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Abstract: This study examines the effect of psychological factors (eating 
disorders (EDs), psychological distress, self-esteem, and family satisfaction) 
on suicidal ideation among adolescent and young adult students. Conducted 
in Cádiz and Málaga (Spain) with 494 participants aged 16–29, the study used 
standardized questionnaires to measure these variables. Results showed that 
eating disorders and psychological distress were positively associated with 
suicidal ideation, while self-esteem and family satisfaction were protective. 
Regression analysis explained 32.1% of the variability in suicidal ideation. 
Age, but not sex, moderated some associations, with stronger effects in 
younger participants. These findings highlight the importance of addressing 
these factors through educational interventions and research to prevent 
suicidal ideation in this population. 
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Resumen: Este estudio analiza el efecto de factores psicológicos (trastornos 
alimentarios (TCA), malestar psicológico, autoestima y satisfacción familiar) 
sobre la ideación suicida en estudiantes adolescentes y jóvenes adultos. 
Realizado en Cádiz y Málaga (España) con 494 participantes de entre 16 y 29 
años, el estudio empleó cuestionarios estandarizados para medir estas 
variables. Los resultados mostraron que los trastornos alimentarios y el 
malestar psicológico se asociaban positivamente con la ideación suicida, 
mientras que la autoestima y la satisfacción familiar tenían un efecto 
protector. El análisis de regresión explicó el 32,1 % de la variabilidad en la 
ideación suicida. La edad, pero no el sexo, moderó algunas asociaciones, 
observándose efectos más intensos en los participantes más jóvenes. Estos 
hallazgos resaltan la importancia de abordar estos factores mediante 
intervenciones educativas e investigación para prevenir la ideación suicida 
en esta población. 
 
Palabras clave: Ideación suicida, Trastornos de la conducta alimentaria, 
Malestar psicológico, Autoestima, Satisfacción familiar. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

The transition from adolescence to young adulthood is often associated with 

ideas of progress and the future. Ideally, being young should involve the 

development of interpersonal and social skills to help navigate the challenges 

and difficulties that arise with adulthood. However, recent global challenges, 

such as the COVID-19 pandemic, coupled with various economic and social 

crises that have impacted the world—and especially Spain—over the past few 

decades, alongside the country’s own structural problems, have significantly 

affected the well-being of young people and as expected, their opportunities 

and outlook for the future (Ballesteros, 2023). 

 

Amid this backdrop of uncertainty and economic and social changes, 

suicide—and specifically, suicidal ideation—among adolescents and young 

adults in Spain has garnered increasing attention in recent years. Between 

2019 and 2021, the number of adolescents and young adults experiencing 

frequent suicidal thoughts rose significantly, from 5.8% in 2019 to 8.9% in 

2021 (Sanmartín et al., 2022). Moreover, suicide has become the leading 

cause of death among individuals aged 15 to 29 in Spain (Instituto Nacional de 

Estadística, 2021). 

 

These alarming trends suggest that the transition from adolescence to 

adulthood, which is typically seen as a period of development and growth, is 

now overshadowed by significant risk factors. These include feelings of 

existential emptiness, depression, anxiety, hopelessness, economic 

difficulties, low self-esteem, excessive preoccupation with body image, 

substance abuse, family dysfunction, and traumatic experiences like bullying 

or sexual abuse.  
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Additional risk factors also include gender-based discrimination and social 

exclusion. Any of these factors, whether individually or in combination, can 

severely impact adolescents’ mental health and increase the risk of suicidal 

ideation (Kaloğlu & Hocaoglu, 2023; Serrano-Ruiz et al., 2017). 

 

This study examines two critical risk factors: eating disorders (EDs) and 

psychological distress, which includes symptoms of anxiety and depression. 

Both factors are closely associated with suicidal ideation and can 

significantly increase emotional vulnerability in adolescents and young adults 

(Junus & Yip, 2023; Kaloğlu & Hocaoglu, 2023). 

 

The study also examines two essential protective factors: self-esteem and 

family satisfaction. Self-esteem, as a measure of self-concept and self-worth, 

can serve as a buffer against suicidal ideation (Shagufta, 2022). Family 

satisfaction, reflecting emotional support and positive relations within the 

home, can provide a safe and nurturing environment for adolescents and 

young adults (Cuadris-Torres, 2023; Yang et al., 2022). 

 

The aim of the study is to provide insights and relevant knowledge to prevent 

suicidal ideation and help develop effective intervention strategies by 

identifying some of the key factors associated with the prevention and 

development of these thoughts. 

 

1.1. Suicidal ideation 

The word “suicide” originates from the Latin terms sui, meaning ‘self’, and 

caedere, translated as ‘the act of slaying’. Suicide is a deliberate and 

voluntary act in which an individual chooses to end their own life. It is a 

complex issue that is often caused by a combination of personal, social, 

psychological, environmental and biological factors. Additionally, it typically 

results from an intense emotional struggle and a sense of despair or a lack of 

alternatives to cope with adverse situations (Barroso, 2019). On the other 

hand, suicidal behaviors include suicidal thoughts, plans, failed attempts and 

self-injuries that do not necessarily result in death but reflect a tendency or 

desire to end one’s life (Gvion & Apter, 2012). 
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In this context, the process leading to suicide can be understood as beginning 

with suicidal ideation, which indicates vulnerability and may, in some cases, 

progress to a suicide attempt and, if successful, to completed suicide (Cañón 

& Carmona, 2018). 

