 2019). Furthermore, 9% of students in the United 
States have attempted suicide and nearly 1 in 4 undergradu-
ate college students in the United States have seriously 
considered suicide (American College Health Association, 
2021; Liu et al., 2019). Suicidal ideation is an important 
variable to measure in suicide risk and prevention research 
because it is a modifiable risk factor and a precursor to sui-
cide attempts and completed suicide (Hovey & King, 2002).

In the past dozen years, researchers have utilized the 
interpersonal theory of suicide (Joiner, 2005) as a frame-
work for examining suicidal ideation in college students 
across various nations and cultures. According to the inter-
personal theory, the presence of perceived burdensome-
ness and thwarted belongingness leads to suicidal ideation 
(Joiner, 2005). Thwarted belongingness refers to a perceived 
sense of social disconnectedness whereas perceived burden-
someness refers to a sense that one is a burden on others. 
Although social disconnectedness has long been studied as 
a risk factor for suicide, perceived burdensomeness is a rela-
tively new risk factor in the suicide literature (Hill & Pettit, 
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2014). Moreover, perceived burdensomeness, in particular, 
has received strong support as a risk factor for suicidal idea-
tion (Ma et al., 2016).

For example, burdensomeness has significantly predicted 
suicidal ideation above and beyond depression and demo-
graphic variables in college students in Ireland (Bhargav 
& Swords, 2022), China (Zhang et al., 2013), South Korea 
(Choi & Bae, 2020), and the United States (Becker et al., 
2020; O’Keefe et al., 2014; Servaty-Seib et al., 2021; Van 
Orden et al., 2008; Wong et al., 2011). In addition, bur-
densomeness has significantly mediated the relationships 
between adverse childhood experiences and suicidal ideation 
in college students in Ireland (Bhargav and Swords, 2022), 
between future orientation and ideation in college students 
in Hungary (Chang et al., 2017), and between depression 
and ideation (Cole et al., 2013), eating disorder symptoms 
and ideation (Kwan et al., 2014), perfectionism and idea-
tion (Rasmussen et al., 2012), and racial microaggression 
and ideation in college students in the United States (Hol-
lingsworth et al., 2017). Finally, as the interpersonal theory 
posits, the interaction between perceived burdensomeness 
and belongingness has significantly predicted suicidal idea-
tion in college students in South Korea (Seo, 2020) and the 
United States (O’Keefe et al., 2014; Van Orden et al., 2008; 
Wong et al., 2011).

Relatively little research, however, has examined the 
interaction of burdensomeness with other possible key vari-
ables in predicting suicidal ideation in college students even 
though the level of association between burdensomeness and 
ideation may be contingent on levels of cognitive risk fac-
tors (Buitron et al., 2017), for example. Indeed, research 
(Rasmussen & Wingate, 2011) has found that perceived 
burdensomeness significantly interacted with optimism to 
predict suicidal ideation in college students: students with 
high burdensomeness and low optimism experienced greater 
ideation than students with high burdensomeness and high 
optimism. Moreover, perceived burdensomeness signifi-
cantly interacted with mindfulness such that students with 
high burdensomeness and low mindfulness reported greater 
ideation than students with high burdensomeness and high 
mindfulness (Buitron et al., 2017).

It is important that additional studies examine possible 
moderators in the relationship between burdensomeness 
and suicide ideation given that such variables could serve 
as potential targets in intervention efforts that aim to reduce 
suicidal ideation in individuals experiencing burdensome-
ness. The present study thus seeks to extend the literature 
on the moderating influences of cognitive risk factors on 
perceived burdensomeness. We examined how burdensome-
ness interacts with hopelessness in predicting suicidal idea-
tion in college students, given that hopelessness is a promi-
nent cognitive risk factor associated with suicide behavior 
(Ribeiro et al., 2018). We also examined the interaction 

of burdensomeness and coping competence in predicting 
suicidal ideation. The construct of coping competence is 
based on helplessness theories and refers to the self-belief 
that one has the capacity to cope well, irrespective of the 
method or coping style employed to adapt to a difficult situ-
ation (Schroder, 2004). High coping competence would thus 
be expected to attenuate the relationship between a mental 
health risk factor and mental health problem. In fact, this 
is what research has found (e.g., Schroder & Ollis, 2013).

