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Abstract  The present study aimed to estimate the prevalence of suicidal ideation and associated factors among ele-
mentary school teachers in the public school system of the state of Minas Gerais, Brazil, at the time of the resumption 
of in-person teaching activities after the COVID-19 pandemic. This is a cross-sectional study that analyzed baseline 
data from a web survey entitled the ProfSMinas Project. The dependent variable – suicidal ideation – was assessed 
by responding to one of the questions on the Self-Reporting Questionnaire-20. The independent variables included 
sociodemographic characteristics, work and employment characteristics, health status, and habits/behaviors. Crude 
and adjusted associations between the variables were estimated using logistic regression. A total of 1,907 teachers 
participated, and the prevalence of suicidal ideation was 5.6%. The final adjusted model showed greater chances of 
suicidal ideation among men, those without a partner, those with a previous diagnosis of depression, those with sleep 
disorders, and teachers who used smartphones excessively. The results indicate the importance of expanding strategies 
aimed at the school community to prevent suicidal behavior, considering the risks to which teachers are exposed.
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Introduction

Suicide is defined as a social phenomenon based 
on the degree of cohesion between individuals 
and society, as well as the way in which individ-
uals are affected by the communities in which 
they live1-4. Therefore, though defined as an act 
performed by the victim him/herself, suicide 
would not be the result of a merely individual 
motivation, but rather an act stemming from 
social causes1,3,4 in interaction with biologi-
cal, psychological, environmental, and cultur-
al factors5. ‘Suicidal behavior’ is the term used 
to describe the set of voluntary actions related 
to self-extermination5-7. It is classified as fatal 
–– suicide itself –– and non-fatal, in the form 
of suicidal attempts and ideations2. Suicidal ide-
ation is the feeling of being tired of life or that 
life is not worth living, which leads the indi-
vidual to contemplate self-extermination. Such 
thoughts present themselves in different degrees 
of intensity and can become more serious if a 
plan is drawn up to achieve the goal of ending 
one’s own life2,7.

Epidemiological studies have helped to es-
timate the prevalence of suicidal ideation and 
identify risk factors that indicate vulnerabilities 
in specific groups. In the general population, 
a prevalence of 5.3% of suicidal ideation was 
observed in the 12 months prior to the sur-
vey and 17.1% throughout life in a city in the 
countryside of the state of São Paulo, Brazil8. 
A study carried out with approximately 85,000 
individuals from seventeen different countries 
indicated a prevalence of 9.2%9, while the rate 
among residents of rural settlements in the state 
of Piauí was 13.4%10. A study carried out in Ire-
land identified differences in the prevalence of 
suicidal ideation between women and men: 10.6 
and 7.0%, respectively11. During the period of 
social isolation due to the COVID-19 pandem-
ic, a prevalence of 5.2% was observed among 
5,116 adults in Greece12.

Among adolescents from 82 countries, the 
overall prevalence was 14.0%, ranging from 
8.0% in Asian countries to 21.0% in African 
countries13, while among Chilean adolescents, 
the prevalence was even higher, reaching 
65.6%14. A study conducted with high school 
and college students from Montes Claros, Minas 
Gerais, identified a prevalence of suicidal ide-
ation of 11.6% and 9.8%, respectively15. It is pos-
sible to observe that the prevalence records vary 
according to the studied population; however, 
the different groups share characteristics that 
are associated with the outcome.

The factors most frequently associated with 
suicidal ideation include: being female8-11,13-16, 
being a young adult8,9, being single or living 
alone9,12,15, having sleep disorders15,16, having 
a history of mental disorders9,10-12,15,16, and us-
ing substances11,15. Among adolescents, there is 
also an association with excessive internet use15, 
interpersonal conflicts and aggression13,14, epi-
sodes of bullying14, lack of close friendships or 
feelings of isolation and loneliness13.

Studies investigating suicidal ideation 
among teachers indicated prevalence rates of 
4.7% among municipal schoolteachers in the 
countryside of the state of Rio Grande do Sul17; 
5.5% among elementary schoolteachers in the 
countryside of the state of Alagoas18, and 14.0% 
among French university professors19. The asso-
ciated factors observed were diagnosis of chron-
ic illness, having suffered harassment, inability 
to discuss work problems with colleagues, poor 
quality of sleep, and feeling undervalued by col-
leagues and family19.

In view of this scenario, it is important to 
investigate suicidal ideation among teachers for 
different reasons. The teaching category, espe-
cially in basic education, is primarily comprised 
of women. According to the School Census, 
in 2021, female teachers represented 96.3% of 
all professionals in early childhood education, 
88.1% in elementary education, and 57.7% in 
high school education. The age group with the 
highest concentration, considering both wom-
en and men, was 30 to 49 years of age20. Men-
tal disorders are the third most common cause 
of absence from work among teachers in Bra-
zil21, a situation that has been aggravated by the 
COVID-19 pandemic22. One study, conducted 
with 15,641 elementary school teachers from 
Minas Gerais, found that 25.9% had received a 
medical diagnosis of depression and/or anxiety 
during the pandemic, of whom 30.4% were us-
ing sleeping pills, antidepressants or tranquiliz-
ers; 33.4% began to have sleep problems during 
the period; and 7.1% were consuming alcohol-
ic beverages in larger quantities and more fre-
quently than usual23.