 

To better understanding the process of suicidal ideation, it is important to 

distinguish between passive and active suicidal ideation. Passive suicidal 

ideation refers to thoughts or wishes to die that do not involve a specific plan 

or intention to commit suicide; instead, they reflect ambiguity about one’s 

own death. In contrast, active suicidal ideation is characterized by detailed 

thoughts regarding one’s death, often accompanied by a specific plan and 

method for committing suicide (Baños-Chaparro, 2024). 

 

Suicidal ideation is a significant issue that affects the general population, but 

in recent years, it has shown a particularly high incidence among adolescents 

and young people. Recent studies indicate that 44.3% of individuals aged 15 

to 29 have experienced suicidal ideation at least once in their lives (Sanmartín 

et al., 2022), highlighting the magnitude of the problem within this age group. 

 

Additionally, while completed suicide is more common among men, women 

tend to experience suicidal ideation more frequently. This trend is particularly 

evident among adolescents and young adults (Cañón & Carmona, 2018; 

Spanish National Statistics Institute, 2022; Urdiales-Claros & Sánchez-

Álvarez, 2021). Differences between the sexes may be influenced by various 

factors, including the methods of suicide; men are more likely to use violent 

and lethal methods compared to women (Fitzpatrick et al., 2022). Women also 

tend to receive stronger social support from friends, partners and relatives. 

Their coping strategies are generally more optimistic, and they are more 

likely than men to seek medical care, which facilitates early detection of 

mental health issues. In contrast, men often find it more challenging to 

acknowledge and seek help for mental health concerns, which can lead to an 

increase in suicidal behaviors (Cenkseven-Önder, 2018). 
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Research on suicidal ideation in adolescents and young adults shows that 

many individuals exhibit warning signs before making the tragic decision to 

attempt suicide. In fact, it is estimated that between 70% and 80% of those 

who attempt suicide give warnings or display clear signs beforehand. This 

highlights the importance of recognizing these signals, along with the 

associated risk factors, as key elements in suicide prevention (Fonseca-

Pedrero & Díez, 2018). Recent research has highlighted several key risk 

factors associated with suicidal behaviors in young people. These include 

mental health disorders, previous suicide attempts, specific personality traits, 

genetic predisposition and family dynamics. These factors often combine with 

triggering psychosocial stressors, exposure to role models and access to 

means of committing suicide (Bilsen, 2018). 

 

Many studies identify depression, anxiety, and other mental disorders as the 

main triggers of suicidal behaviors in adolescents and young adults (Leigh et 

al., 2022; Metts et al., 2023; Park, 2023), however, some researchers suggest 

that additional or combined risk factors extend beyond mental health issues. 

Factors such as economic circumstances, academic performance, social and 

family relationships, low self-esteem, experiences of sexual abuse or neglect, 

unemployment, violence and lack of opportunities also play a crucial role. 

Moreover, elements like the perception of social support, traumatic 

experiences, and pressure regarding future career prospects can 

significantly influence young people's propensity for suicidal behaviors 

(Cañón & Carmona, 2018). 

 

1.2. Risk factors 

Risk factors significantly influence suicidal ideation by increasing the 

likelihood that an individual will experience suicidal thoughts or act on them. 

These factors can be biological, psychological, social, or environmental in 

nature, and they often interact in complex ways, contributing to higher risks 

(Alves da Silva, et al., 2023; Karayazi, 2023). This section examines two key 

factors: eating disorders and psychological distress, including anxiety and 

depression, due to their strong impact on suicidal ideation among 
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adolescents and young adults (Junus & Yip, 2023; Kaloğlu & Hocaoglu, 2023 

Karayazı, 2023). 

 

1.2.1. Eating disorders 

According to Bermúdez et al. (2021), eating disorders (EDs) are a group of 

mental health disorders characterized by atypical behaviors related to food 

and weight control. These disorders often involve dissatisfaction with one’s 

own body, a persistent fear of gaining weight and obsessive thoughts about 

eating. The most well-known EDs are anorexia and bulimia nervosa, both 

classified in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, Fifth 

Edition (DSM-5). However, there has recently been an increase in the 

incidence of another disorder known as orthorexia nervosa (García-Puertas, 

2020). 

 

Scientific literature confirms that EDs more frequently affect adolescents and 

young adults, particularly women, though they can occur in individuals of any 

age and also in men. These two life stages are especially vulnerable due to 

the physical and emotional changes they entail, as well as the social 

pressures related to body image and the desire to meet certain standards, 

which are heavily influenced by social media (Arrija-Val et al., 2022; Franco et 

al., 2019; García-Puertas, 2020; González & Miguel, 2023). 