Purposes of study

The specific purposes of our study were to examine the 
relationships between coping competence, hopelessness, 
burdensomeness, and suicidal ideation in college students; 
examine the influence that burdensomeness has on suicidal 
ideation above and beyond the influence of depression, cop-
ing competence and hopelessness; and examine the interac-
tions of burdensomeness with coping competence and hope-
lessness in predicting suicidal ideation. We expected that the 
variables would be strongly intercorrelated; burdensome-
ness would be a significant independent predictor of suicidal 
ideation; and the relationship between burdensomeness and 
suicidal ideation would be significantly moderated by coping 
competence and hopelessness.

Methods

Participants

Participants were 279 undergraduate students (72% female) 
from a university in the Midwest United States. The mean 
age of participants was 19.9 (SD = 1.4). Seventy percent of 
participants indicated that they were European American; 
16% were African American; 4% were Latino/a American; 
3% were Multiracial; 2% were Asian-American; and 5% 
were “other” ethnicity.

Measures

Demographic information

Participants completed a demographic form, which included 
questions on gender, age, and ethnicity.

Depression

The Beck Depression Inventory-II (BDI-II; Beck et al., 
1996) was used to assess depressive symptoms. The BDI-
II consists of 21items, with possible scores ranging from 
0 to 63. Higher total scores indicate increased depressive 
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symptoms. The BDI-II has demonstrated excellent internal 
consistency reliability and construct validity with college 
students (Carmody, 2005; Steer & Clark, 1997) and had 
excellent internal consistency in the present study (α = .93).

Hopelessness

The Beck Hopelessness Scale (BHS; Beck & Steer, 1988) 
was used to assess hopelessness. The BHS consists of 20 
true-false items assessing an individual’s negative expecta-
tions about the future. Possible scores range from 0 to 20 
with higher scores indicating greater levels of hopeless-
ness. The BHS has demonstrated excellent internal consist-
ency reliability and construct validity with college students 
(Hovey et al., 2014a; Steed, 2001). In the present study, the 
BHS had good internal consistency (α = .82).

Perceived burdensomeness

Perceived burdensomeness was assessed by the perceived 
burdensomeness subscale from the Suicide Cognitions 
Scale (SCS; Rudd, 2004), which consists of 2 items (“The 
world would be better off without me”; “I am a burden to 
my family”) scored on a 5-point scale (“Strongly Disagree” 
to “Strongly Agree”). Previous studies (Jahn et al., 2011; 
Slee et al., 2008a, b) have used this subscale to assess bur-
densomeness. Its internal consistency in the present study 
was good (α = .78).

Coping competence

Three items from the SCS (Rudd, 2004) (“No one can help 
solve my problems”; “Nothing can help solve my problems”; 
“I can’t cope with my problems any longer”) were used to 
measure (lack of) coping competence. For ease of interpreta-
tion, these items were reverse scored so that greater scores 
equaled greater coping competence. The internal consist-
ency for these items was good (α = .82).

Suicidal ideation

Suicidal ideation was assessed by The Adult Suicidal Idea-
tion Questionnaire (ASIQ; Reynolds, 1991a), which con-
sists of 25 items that assess the nature and frequency of 
suicidal ideation within the past month. Each item is rated on 
a 7-point scale ranging from 0 (“I never had this thought”) 
to 6 (“almost every day). The ASIQ has excellent internal 
consistency reliability and construct validity with college 
students (Reynolds, 1991b) and had excellent internal con-
sistency (α = .98) in the present study.

Procedures

Before data were collected, the study was approved by the 
university’s Human Subjects Research and Review Com-
mittee. Students participated in the study as either part of 
a course requirement or they were given course extra credit 
for participation. Data were collected by research assistants 
in small group settings of six to eight students in a large 
seminar room. The research assistants were students in a 
Clinical Psychology Ph.D. program who were trained by 
the first author in the areas of data collection, questionnaire 
and interview techniques, clinical research ethicality, suicide 
risk and warning signs, and crisis intervention techniques in 
response to suicidal crises.

