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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT
Article history: The connection between divorce and suicide risk in Asia is unclear. To understand the contribution of
Available online 19 April 2012 cultural transitions to suicide among the divorced, we compare age- and sex-specific suicide rates among
divorced men and women from five Pacific Rim populations: Hong Kong, Taiwan, Japan, South Korea and
Keywords: the state of Victoria in Australia. On a cultural spectrum, we consider Hong Kong and Taiwan to lie
Divorce between the more individualistic Australian culture and the more collectivistic Japanese and Korean
Suicide cultures. Coefficients of aggravation (COA) are also compared.
\]-/li(?tlfrgong Suicide rates were found to be higher among the divorced than among other marital status groups in all
Japan five populations, but this difference was small in Victoria. The effect of divorce was significantly greater
South Korea for men than for women only in Japan and South Korea. In the other populations, divorced men and
Taiwan women were at equal risk. Age trends in suicide rates for the divorced groups differed across populations.
Culture The COAs for the divorced group aged 40 or younger in the East Asian populations were higher than the
Confucianism COAs for older divorced groups, though this was not the case in the Victorian population.

Suicide patterns among the divorced in the East Asian populations can be understood in terms of the
legacy of Confucian traditions. Gender differences in Japan and South Korea may reflect either gender
inequality (male dominance in formal interactions and emotional dependence in domestic life within
a deteriorating Confucian family support system) or unique socio-cultural factors among married
women. Divorced East Asian groups aged 40 or younger may be at a higher risk of suicide due to
individual-level cultural ambivalence combined with a desire for systemic-level emotional interdepen-
dence. Social welfare regimes in the four East Asian populations need to fill the vacancy left by retreating
traditional family systems. Research implications are discussed.
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illness, and alcohol or substance use disorders. Among them,
marital status, an indicator of social integration, and socio-cultural
changes seem to be linked together in exerting influences on
suicide (Agerbo, Stack, & Petersen, 2011; Windfuhr & Kapur, 2011;
Yeh, Xirasagar, Liu, Li, & Lin, 2008).

Divorce rates have been found to have positive correlations with
suicide rates over time in both western (Inoue, 2009a; Leenaars &
Lester, 1999) and Asian populations (Chuang & Huang, 2007;
Inoue, 2009b; Park & Lester, 2006). Divorced people are 1.5—3
times more likely to commit suicide than are married people
(Corcoran & Nagar, 2010; Griffiths, Ladva, Brock, & Baker, 2008;
Kposowa, 2000; Masocco et al., 2008). However, the association
between divorce and suicide seems to be less consistent across East
Asian populations than across western populations. Two psycho-
logical autopsy studies conducted in China did not find that divorce
increased the risk of suicide after adjusting for other variables
(Phillips et al., 2002; Zhang et al., 2010), while another conducted in
Hong Kong found only a slightly higher risk for separated than
married individuals (Chen et al., 2006). However, Yeh et al. (2008)
recently analyzed a seven-year population-based dataset from
Taiwan and found divorce to be the strongest predictor of suicide
mortality among all marital status categories.

East Asian countries are facing an exponential rise in divorce
rates (Jones, 2010). Identified causes of this include demographic
transitions, increased female labour participation, and changes in
attitudes towards the family and marriage. A married couple’s
threshold for deciding upon divorce may be lowering and their
reasons for divorce changing, a phenomenon previously observed
in the Netherlands (de Graaf & Kalmijn, 2006). Under such
circumstances, it is important to inquire into the potential impact of
divorce on suicide rates across history and cultures and its impli-
cation for suicide-prevention policy.

Two theories may help increase understanding, from a macro
perspective, of suicide among divorced people. In his theory of
social integration/regulation, Durkheim (1897) described divorce
as a condition of low social integration (‘anomie’) resulting in
psychological distress and possibly suicide. This hypothesis has
received strong support (Cutright, Stack, & Fernquist, 2006; Stack,
1990). Durkheim added that rapid social change (industrializa-
tion and urbanization) creates a collective state of ambivalence;
older traditional social values become blurred and a new set of
values are variably accepted. Park (2010) explains that this
collective ‘cultural’ ambivalence is being experienced in East
Asian societies today. The second theory of emotional interde-
pendence was proposed by Kagitcibasi (1990), who argued that,
in East Asian countries undergoing modernization, material
interdependence may have weakened due to changed lifestyles
but psychological/emotional interdependence is still compatible
with and present in collectivistic societies today. Whether these
theories hold true for East Asia in the context of divorce has not
been determined.