 

Recent studies highlight that adolescents and young adults with eating 

disorders are at a higher risk of suicidal ideation and behaviors (Kaloğlu & 

Hocaoglu, 2023; Lipson & Sonneville, 2020; Perkins et al., 2021; Semenova et 

al., 2022 Smith et al., 2018; Wang et al., 2019). For example, some studies 

report that 30.6% of young people hospitalized for anorexia nervosa have 

experienced suicidal ideation, and 3.4% have made suicide attempts (Duriez 

et al., 2023). This relationship is driven by a combination of biological, 

psychological, and social factors that interact and impact both the physical 

and mental health of adolescents and young adults. First, EDs can disrupt the 

brain's balance of neurotransmitters like serotonin and dopamine, which are 

critical for regulating mood. These imbalances can make individuals more 

susceptible to depression and other emotional disorders, thereby increasing 
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the risk of suicidal thoughts (Bermúdez et al., 2021; Kaloğlu & Hocaoglu, 

2023). 

 

At a psychological level, adolescents with eating disorders often struggle with 

low self-esteem and extreme perfectionism. This internal pressure can lead to 

feelings of hopelessness and excessive self-criticism, which can severely 

affect their mental health. Additionally, eating disorders frequently co-occur 

with other conditions like depression and anxiety, further increasing the risk 

of suicidal ideation (Bermúdez et al., 2021; Smith et al., 2018; Wang et al., 

2019). 

 

On the other hand, social factors involve intense pressure to conform to 

beauty standards and cultural expectations surrounding body image. This 

pressure is particularly strong among young people, often contributing to the 

development of suicidal ideation (García-Puertas, 2020; González & Miguel, 

2023; Kaloğlu & Hocaoglu, 2023). 

 

Additionally, certain behavioral aspects should be considered, as some 

eating disorders, particularly bulimia nervosa, are linked to impulsive and 

risky behaviors, such as substance abuse (Bermúdez et al., 2021). It is also 

common for individuals with eating disorders to engage in self-harm as a way 

to cope with emotional distress, which further elevates the risk of developing 

suicidal behaviors (Kirkpatrick et al., 2023). 

 

1.2.2. Psychological distress: anxiety and depression 

"Psychological distress" is one of the most prevalent mental health issues 

globally. While not classified as a psychiatric disorder, it triggers symptoms 

that interfere with an individual’s everyday functioning. It is characterized as 

a state of perceived stress, demoralization, discomfort, and anxiety, often 

resulting from prolonged exposure to stressors. This can negatively affect the 

body’s functioning. If left unaddressed, chronic or persistent psychological 

distress can heighten the risk of developing a mental health disorder 

(Mosqueda-Díaz et al., 2019). 
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Mental disorders are highly prevalent worldwide. Recent data show that 

about one in eight people globally suffers from some form of mental disorder, 

with anxiety and depression being the most common, affecting both men and 

women. Furthermore, during the first year of the COVID-19 pandemic, the 

number of individuals with anxiety and depression disorders surged by over 

25%. This increase added to the nearly 1 billion people who were already 

dealing with a mental disorder before the pandemic (World Health 

Organization, 2022). 

 

To measure psychological distress, major studies often use scales that 

primarily assess anxiety and depression, though they may also incorporate 

other dimensions such as stress, obsessive thinking and additional 

psychological symptoms (Bados et al., 2005; Derogatis & Lazarus, 1994; 

Kessler & Mroczek, 1994). 

 

Anxiety and depression are strongly associated with suicidal ideation and 

behaviors, particularly in adolescents and young adults. Research shows that 

these mental health disorders substantially elevate the risk of developing 

suicidal thoughts or making suicide attempts (Cantor et al., 2023; Leigh et al., 

2022; Metts et al., 2023; Moller et al., 2022; Xu et al., 2023). Depression, in 

particular, is a leading risk factor for suicide. Individuals experiencing severe 

depression often feel hopeless, worthless, and overwhelmed by despair, all of 

which can heighten the likelihood of suicidal ideation. Likewise, certain 

anxiety disorders, such as generalized anxiety disorder or panic disorder, can 

exacerbate feelings of distress and further contribute to the risk of suicide 

(Cantor et al., 2023). 

 

In this context, a study involving university students reveals concerning data 

that highlights this relationship. Out of every ten students, five exhibit 

symptoms of depression, and seven show signs of anxiety. Most cases of 

depression are classified as moderate, while anxiety symptoms are typically 

mild. Additionally, two out of ten students report having experienced suicidal 

thoughts (Rodas et al., 2021). 
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1.3. Protective factors 

Protective factors are essential in reducing the risk of suicidal ideation and 

behavior, both in the general population and among younger individuals. 

These factors span various levels, including individual, familial, social, and 

community aspects (Domínguez et al., 2016; Montes de Oca & Rodríguez-

Medina, 2019; Zhu et al., 2023). This section will focus on two key protective 

factors: self-esteem as an individual component and family satisfaction as a 

familial element. These factors have been chosen for their significant 

relevance and strong connection to the prevention of suicidal ideation in 

adolescents and young people (Dat et al., 2022; Cuadris-Torres, 2023). 