During each data collection session, research assistants 
first obtained written informed consent. After consent, 
research assistants distributed a packet of questionnaires to 
participants. The questionnaire packet took between 20 to 
30 minutes to complete. Upon completion of the question-
naires, research assistants provided a debriefing form to par-
ticipants that discussed the purpose of the study and gave 
contact information for available mental health resources. 
For each data collection session, a licensed clinical psy-
chologist was available for crisis management—in an office 
down the hallway—in the event that a participant needed 
care. No participants utilized this service.

Data analyses

Data were entered into, and analyzed via, SPSS v26. Data 
analyses were conducted, and are presented below, in three 
steps. First, descriptive statistics were analyzed. Second, 
bivariate associations among the variables were assessed 
through Pearson correlation coefficients. Finally, two hier-
archical multiple regressions of suicidal ideation were 
conducted according to Aiken and West (1991) to assess 
the moderating influences of coping competence and 
hopelessness.

Results

Table  1 shows the means and standard deviations for 
the major variables in the study along with the correla-
tions between these variables. The means were within the 
expected ranges. As expected, coping competence was 
strongly negatively associated with depression, perceived 
burdensomeness, and suicidal ideation; and hopelessness, 
perceived burdensomeness, depression, and suicidal ideation 
were strongly positively intercorrelated.

As shown in Table 2, the hierarchical multiple regressions 
of suicidal ideation examined the influence of each predic-
tor variable while controlling for depression; the amount 
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of variance that perceived burdensomeness contributed to 
suicidal ideation above and beyond the other predictors; and 
the interactions between perceived burdensomeness and the 
cognitive variables in predicting suicidal ideation. Coping 
competence, hopelessness, and perceived burdensomeness 
were centered for the analyses. In the first analysis, coping 
competence and perceived burdensomeness were significant 
independent predictors of ideation; perceived burdensome-
ness significantly contributed a unique amount of variance 

to ideation; and the interaction of coping competence and 
perceived burdensomeness significantly predicted ideation. 
In the second analysis, hopelessness and perceived burden-
someness were significant predictors of ideation; perceived 
burdensomeness significantly contributed a unique amount 
of variance to ideation; and the interaction between hope-
lessness and perceived burdensomeness significantly pre-
dicted ideation.

To examine the form of the interactions, we plotted them 
in accordance with the recommendations by Aiken and West 
(1991). These are depicted in Figs. 1 and 2. “High” equals 
1 standard deviation above the mean for the given variable; 
“medium” equals the mean; and “low” equals 1 standard 
deviation below the mean. As seen in Fig. 1, students with 
high burdensomeness and low coping competence reported 
greater suicidal ideation than students with high burden-
someness and high coping competence. As seen in Fig. 2, 
students with high burdensomeness and high hopelessness 
reported greater suicidal ideation than those with high bur-
densomeness and low hopelessness. Overall, our moderation 
analyses provide strong support for our hypotheses that cop-
ing competence and hopelessness moderate the relationships 
between perceived burdensomeness and suicidal ideation.

Discussion

As mentioned earlier, although previous research has exam-
ined the predictive value of perceived burdensomeness in 
studies of suicidal ideation in college students, very little 
research has examined how perceived burdensomeness inter-
acts with cognitive variables in predicting suicidal ideation 
in college students. The present study thus extends this scant 
literature as we found strong evidence that the relationship 
between perceived burdensomeness and suicidal ideation in 
college students is moderated by coping competence and 
hopelessness. In addition, we found strong associations 
between coping competence, hopelessness, perceived bur-
densomeness, and suicidal ideation. Furthermore, when 
controlling for depression, coping competence and hope-
lessness, we found that perceived burdensomeness had a sig-
nificant influence on suicidal ideation above and beyond the 

