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1 Introduction

Suicide is a public health problem that kills at least 700,000 lives each year worldwide (WHO, 2021), which involves a ratio of 9.2 suicides per 100,000 people (World Bank Open Data, 2024). Many studies reported an increase in suicidal ideation in several countries since the onset of the pandemic (Brailovskaia et al., 2023). Suicidal ideation (SI) is a crucial risk factor leading to suicide (Franklin et al., 2017) and involves fleeting thoughts that life is not worth living through concrete plans to end one's own life (Diekstra and Garnefski, 1995; Klonsky et al., 2016). In Mexico, suicide deaths have increased considerably; in 2017 alone, the suicide rate was 5.3 per 100,000 inhabitants, while by 2022, it will increase to 6.3, which is equivalent to 1629 more suicides in 2022 compared to what occurred in 2017 (INEGI, 2023). The age group 15–29 years is the one in which most cases of suicide occur, followed by the population 30–59 years. This cause of death is much more frequent in men than in women, and the suicide rate increased considerably during the social confinement by COVID-19. The university system in Mexico is a diverse and complex network that reflects the country's cultural and social richness. With a structure that includes both public and private institutions, this system has developed over the years to meet the growing educational demands of the population. At the heart of this system are public universities, which are predominantly autonomous and account for more than half of higher education enrollment. These institutions are dedicated to teaching and play a crucial role in research and cultural outreach. The National Autonomous University of Mexico (UNAM) and the National Polytechnic Institute (IPN) are prominent examples, offering various academic programs and fostering research in multiple disciplines (Jaimes-Rodríguez et al., 2015).

On the other hand, private universities have grown significantly, diversifying the educational offer, and contributing to the training of professionals in the country. This expansion has been accompanied by increased distance education, facilitated by technological progress, which allows students to access academic programs without needing to attend classrooms physically. The system also faces challenges, such as the need to improve educational quality and the relevance of programs about the labor market. However, various policies and programs have been implemented to strengthen higher education, including creating new institutions and improving existing ones (Moshtari and Safarpour, 2024).



2 Current overview of suicidal ideation in higher education

The understanding of the issue of suicide among college students has remained very complex even for the scientific community, which keeps the discussion open between measurement, prediction, prevention, and specialized care. It becomes more problematic when misconceptions about the issue are held among educational institutions, which can make suicide prevention efforts problematic and can lead to ineffective intervention (Bender and Jester, 2024). In Mexico, young people between 18 and 29 years of age had the highest suicide rate, to the extent that by 2021, 10 deaths per 100,000 inhabitants were estimated (Valdez-Santiago et al., 2023).

According to some results shown in meta-analyses and longitudinal studies, the rates of suicidal ideation, suicide attempts, and self-injury increased by 10.81%, 4.68%, and 9.63% during the COVID-19 pandemic compared to data from previous studies before the pandemic (So et al., 2024). Another meta-analysis conducted in 2018 reported that the prevalence of suicidal ideation at 12 months in the college student population was 10.6% and for suicidal attempts 1.2%, while, in the pandemic setting, the prevalence of suicidal ideation was 6.7%−19% (Jones et al., 2023). Likewise, a study reported by Ghazali et al. (2024) noted that COVID disease generated a higher percentage of students with depression, anxiety, and suicidal ideation.

The prevalence of mental disorders on college campuses has increased in recent years (Esparza-Reig and Julián, 2024). Furthermore, social isolation caused by COVID-19 led to an increased risk of depression in schoolchildren; for example, not having money to eat, anxiety, fights with family members, academic problems were significantly related to mental health problems, specifically suicidal ideation, suicide attempts, and depression (Gichangi et al., 2024; Ran et al., 2024). The impact of isolation affected mainly youth from lower socioeconomic backgrounds (Mathiyazhagan et al., 2024), where social inequality, parental unemployment, poverty, and even domestic violence increase depression and decrease the desire to live.

For many students, completing university studies becomes one of the biggest goals in their lives, so dropping out of school due to confinement may have been a painful experience. During the pandemic, high-intensity social distancing measures were applied that forced changes in lifestyles; some students had to drop out of school (Choi et al., 2024), others suffered loneliness, isolation, hopelessness, or depression, and some others committed suicide.