 

1.3.1. Self-esteem 

Self-esteem is the perception individuals have of their own worth and is a 

fundamental aspect of emotional and mental health. It relates to how people 

view their abilities, qualities, and characteristics, and how these compare to 

their own expectations and societal standards. Self-esteem can manifest as 

either confidence and self-appreciation or insecurity and self-deprecation. 

High self-esteem and low self-esteem represent two extremes on the self-

esteem spectrum (Hepper, 2023; Rimes et al., 2023). 

 

High self-esteem refers to a positive self-image. Individuals with high self-

esteem typically have confidence in their abilities and decisions. They are 

often optimistic, resilient, and maintain a positive outlook on life. Additionally, 

they can accept their flaws and limitations without it diminishing their sense of 

self-worth. In contrast, low self-esteem is characterized by a negative self-

image. Those with low self-esteem often doubt their abilities, feel insecure, 

and may fear failure or disapproval. They tend to be self-critical and struggle 

to accept compliments or recognize their achievements (Rimes et al., 2023). 

 

Self-esteem plays a crucial role in the development of adolescents and young 

adults, significantly affecting their emotional well-being, social relationships, 

and ability to handle challenges. During adolescence, young people are in the 

process of shaping their identities and discovering who they are and what 

they aspire to be. High self-esteem empowers them to explore and make 
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decisions with confidence, which helps them establish a strong sense of 

identity (Chen & Ma, 2023). It also enhances emotional resilience, enabling 

them to recover more easily from setbacks and cope with stress more 

effectively. This confidence extends to their relationships, as young people 

with high self-esteem are more likely to set healthy boundaries, build 

respectful connections, and seek meaningful relationships (Arsandaux, 2020; 

Chen & Ma, 2023). 

 

On the other hand, self-esteem also impacts academic and professional 

performance. Young people who have confidence in themselves are often 

more motivated and willing to tackle challenges, which can lead to better 

academic outcomes and more career opportunities. Additionally, adolescents 

and young adults with high self-esteem are more likely to avoid risky 

behaviors, such as substance abuse, criminal activity, or sexual promiscuity 

(Arsandaux et al., 2020; Chen & Ma, 2023). 

 

Emotional and mental well-being is closely tied to self-esteem. Young people 

with high self-esteem are less likely to experience anxiety and depression and 

generally maintain a more positive outlook on life. In contrast, low self-esteem 

can be a risk factor for suicidal thoughts and behaviors, as it may lead 

adolescents and young adults to feel worthless or overwhelmed by their 

problems. Conversely, high self-esteem acts as a protective factor, reducing 

the risk of suicidal behaviors and promoting overall emotional well-being (Dat 

et al., 2022). In this context, various studies emphasize the impact of self-

esteem on suicidal behaviors, especially suicidal ideation among adolescents 

and young people. Research indicates that self-esteem is crucial in reducing 

suicidal thoughts among university students and high school adolescents. 

Specifically, higher levels of self-esteem are associated with a lower 

likelihood of experiencing suicidal ideation (Cortaza-Ramírez et al., 2022; El-

Masri & El-Monshed, 2021; Lara-Flores & Bonita-Basantes, 2022). 
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Similarly, other studies involving undergraduate students have shown that 

those with positive self-esteem are less likely to report suicidal thoughts, 

suggesting that positive self-esteem acts as a protective factor against 

suicidal ideation among students (Shagufta, 2022). Additionally, research has 

found that self-esteem mediates the relationship between depression and 

suicidal thoughts meaning that higher self-esteem can mitigate the impact of 

depression on suicidal ideation (Liu et al., 2022). 

 

1.3.2. Family satisfaction 

Family satisfaction refers to the emotions individuals experience in the 

context of their family relationships. These emotions arise from positive, 

enriching, and fulfilling interactions that are developed and nurtured within 

the family unit. Each family member perceives and experiences these 

relationships in their own personal and unique way (Quezada et al., 2015). 

 

Family satisfaction and the support it provides are vital for the development, 

life satisfaction and happiness of adolescents and young adults. The family 

serves as the primary social and emotional environment during their 

formative years (Kareem, 2023; Quezada et al., 2015). A positive and 

harmonious family environment fosters a sense of security and self-esteem in 

adolescents and young adults, creating an emotional space for their 

development. Additionally, families serve as role models; when young people 

witness healthy family relationships, they are more likely to learn positive 

social skills and build healthy connections in the future (Marrero et al., 2023; 

Nardone et al., 2013). 

 

Family can also serve as a protective factor against risky behaviors such as 

drug use, crime, reckless driving, or unsafe sexual practices. A strong 

connection with family can help counteract negative external influences 

(Bulycheva, 2023; Mihić et al., 2022). Family significantly impacts suicidal 

ideation among adolescents and young people. While there is no specific 

research directly linking family satisfaction to suicidal thoughts, various 

studies indicate that a positive family environment (characterized by 

emotional support, open communication, and strong relationships) can act as 
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a protective factor against suicidal thoughts and behaviors. In such 

environments, young people feel valued and understood, reducing feelings of 

isolation and hopelessness, which are closely associated with suicidal 

ideation. When adolescents grow up in a supportive family setting, they 

benefit from an emotional support network that allows them to express their 

concerns without fear of judgment. 