This paper examines five populations belonging to the ‘Pacific
Rim’, with comparable socioeconomic profiles but important
cultural differences, in order to gain a deeper understanding of
suicide patterns among the divorced in East Asian populations. The
five populations, namely Hong Kong, Taiwan, South Korea, Japan
and the state of Victoria in Australia, are theorized to lie on
a cultural (individualism—collectivism) spectrum, with Victoria at
the individualism end, South Korea and Japan at the collectivism
end, and Hong Kong and Taiwan positioned in between. To facilitate
a basic understanding of how these five populations have devel-
oped historically, which is important for our theoretical interpre-
tations of the divorce and suicide statistics, below we briefly depict
cultural transitions as regards gender, family and social welfare in
the five populations.

Australia has a suicide profile comparable to those of western
nations (De Leo & Evans, 2004). Previous studies have found that it
scores high on indices of individualism: there is little emphasis on
conforming to one’s own organization or on family-oriented self-
construction (Parkes, Bochner, & Schneider, 2001). In the early days
of British Colonial history, women were equal partners in business
ventures (Rickard, 1988). A social welfare system supporting needy
families was established in the 20th century and has been
expanding ever since (Gray & Agllias, 2009). Lobbying by feminist
activists has also led to the establishment of legal regulations in
favour of gender equality and affirmative protection for women
(Clancy, 2004). The local governing bodies of Victoria (which has
a population of 5 million) have been more active in establishing
such regulations than similar bodies of other Australian states
(Murphy, 2006).

Japan and Korea occupy the collectivism end of the spectrum
because of a strong Confucian legacy in family matters. In the pre-
modern era, the Yi Dynasty (1392—1910) of Korea gradually adop-
ted a strict Confucian ideological and political system, thereby
transforming into a typical family-based Confucian society that
upheld filial piety and male dominance (Lee, 1998). Korean families
shifted from being ‘matrifocal’ to ‘patrifocal’ in terms of formal
power structures, while in reality wives and mothers constructed
their own authority within families through social networking,
rendering men dependent therein (Cho, 1998). When Korea
became occupied by Japan in 1910, ‘familism’ (a term that describes
when family interests are positioned above individual interests)
was further strengthened. The country then passed through rapid
political (from autocratic to democratic), economic (boom, crisis
and recover) and socio-cultural (diminished number of extended
families) changes after the Second World War (Ahn & Lee, 2005). In
the Tokugawa era in Japan (1603—1867), there was vigorous
governmental support for Confucianism, which was later carved
deeply into the family structure and gender functioning throughout
the Showa era (1926—1989). In the economic boom following the
Second World War, husbands worked long hours for their compa-
nies (Lebra, 1998), while their wives were expected to take charge
of their families (Lebra, 1998; Nonoyama, 2000). In postmodern
times, with the impact of globalization and economic recession, the
idea of lifelong employment for married men no longer dominates
corporate policies (Kono, 2005; Ono, 2006). The traditional
extended family support system has weakened in recent decades.
In both South Korea (Ahn & Lee, 2005; Park & Cho, 1995) and Japan
(Kono, 2005), the government mindset at present is still heavily
influenced by Confucian thinking, as can be witnessed by the
emphasis placed on the family as the primary source of support in
the social welfare regimes.

Taiwan and Hong Kong have cultural histories and transitions
quite different from those of Japan and Korea. Taiwan was ruled by
the Qing Dynasty of China from 1683 to 1895 and was then ceded to
Japan for another 50 years. Although strong Confucian traditions
were established during these times, Taiwan also has a history of
long-term dependence on the United States both politically and
economically after the Second World War, during which time the
American individualistic culture was imported. Similarly, Hong
Kong was ceded, by the Qing Dynasty, to the UK and governed by
the British for about 150 years until 1997 when China resumed
sovereignty. Under British rule, Hong Kong internalized individu-
alism. The economic boom of the late 1980s led to a decrease in the
percentage of extended families in both Taiwan (Chen, Yang, &
Wang, 2010) and Hong Kong (Chiu & Wang, 2005; Koo & Wong,
2009). But during economic downturns, the Hong Kong govern-
ment stressed traditional Confucian virtues of self-sacrifice and
hard work. As Sullivan (2005) explains, a mixed identity influenced
by both Confucianism and individualism has now emerged in Hong
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