Considering that, globally, more than 75% of suicides have occurred in low-income countries (Mathiyazhagan et al., 2024), it is imperative to focus attention on students who may be experiencing feelings of suicidal ideation, especially those who come from low-income families. According to the interpersonal-psychological theory of suicide that has become a predominant framework for understanding and ideation of suicidal behavior, through this theory, risk factors are conceptualized through three constructs: perceived burden, frustrated belonging, and acquired capability (Wester et al., 2024). Aspects may be present with greater frequency in young people in families in extreme poverty.

The increasing prevalence of college mental health problems requires the availability of readily accessible mental health services on an ongoing basis, not just in emergencies such as the pandemic (Bangalan and Agnes, 2024). Sometimes, greater attention is given to people who manifest suicidal ideation or severe depression that may be visible. But there is depression that may not manifest itself in observable behavior and may be so subtle that it often goes unnoticed: mild depression. In this regard, there is still a knowledge gap in terms of studies on mild depressive disorders and suicidal ideation. Most studies have focused on major depressive disorders (Wang et al., 2024).

The public perception of suicide is generally negative. There is a belief that those who commit suicide are selfish. However, some studies have shown, through the analysis of cases of people who have committed suicide, that the opposite has been the case, that they are people for whom the welfare of others is paramount (Van Orden et al., 2010; Kheibari et al., 2024). It is, therefore, essential to transmit and reinforce the idea that it is okay not to be well, that it is expected in a world where there are so many difficulties, atrocities, and injustices, and that asking for help is an excellent start to feeling better.

It is not very regular or frequent for educational institutions to conduct evaluations on suicidal ideation in the total student population; usually, in Mexican institutions, it is not customary to talk about suicide. Marutani et al. (2024) report that one in four students suffering from mental health problems do not seek psychological support or assistance. Given the high prevalence reported in the literature on suicidal ideation in students, externalization of desires not wanting to continue living should be normalized. Institutional support should strengthen the ability to ask for help. It is pertinent to give a voice to people with suicidal ideation; they are not just a number or a statistic; they are people with repressed feelings and with the desire to be heard, the idea that suicidality is irrational and pathological should be abandoned (Kheibari et al., 2024). For example, Gould et al. (2024) demonstrated that through large-scale suicide prevention media campaigns such as the “Breaking the Silence” campaign, it is possible to increase awareness of the resources available for suicide prevention.

Regarding mental health and suicidal ideation, stigma can also expand its scope and become a self-stigma that can make the student feel paralyzed and unable to continue their life and ask for help (Morgan, 2021). Help-seeking has become a critical factor in facilitating intervention. It is categorized into formal and informal sources of support, and it has been reported that young people prefer to seek help through informal sources such as friends, family, or Internet sites. However, there are several barriers to help-seeking: negative attitudes toward help-seeking, social stigma caused by suicidal ideation, and distrust of an unknown professional (Davies et al., 2024).

It is also necessary to inquire into the understanding of how students perceive social support in institutions, distinguishing these two essential concepts, perception of support and support received, which are closely related to suicidal ideation (Wester et al., 2024). Fortunately, suicidal ideation does not necessarily lead to suicidal action; however, it can provide an opportunity to reexamine the purpose of life in individuals or can even be considered as an element that, if detected, allows for possibilities to intervene to strengthen the other possible risk factors present (Nan et al., 2023). In this sense, it is also necessary for institutions to train their staff to provide an environment in which students feel confident enough to approach them and that they will be listened to and cared for with compassion.

Compassion-based therapy has demonstrated benefits in the treatment of post-traumatic stress disorder. The fundamental basis of this therapy is to treat shame and self-criticism, encompassing the perspectives of attachment, interpersonal, self-concept, and social concepts, using cognitive and behavioral theory (Vidal and Soldevilla, 2023). It has been shown that compassion-based intervention allows working with shame and guilt that can become disabled in help-seeking (Dawood et al., 2024). In this sense, students' social capital needs to be strengthened from a holistic approach (Wallengren-Lynch, 2024) that could help create a network of support and connection between friends, family, and even teachers.