 

This environment helps prevent suicidal thoughts and provides a safe space 

to share feelings and navigate crises (Aguilar-Sigueñas & Villarreal-Zegarra, 

2022; Chiang et al., 2021; Harder et al., 2023; Wang, 2023). Conversely, in 

families with low satisfaction, high levels of conflict, dysfunction, or poor 

communication, the risk of developing suicidal ideation, suicidal behaviors, or 

non-suicidal self-injury significantly increases. In these environments, 

adolescents and young people may feel helpless and lack a support network 

to turn to, which increases their vulnerability to such behaviors (Alves Da 

Silva et al., 2023; Cuadris-Torres, 2023; Marrero et al., 2023; Ortiz-Sánchez et 

al., 2023; Yang et al., 2022). 

 

1.4. Present study 

The study explores suicidal ideation in adolescents and young adults, with a 

specific focus on how eating disorders (EDs), psychological distress (such as 

anxiety and depression), self-esteem, and family satisfaction influence these 

thoughts. These factors are highlighted because they are crucial in 

understanding emotional vulnerability in this age group and can either 

increase the risk of or provide protection against suicidal ideation. 

 

Adolescence and young adulthood are critical stages of development marked 

by the transition to independence and the formation of identity. However, 

factors such as the economic crisis, rapid social changes, and traumatic 

events like the COVID-19 pandemic have worsened the challenges young 

people face, leading to an alarming increase in suicidal thoughts in Spain 

(Sanmartín et al., 2022). This trend highlights the urgent need to understand 

the factors that predispose young people to suicidal thoughts and how they 

can be addressed. 



Exploring suicidal ideation in adolescents and young adults: eating disroders (ED),  
psychological distress, self-esteem and family satisfaction 

 

Ehquidad International Welfare Policies and Social Work Journal Nº 26 /July 2026 e- ISSN 2386-4915 

 161

Eating disorders have emerged as a significant risk factor, especially among 

adolescents and young adults, impacting both their physical and mental 

health (Bermúdez et al., 2021). The prevalence of disorders like anorexia and 

bulimia has risen alongside social pressures related to body image and 

perfection, which have been intensified by social media platforms (Arrija-Val 

et al., 2022; García-Puertas, 2020). 

 

Additionally, psychological distress, including anxiety and depression, has 

been recognized as another significant predictor of suicidal thoughts among 

young people (Cantor et al., 2023). The emotional burden from these 

disorders can lead young individuals to feel hopeless and trapped, increasing 

their risk of considering suicide as a way to escape their suffering (Leigh et 

al., 2022). 

 

On the other hand, self-esteem and family satisfaction have emerged as 

crucial protective factors. Positive self-esteem can act as a buffer against 

suicidal thoughts by improving emotional resilience and coping abilities in 

young people (Chen & Ma, 2023). Similarly, family satisfaction provides an 

emotionally secure environment that supports the psychological and social 

well-being of adolescents and young adults, reducing the likelihood that they 

will see suicide as a solution (Cuadris-Torres, 2023). 

 

This study aims to explore how eating disorders, psychological distress, self-

esteem, and family satisfaction are related to suicidal thoughts among 

adolescent and young adult students residing in Malaga and Cadiz. 

 

Various hypotheses were examined regarding the factors that influence 

suicidal ideation in adolescents and young adults. The first hypothesis 

suggests that eating disorders increase the likelihood of suicidal ideation 

(H1), while the second hypothesis suggests that there is a positive relation 

between psychological distress, expressed through symptoms of anxiety and 

depression, and suicidal ideation (H2). The third hypothesis suggests that 

high self-esteem acts as protective factor, reducing the likelihood of suicidal 

ideation (H3), while a fourth one suggests that family satisfaction also 
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reduces this vulnerability (H4). There are two additional hypotheses 

suggesting that sex (H5) and age (H6) modulate the relation between the 

psychological factors mentioned above (eating disorders, psychological 

distress, self-esteem and family satisfaction) and suicidal ideation.  

 

2. METHOD 

2.1. Participants 

The sample consisted of 494 adolescents and young adults who were 

students from various educational institutions in the provinces of Cádiz and 

Málaga. Participants were selected using snowball sampling, specifically non-

discriminatory exponential sampling, where each participant at the 

educational center referred other students. The group was made up of 64.1% 

females and 35.9% males, with ages ranging from 16 to 29 and an average 

age of 19.04 years (SD = 3.46). Most participants (98.1%) were Spanish, while 

the remainder came from various other countries. Educationally, 34.3% had 

completed compulsory secondary education, 29.1% had pursued higher 

education, 15.2% had finished high school, and 21.4% had completed 

vocational training. In terms of their current activities, 63% were focused 

solely on their studies, 12.9% were working, and 24.1% were balancing both 

work and study. 