Table 1   Means, standard 
deviations and correlations 
between variables

*p < .0001

Burdensomeness Coping 
Competence

Hopelessness Depression M (SD)

Burdensomeness – −.70* .64* .63* 2.6 (1.3)
Coping Competence −.70* – −.66* −.69* 13.8 (2.1)
Hopelessness .64* −.66* – .66* 2.6 (3.1)
Depression .63* −.69* .66* – 9.5 (9.1)
Suicidal Ideation .63* −.62* .54* .61* 9.2 (18.0)

Table 2   Hierarchical multiple regression analyses of suicidal ideation

*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001

Predictors β t R2 change

Model 1
  Step 1 .44***
   Depression .34 5.4***
   Coping Competence −.39 −6.2***
  Step 2 .05***
   Depression .26 4.1***
   Coping Competence −.23 −3.4***
   Burdensomeness .30 4.8***
  Step 3 .02**
   Depression .25 4.1***
   Coping Competence −.18 −2.6**
   Burdensomeness .17 2.2*
   Coping Competence X Burden-

someness
−.22 −3.2***

Model 2
  Step 1 .40***
   Depression .44 7.1***
   Hopelessness .25 4.0***
  Step 2 .07***
   Depression .31 5.0***
   Hopelessness .10 1.6
   Burdensomeness .37 6.0***
  Step 3 .02**
   Depression .30 4.9***
   Hopelessness .06 1.0
   Burdensomeness .25 3.5***
   Hopelessness X Burdensomeness .19 2.9*
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influence of these variables. Finally, to our knowledge, our 
study is the first to examine the concept of coping compe-
tence within the interpersonal theory of suicide framework.

Stressors associated with the rapid developmental trajec-
tory experienced by many college students may increase 
their vulnerability for mental health difficulties. For exam-
ple, transitioning from dependence to autonomy (while 
possibly moving away from home) may lead to feelings of 
instability and reduced emotional support from family and 
long-time friends, and some students may have difficulty in 
forming new relationships thus leading to social isolation 
and loneliness. Additionally, students may struggle with 
more intensive academic curricula, which may increase 
stress related to academic success and career-related 
issues. Students may also have to balance academic and job 

responsibilities which, in turn, may lead to financial stress. 
Students may experience physical and mental exhaustion 
from being overwhelmed by the transitional stressors.

It may be the case that the stress that emanates from such 
stressors exacerbates one’s risk for depression (Kroshus 
et al., 2020) and hopelessness, increases one’s perception 
of self as incompetent, and increases one’s sense that she 
or he is a burden on others. The experience of these, in 
turn, may increase one’s risk for suicidal thoughts. Previ-
ous research indeed provides evidence for the deleterious 
effects of these transitional stressors on college students. For 
example, in a sample of undergraduate college students from 
four large universities in the United States (Westefeld et al., 
2005), every student who attempted suicide (n = 93) cited 
stress related to school, family problems, and trouble with 

Fig. 1   Coping competence 
moderates the relationship 
between burdensomeness and 
suicidal ideation

Fig. 2   Hopelessness moder-
ates the relationship between 
burdensomeness and suicidal 
ideation
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relationships as primary reasons contributing to their suicide 
attempt. Moreover, 78% of students who attempted suicide 
reported financial stress as a primary reason contributing to 
their suicide attempt and 76% reported social isolation as a 
primary reason contributing to their attempt.

Clinical implications

Our study has important implications for the prevention, 
assessment, and treatment of suicidal thoughts and behav-
ior in college students. First, our theoretical framework and 
findings identify coping competence and hopelessness as 
ideal targets for interventions as changes in these variables 
may modify the association between perceived burdensome-
ness and suicidal ideation. In specific, for a college student 
seriously considering suicide who perceives oneself as an 
extreme burden on others, enhancing the student’s sense of 
coping competence could reduce her or his level of suicidal 
ideation and, in turn, reduce her or his risk for attempting 
suicide. Similarly, for a student suffering from burdensome-
ness and ideation, increasing the student’s sense of hopeful-
ness could reduce the severity of her or his suicidal thoughts 
and behavior. Second, because the moderators we examined 
are cognitive variables, our findings are especially relevant 
for cognitive and cognitive-behavioral interventions, which 
utilize cognitive strategies to combat suicidal thoughts and 
behavior (Hovey et al., 2014b).