There are numerous studies that have ad-
dressed the mental health of teachers at different 
stages of education. However, when considering 
issues involving suicidal behavior in the school 
environment, the focus is generally on students, 
which is justified by the fact that adolescents 
and young people have shown significant in-
creases in the rates of such behavior24. In this 
regard, several studies and initiatives recognize 
teachers as privileged agents in the promotion 
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of healthy environments, capable of identifying 
at-risk students25-27, without, however, consider-
ing the risk to which they are exposed in their 
teaching activities. Therefore, the present study 
aimed to estimate the prevalence of suicidal ide-
ation, and the factors associated with it among 
elementary school teachers in the state public 
school system of Minas Gerais, at the time of the 
resumption of in-person teaching activities after 
the COVID-19 pandemic.

Methods

This work is a cross-sectional epidemiological 
study that analyzed data from the first phase 
(baseline) of a web survey entitled ‘Health and 
working conditions of teachers in the state pub-
lic school system of Minas Gerais: longitudinal 
study – ProfSMinas Project’.

The study population included approxi-
mately 90,000 basic education teachers – early 
childhood education, initial and final years of 
elementary school, and high school – working 
in approximately 3,500 state public schools in 
Minas Gerais (data provided by the State Depart-
ment of Education through the July 2021 pay-
roll). The inclusion criterion was to have a posi-
tion as a basic education teacher in a state school 
in Minas Gerais at the time of data collection.

To estimate the minimum sample required, 
a formula was used considering an infinite pop-
ulation; a prevalence of 50% in order to achieve 
a larger sample size and, consequently, a greater 
inference power for different outcomes; a tol-
erable error of 3%; and an increase of 20% in 
order to compensate for possible losses due to 
non-response rates. According to the calcula-
tion based on the aforementioned criteria, a 
sample of 1,282 teachers was necessary to guar-
antee a proper representation of the category in 
Minas Gerais.

Data collection took place between October 
26 and December 31, 2021 (the period in which 
in-person teaching activities were being re-
sumed in state schools), through an online form 
using the Google Forms platform. The invita-
tion to participate in the survey, along with the 
link to the form, was sent by the Minas Gerais 
State Department of Education (SEE/MG) to all 
47 Regional Education Superintendencies, re-
questing that the questionnaire be forwarded to 
the institutional emails of all teachers affiliated 
with state public schools.

The dependent variable – suicidal ideation 
– was assessed by answering (no; yes) to one of 

the questions on the Self Reporting Question-
naire (SRQ-20): Have you had thoughts of end-
ing your own life?

The SRQ-20 is an instrument developed by 
the World Health Organization (WHO) to as-
sess the suspected diagnosis of common mental 
disorders, characterized by the presence of in-
somnia, fatigue, forgetfulness, irritability, and 
difficulty concentrating. There are 20 questions 
distributed into four groups of symptoms: de-
pressive-anxious mood, somatic symptoms, de-
creased vital energy, and depressive thoughts 28.

The independent variables included:
• Sociodemographic characteristics: sex (fe-

male; male); age (21 to 35 years; 36 to 45 years; 
46 to 55 years; 56 years or older); self-declared 
skin color (white, black, brown, yellow, and in-
digenous); marital status (with partner, without 
partner), family income (1 to 3 minimum wag-
es, 4 to 6 minimum wages, 7 minimum wages or 
more); and main financial provider of the family 
(no; yes).

• Characteristics of work and employment: 
employment relationship (hired/appointed, 
public examination/permanent); length of ser-
vice as a teacher (up to 10 years, 11 to 20 years, 
21 years or more); weekly working hours (up to 
39 hours, 40 hours or more); other paid employ-
ment (no; yes, teaching at another school; yes, 
in another activity); psychological demands of 
work (low, high); control over work (low, high); 
and social support at work (low, high).

Occupational stress was assessed through 
responses to the Job Stress Scale (JSS). The sum-
marized and validated Portuguese version29 was 
used, which contains 17 questions that deal with 
the dimensions of psychological demand, con-
trol, and social support at work. Five questions 
assess psychological demands, including quanti-
tative aspects, such as time, concentration levels 
and speed of carrying out work activities, and 
qualitative aspects, such as task interruptions 
and contradictions. Six questions deal with the 
control that workers have over their own work, 
that is, autonomy in deciding whether or not 
to carry out the work, along with the possibil-
ity of mobilization and development of skills. 
Another six questions assess the third dimen-
sion, social support, which indicates the level 
of social interaction between workers and their 
colleagues, in addition to the relationship with 
their superiors. The response options for each of 
the dimensions are presented on a Likert scale 
(1-4), and the average sum of each was used to 
define the groups of high/low demand, high/low 
control, as well as high/low social support29.
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• Health status and habits/behaviors: med-
ical diagnosis of depression in the 12 months 
prior to the survey (no; yes); medical diagnosis 
of anxiety in the 12 months prior to the survey 
(no; yes); current smoker (no; yes); alcohol con-
sumption (no; yes); sleep disturbance (no; yes); 
and excessive smartphone use (no; yes).