2.2. Instruments 

The following standardized scales where used, grouped in a unified 

questionnaire: 

 

- Suicidal ideation: the Paykel Suicide Scale developed by Paykel et al. (1974) 

was used in its validated Spanish version by Fonseca-Pedrero et al. (2018). 

This scale measures thoughts of death (items 1 and 2), suicidal ideation 

(items 3 and 4) and suicide attempt (item 5). This scale comprises a total of 5 

items in a binary response system of ‘Yes/No’ (1 and 0 points, respectively).  

According to the authors who validated the scale, although some of its items 

ask questions about suicidal behaviors (item 5), the scale as a whole 

measures suicidal ideation. 

Cronbach’s Alpha is α=.84. 
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- Eating disorders: The Brief Questionnaire to Measure the Risk of Abnormal 

Eating Behaviors developed by Unikel-Santoncini et al. (2004) was used. This 

questionnaire consists of 10 items designed to identify specific eating 

behaviors linked to eating disorders. It has four response options ranging 

from 0 to 3, which indicate the frequency of such behaviors (0 = never or 

hardly ever, 3 = frequently). Cronbach’s Alpha is α=.79. 

 

- Psychological distress: An adapted version of the Hospital Anxiety and 

Depression Scale (HADS), developed by Zigmond and Snaith (1983) and 

translated into Spanish by Quintana et al. (2003), was used. This scale 

consists of 14 items, divided into two subscales of 7 items each. Each item 

offers four response options on a Likert scale, ranging from 1 to 4 points (1 = 

never, 4 = always). Cronbach’s Alpha is α=.85. 

 

- Self-esteem: The Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (RSE), created by Rosenberg 

(1965) and translated into Spanish by Atienza et al. (2000), was used. This 

scale consists of 10 items, each with four Likert-scale response options, 

ranging from 1 to 4 points (1 = strongly disagree, 4 = strongly agree). 

Cronbach’s Alpha is α=.89. 

 

- Family satisfaction: A shortened and adapted version of the Family 

Satisfaction Scale by Olson, Stewart, and Wilson (1990) was used to assess 

satisfaction with family cohesion and adaptability. The scale includes 10 

items, each rated on a 5-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (Strongly disagree) 

to 5 (Strongly agree). Cronbach’s Alpha is α=.90. 

 

2.3. Procedure 

Data were collected using two equivalent versions of the questionnaire, one in 

paper form and the other online. The printed questionnaires were handed out 

to participants in classrooms at selected schools, where they were given 

clear instructions on how to fill them out, with confidentiality assured. For 

those who chose the online option, a link was provided through Google 

Forms, along with the same instructions. This ensured a consistent 

experience between the paper and digital versions. In both formats, special 
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attention was given to keeping the content, instructions, and participation 

conditions identical to guarantee comparable data. 

 

The research followed a quantitative methodology with a descriptive and 

cross-sectional approach. Data was collected at a single point in time, 

providing a snapshot of the variables of interest. Participation was entirely 

voluntary, and participants’ anonymity was ensured, with informed consent 

obtained beforehand. The confidentiality of the collected data was protected 

by storing it securely, accessible only to the research team. 

 

2.5. Data analysis 

The data analysis was carried out using the SPSS statistical software and 

Hayes' PROCESS extension (Hayes, 2018). A correlation analysis was used to 

examine the strength and direction of the relationships between variables, 

while a regression analysis was also performed to create a predictive model 

for suicidal ideation. Finally, a moderation analysis was conducted to identify 

which sociodemographic factors might influence the relationship between the 

independent variables and suicidal ideation among adolescents and young 

adults. 

 

2.6. Ethical considerations 

This study was approved by the Ethics Committee of the University of Málaga 

(Ref. 183-2024-H). All participants gave their informed consent, and measures 

were taken to ensure their anonymity and the confidentiality of the data, 

which were securely stored and accessible only to the research team. 

 

3. RESULTS 

3.1. Correlation analysis 

Table 1 shows that all the variables examined have a significant link to 

suicidal ideation in adolescents and young adults. Specifically, higher levels 

of EDs and psychological distress (like anxiety and depression) associate with 

an increase in suicidal ideation. On the other hand, lower self-esteem and less 

family satisfaction appear to be strongly tied to a higher risk of developing 

suicidal thoughts. 
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3.2. Regression analysis 

Before conducting the linear regression analysis, the important step to 

ensure the model's reliability was taken by checking for collinearity among 

the predictor variables.  

 

To assess collinearity, two key indicators were used: Tolerance (TOL) and the 

Variance Inflation Factor (VIF), as suggested by Neter et al. (1990). They 

established that VIF values above or in the range of 1 to 5 indicate no 

collinearity or moderate collinearity, respectively. Additionally, TOL values 

between 0.1 and 1 were considered acceptable (López-Roque, 2022). 

 

The theoretical model was then tested using a block-wise linear regression 

analysis, with the results presented in Table 2. As shown in the table, the first 

block included only sociodemographic variables, and among these, only sex 

emerged as a significant predictor of suicidal ideation in adolescents and 

young adults. 