Based on Erikson's psychosocial theory, Sekowski et al. (2024) hypothesized that a young person without a clear sense of identity and adequate capacity for intimacy with others may develop a painful sense of maladjustment and thus suicidal ideation as an escape from unbearable psychological pain. An essential and potential element in suicide prevention is compassion, which deserves more attention because its effects on reducing suicidal ideation have been proven (Allegro and Van Vliet, 2024). There is ample evidence that self-compassion has served as a protective factor for suicidal ideation (Suh and Jeong, 2021; Scocco et al., 2022). However, the relationship between compassion and suicidal ideation has been little explored.

The university system in Mexico faces challenges related to student mental health. Suicidal ideation understood as thoughts or ideas about taking one's own life, is a worrying problem that affects a significant part of the student population. Several studies have shown that factors such as academic stress, performance pressure, anxiety, and depression can contribute to the development of suicidal thoughts among young university students. Some universities have implemented psychological support programs and mental health awareness campaigns to address this issue. However, much remains to be done to ensure that all students have access to adequate and timely mental health services within the university system (Fresán et al., 2021).

Universities in Mexico have begun to implement various psychological support programs, recognizing the importance of mental health in the academic life of their students. These programs are designed to help young people face the emotional and psychological challenges that may arise during their university careers. One of the most common approaches is the University Counseling Service, where mental health professionals, such as psychologists and counselors, provide confidential one-on-one sessions. These sessions allow students to discuss their concerns and receive specialized guidance, addressing issues ranging from academic stress to difficult personal situations (Dosil-Santamaria et al., 2022).

In addition, many institutions organize workshops and support groups that focus on stress management and coping skills development. These spaces provide helpful tools and foster community and mutual support among students (Tamminga et al., 2023). Some universities, such as the University of Guadalajara, have specific psychological care and training programs. Through these programs, psychological counseling and counseling services are offered, as well as workshops and conferences that promote the integral development of the university community.

Access to online resources has also grown, allowing students to access educational materials and interactive tools to address their mental health challenges from anywhere, anytime (Pretorius and Coyle, 2021). This is especially valuable for those reluctant to seek help in person. In the case of the National Autonomous University of Mexico (UNAM), mental health clinics have been established that offer comprehensive care, including psychiatry and psychology services. These clinics are available to students and the community at large, broadening the scope of their support [Clinic of the Mental Health Program of the Faculty of Medicine of the National Autonomous University of Mexico (UNAM), 2020].

Programs such as the Universidad Veracruzana's Psychological Support Program offer psychological assessment and brief psychotherapy services, addressing both the needs of students and the community at large. This comprehensive approach seeks to help students overcome their difficulties and train trained professionals in the clinical area. Evaluation of these programs allows universities to measure their effectiveness and is essential for continuous improvement of services. By identifying areas of success and areas that require attention, institutions can tailor their approaches and resources to meet the needs of their students better, thus contributing to their overall well-being and a healthier academic environment (Cerolini et al., 2023).



3 Conclusion

It is essential that school authorities and researchers take into more significant consideration suicidal ideation in students, establish interventions that foster meaning in life, love for the profession, and hope for a better future. Meaning in life and purpose are concepts borrowed from positive psychology and Eastern philosophy for treating various mental health-related disorders. They have been associated with psychological wellbeing and are considered personal resources to cope with multiple challenges and drastic changes that occur in life (Mutuyimana and Maercker, 2024). We suggest implementing interventions focused on mild depressive disorders and suicidal ideation as risk factors (Wang et al., 2024) in student populations belonging to minority groups or who may be considered vulnerable in an educational institution. Currently, the union of positive psychology with cognitive behavioral therapy has been shown to help prevent various mental health disorders. More studies are needed to demonstrate the effectiveness of compassion-based therapy in reducing suicidal ideation by improving strengths and coping skills. The evidence shown in studies published in the literature on the efficacy of prevention programs to reduce suicidal ideation based on compassion, self-compassion, resilience, meaning, and purpose in life, among others, has not been enough to design strategies for students to feel protected in their educational institution. Each student's life is a priority; they are human beings searching for the fulfillment of their goals and dreams so that they become an entry and exit number, as happens with the indicators of the schools that seek to attract many students. Still, the interest in their subjective wellbeing seems to be the last thing that interests them.
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