Unfortunately, a number of factors may make effective 
suicide prevention and interventions for college students 
difficult to achieve. The inherent nature of burdensome-
ness may present itself as an obstacle towards treatment. In 
other words, college students may be hesitant to reach out 
for help as they may be particularly sensitive to perceiving 
any type of reaching out for assistance as an inappropri-
ate demand on others—i.e., being a burden (Servaty-Seib 
et al., 2021). Moreover, up to three-fourths of college stu-
dents may be unaware of available campus resources for 
dealing with suicide (Westefeld et al., 2005). Because being 
unaware of mental health resources has been shown (Ogueji 
& Okoloba, 2022) to exacerbate mental health difficulties, 
outreach to students is imperative. For example, informa-
tion about campus resources for mental health and suicide 
can be distributed as part of the information packet given to 
students during college orientation sessions. Colleges and 
universities can also use electronic communications, social 
media, and an online presence as means of keeping students 
abreast of mental health services and suicide prevention 
programs that are available within the campus setting, sur-
rounding communities, and nationally (e.g., the 988 suicide 
and crisis lifeline newly available within the United States). 
Such widespread messaging may help to destigmatize the 
seeking of mental health assistance. Finally, in the effort 
to curb suicide behavior in college students, college and 

university counseling centers should include an assessment 
of perceived burdensomeness, hopelessness, and sense of 
coping competence as part of their screening protocols and 
they should provide crisis intervention training to staff that 
covers the critical roles that these variables play in deter-
mining suicide risk in college students. The provision of 
training should also be considered for other individuals who 
may have the opportunity to intervene in the welfare and 
functioning of students. These include student health center 
staff, residence hall staff, and other student affairs personnel.

As we navigate through the tail-end of the COVID-19 
pandemic, it is important to consider how the pandemic 
has influenced college students’ psychological function-
ing. Longitudinal research (Huckins et  al., 2020; Mack 
et al., 2021) that tracked the mental health of college stu-
dents in the United States found that, during the first month 
of the pandemic, students reported an increase in anxiety 
and depression and that these increases were linked to an 
increase in social isolation. Over the next two months, these 
same students reported a continued increase in social iso-
lation, which remained linked to anxiety and depression. 
Moreover, during this latter period, students sensing COVID 
fatigue reported greater anxiety and depression. Given that 
social isolation appeared to drive these increases in anxiety 
and depression, it would not be surprising if hopelessness, 
burdensomeness, and suicidal ideation in college students 
were similarly affected.

Research on the psychological impact of COVID-19 on 
college students after the reopening of schools suggests that 
the pandemic has had a lingering negative influence on col-
lege student mental health. For example, continued social 
isolation (as measured by self-quarantine and quarantine of 
classmates) and increased financial stressors (as measured 
by the degree to which the pandemic influenced family eco-
nomic status) were significantly associated with anxiety and 
depression in college students from five universities across 
China (Ren et al., 2021). Moreover, students closer to gradu-
ation reported greater anxiety and depression, thus suggest-
ing that missing school may have intensified academic and 
career-related stress experienced by senior-level students.

Limitations and recommendations for future 
research

Limitations of our study include its self-report methodology 
and cross-sectional design. Although the perceived burden-
someness subscale from the SCS has been used by other 
researchers (e.g., Jahn et al., 2011; Slee et al., 2008a, b) and 
its internal consistency is sound, future research should use 
a more comprehensive measure of burdensomeness to fully 
ensure that the construct is thoroughly assessed. Finally, 
future research should assess the replicability and gener-
alizability of our findings and examine whether additional 
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cognitive variables serve as moderators in the relation-
ship between burdensomeness and suicidal thoughts and 
behaviors.

Data availability  The datasets generated during and/or analyzed dur-
ing the current study are available from the corresponding author on 
reasonable request.
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