 

The equation in the second block included both the sociodemographic 

variables and all other predictive variables. In this model, the predictors of 

suicidal ideation are eating disorders, psychological distress, self-esteem, 

and family satisfaction. The results show that, when controlling for the other 

variables in the model, increases in eating disorders and psychological 
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distress predict higher levels of suicidal ideation, while increases in self-

esteem and family satisfaction predict lower levels of suicidal ideation. 

Overall, the model accounts for 32.1% of the observed variability, indicating 

that these predictive variables significantly contribute to explaining suicidal 

ideation among adolescents and young adults. 

 

 

 

 

 

3.3. Moderation analysis 

Considering that age and sex can be significant factors in determining the 

behavior of certain risk variables, such as eating disorders, psychological 

distress and suicidal ideation, the decision was made to explore whether sex 

and age moderate the relationship between each independent variable and 

suicidal ideation. The effect of two potential protective factors on suicidal 

ideation was also analyzed: self-esteem and family satisfaction. To 

accomplish this, a moderation analysis was conducted using the PROCESS 

macro, 3.4 version, for SPSS (Hayes, 2018). 
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As shown in Table 3, each independent variable shows a direct effect on 

suicidal ideation, with increases associated with eating disorders and 

psychological distress, and decreases linked to the protective factors. 

However, sex alone does not have any effect on these variables, nor does it 

moderate the relation between the independent variables and suicidal 

ideation. 

 

In contrast to sex, as shown in Table 4, age not only has a direct effect on 

eating disorders, self-esteem, and psychological distress, but it also 

moderates the relationship between eating disorders and self-esteem with 

suicidal ideation. More specifically, the conditional effects are significantly 

higher for eating disorders (∆R² = 0.028), while the interaction with self-

esteem shows a smaller but still meaningful increase (∆R² = 0.007). 

 

Moderation models explain 15,5% of the variance in the interaction with age 

and eating disorders and 23,9% in relation to self-esteem. To determine the 

age range that influences the relationship between eating disorders and self-

esteem in relation to suicidal ideation, the pick-a-point technique was used. 

This technique provides three groups of values for the moderating variable: 

low, medium, and high age (16, 19, and 22,5 years), along with their 

corresponding coefficients on the effect. 
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Table 5 illustrates the pick-a-point technique for the variables that showed 

significant values, where it is clear that the effects of age are statistically 

significant in all three age groups. However, the strongest effects are seen in 

the youngest age group, with their influence decreasing as age increases. In 

other words, while there is a significant conditional effect across all age 

ranges, these effects are most pronounced among younger individuals. 

Specifically, the negative impact of eating disorders on suicidal ideation is 

greater among younger people, while self-esteem proves to be more 

beneficial for this group as well. 
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To determine the age range where age has a conditional effect, the Johnson-

Neyman technique was used. This method identifies the specific values at 

which the moderating variable (age) begins to exert its influence. For self-

esteem, no specific age range was found where the conditional effect of age 

diminishes. In other words, all ages included in the study (16-29 years) benefit 

from the effects of self-esteem on suicidal ideation, although these effects 

decrease as individuals get older. 

 

In the case of eating disorders, the Johnson-Neyman technique revealed a 

specific range where age no longer has an effect. It showed that from ages 16 

to 23.52, age influences the relationship between eating disorders and 

suicidal ideation, with more pronounced negative effects for the younger 

individuals. Beyond 23.52 years, age ceases to have an impact. 

 

 

 

 

 



Exploring suicidal ideation in adolescents and young adults: eating disroders (ED),  
psychological distress, self-esteem and family satisfaction 

 

Ehquidad International Welfare Policies and Social Work Journal Nº 26 /July 2026 e- ISSN 2386-4915 

 171

4. DISCUSSION 

The results of this study support the majority of the proposed hypotheses and 

provide a deeper understanding of the psychological factors associated with 

suicidal ideation among adolescents and young adults. 

First, the findings confirmed that eating disorders significantly increase the 

likelihood of suicidal ideation in adolescents and young adults (H1). This 

result aligns with previous literature, which has highlighted the strong 

association between eating disorders and suicidal thoughts in these 

populations (Amiri y Khan, 2023; Lipson & Sonneville, 2020; Perkins et al., 

2021; Semenova et al., 2022; Smith et al., 2018; Varela-Besteiro et al., 2018; 

Wang et al., 2019). 

 

Regarding the second hypothesis (H2), which proposed a significant link 

between psychological distress (anxiety and depression) and suicidal 

thoughts, the results confirm that mental health issues are key predictors of 

suicidal ideation in young people. This finding aligns with previous research 

that has identified anxiety and depression as crucial factors in the emergence 

of suicidal thoughts and behaviors (Cantor et al., 2023; Leigh et al., 2022; 

Meets et al., 2023; Sánchez-Merino et al., 2023; Xu et al., 2023). Moreover, the 

data indicate that children with severe symptoms of depression or anxiety are 

twice as likely to experience suicidal thoughts or attempt suicide during 

adolescence compared to those with milder symptoms (Orri et al., 2018). 

 

The third and fourth hypotheses (H3 and H4), which proposed that self-

esteem and family satisfaction act as protective factors against suicidal 

ideation were also confirmed. Results show that high self-esteem and positive 

family relations can significantly mitigate the risk of suicidal thoughts in 

adolescents and young adults. Interestingly, this positive effect of family 

satisfaction is an innovative finding, since this relation has not been explored 

in detail in previous literature. This finding suggests that family environments 

could play a crucial role in protecting against suicidal ideation, highlighting 

an important area for future research. These findings align with previous 

research highlighting the importance of high self-esteem (Cortaza-Ramírez et 

al., 2022; El-Masri & El-Monshed, 2021; Lara-Flores & Bonita-Basantes, 2022; 
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Shagufta, 2022) and positive family environments (Aguilar-Sigueñas & 

Villarreal-Zegarra, 2022; Chiang et al., 2021; Harder et al., 2023; Wang, 2023) 

in the prevention of suicidal behaviors. 

 

The fifth hypothesis (H5), which suggested that sex modulates the relations 

between psychological factors (EDs, psychological distress, self-esteem, 

family satisfaction) and suicidal ideation, was not confirmed by the results 

obtained. The analyses showed no direct effect or moderation relationship 

between these variables and suicidal ideation. This finding suggests that the 

impact of eating disorders, psychological distress, self-esteem and family 

satisfaction over suicidal ideation is consistent across both sexes. This aligns 

with previous research (Izquierdo et al., 2023; Pulido et al, 2022; Rainbow et 

al., 2021; Tan-Dat et al., 2023). However, other factors not considered in this 

study, such as cultural or socioeconomic differences, may influence how sex 

interacts with these factors, presenting an intriguing area for future research. 

 

Finally, results confirmed the sixth hypothesis (H6), which proposed that age 

modulates the relations between the psychological factors mentioned above 

and suicidal ideation. Age showed a significant moderating effect in the 

relation between suicidal ideation, eating disorders and self-esteem. It was 

observed that the impact of eating disorders on suicidal ideation is higher in 

younger participants and decreases with age. This finding aligns with 

previous research suggesting that eating disorders primarily manifest during 

adolescence and young adulthood, although they can also occur in adulthood, 

but less frequently (Arrija-Val et al., 2022; Franco et al., 2019). However, 

current evidence is not definitive regarding whether the impact of eating 

disorders on suicidal thoughts is inherently greater in young people, 

highlighting the need for future research to explore this dynamic in more 

depth. 
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Similarly, self-esteem had a stronger protective effect against suicidal 

ideation in younger individuals, although this effect remained significant 

across all ages studied, aligning with previous research (Bakken et al., 2024). 

 

5. CONCLUSION 

This study offers a detailed insight into the factors associated with suicidal 

ideation among adolescents and young adults in Spain. The results obtained 

confirm that eating disorders, psychological distress (anxiety and 

depression), self-esteem and family satisfaction are relevant factors in the 

prevention of suicidal ideation in adolescents and young adults. 

 

These findings have important implications for both intervention and future 

research. Practically, early detection and treatment of eating disorders, as 

well as promoting mental health and strengthening self-esteem and family 

relationships, are crucial for reducing the risk of suicidal ideation. It is 

recommended to implement regular screening programs in educational 

settings, conduct workshops on body image and healthy eating, and ensure 

accessible psychological support services for young people. Additionally, the 

importance of developing personal development programs that promote 

healthy self-esteem and strengthen family relationships through family 

therapy and other support resources is emphasized. 

 

From a research perspective, it is essential to keep exploring how the 

interactions between these factors influence suicidal ideation. A more 

detailed identification and analysis of the underlying mechanisms of these 

relationships could improve our understanding of the processes leading to 

suicidal thoughts and help design more targeted prevention strategies. 
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The study shows that age has a significant moderating effect in the relation 

between certain psychological factors and suicidal ideation. This finding 

highlights the need for future research to examine how variations in 

developmental stages affect the relationship between risk factors and 

suicidal ideation. Additionally, while sex did not emerge as a significant 

moderator in this study, it remains important to investigate how individual 

context and gender differences may influence suicidal thoughts. 

 

The analysis of the relation between family satisfaction and suicidal ideation 

in adolescents and young adults is also an innovative aspect of the study. 

Although previous literature has highlighted the importance of family 

environments, specific research on this link is still limited. This study provides 

new information and highlights the need to continue investigating how 

different dimensions of family satisfaction can impact suicidal ideation. 

 

The study also presents some limitations, such as its cross-sectional design, 

which does not allow for the establishment of causal relations between the 

variables analysed. Additionally, the sample is limited to two provinces in 

Spain, which may restrict the application of the results to other populations 

and cultural contexts. Future research could address these limitations though 

longitudinal designs and broader samples. 

 

In conclusion, the study highlights the complexity of the interaction of 

psychological factors and suicidal ideation in adolescents and young adults. 

The findings provide a solid ground for future research to explore in detail the 

mechanisms in these relations and contextual adaptations, contributing to a 

deeper understanding and formulation of prevention strategies based on 

evidence. 
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