The variable ‘sleep disturbance’ was ob-
tained through the answers to two questions: 1) 
Have you been losing a lot of sleep lately because 
you are worried about something? (not at all; no 
more than usual; a little more than usual; much 
more than usual); and 2) Over the last month, 
how would you rate the quality of your sleep 
in general? (very good; good; poor; very poor). 
Teachers who answered ‘a little more than usual’ 
or ‘much more than usual’ in the first question 
and who rated their sleep quality as poor or very 
poor in the second question were considered 
‘yes’ to sleep disorders.

Excessive smartphone use was assessed 
through responses to the Smartphone Addic-
tion Inventory (SPAI-BR), an instrument com-
prised of 26 items with yes and no response 
options. The total score obtained by adding the 
items ranges from 0 to 26 points, and the cut-off 
point of 9 or more positive responses was used 
to identify excessive use30.

Data analysis was conducted using the sta-
tistical program STATA, version 13.0. First, a 
descriptive analysis of the population was per-
formed, estimating the relative frequencies ac-
cording to the categories of the study variables, 
and the prevalence of suicidal ideation in the 
sample was calculated. The next step was to esti-
mate the prevalence of suicidal ideation accord-
ing to the categories of each of the independent 
variables and, through logistic regression, a bi-
variate analysis was performed to verify the ex-
istence of gross associations between the inves-
tigated outcome and the independent variables. 
The variables that presented a p-value≤0.20 in 
the bivariate analyses were selected to compose 
the adjusted multiple models and were then 
removed, one by one, until only the variables 
associated with suicidal ideation at the level of 
p≤0.05 remained in the final model.

The Hosmer-Lemeshow test was used to 
assess the quality of the adjustment of the final 
model. A high p-value indicates that there are 
no significant differences between the proba-
bilities predicted by the model and the values 
observed in the database under analysis, char-
acterizing a good fit of the model to the data.

The project was approved by the Ethics Com-
mittee of the State University of Montes Claros 

(Opinion No. 4,964,125, 09/10/2021), and all 
participants, including both male and female 
teachers, received the Free and Informed Con-
sent Form when accessing the research form.

Results

Of the 1,982 forms received, 57 respondents 
who did not hold a position as a primary school 
teacher in a state school in Minas Gerais were 
excluded, and 18 individuals did not agree to 
participate in the survey. Therefore, the re-
sponses from 1,907 valid forms were analyzed, 
considering the sample of 1,282 individuals 
needed to ensure representation of the category 
in the state of Minas Gerais, as detailed in the 
previous section.

Among the respondents, 77.2% were wom-
en; ages ranged from 21 to 72 years (mean 44.4 
years, SD±9.4); 54.4% self-identified as white; 
60.8% lived with a partner; half of them had a 
family income of 1 to 3 minimum wages; and 
59.9% were the main breadwinners for their 
families (Table 1).

Regarding work and employment character-
istics, 57.5% were civil servants or permanent 
employees at the state school; 59.2% had been 
teaching for 15 years or less; 65.7% worked up 
to 39 hours a week; and 67.0% had no other paid 
job. Approximately half of the teachers were un-
der occupational stress: high psychological de-
mand (51.5%), low control over work (53.0%), 
and low social support from colleagues and su-
periors (53.2%) (Table 1).

Regarding the health status of the teachers 
investigated in this study, 13.1% and 38.6% re-
ported a medical diagnosis of depression and 
anxiety, respectively, in the 12 months prior 
to the survey. Regarding habits and behaviors, 
6.0% were current smokers and 12.0% reported 
consuming at least 4 doses of alcoholic beverag-
es on the occasions when they drank; 34.6% had 
sleep disorders; and 18.5% used their smart-
phone excessively (Table 1).

The prevalence of suicidal ideation among 
the teachers was 5.6% (95% CI=4.6-6.6) 
(n=107). Bivariate analyses showed greater 
chances of suicidal ideation among younger, 
single, divorced, or widowed individuals, who 
were the main financial providers for their fam-
ilies, had a stable employment relationship, had 
worked in teaching between 11 and 20 years, 
were under occupational stress, had received a 
previous medical diagnosis of depression and/
or anxiety, were current smokers, consumed 
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alcohol, were experiencing sleep disorders, and 
used smartphones excessively (Table 2).

The final adjusted model showed higher 
chances of suicidal ideation among male teach-
ers (OR=1.73; 95%CI: 1.07-2.80); those who 
lived without a partner (OR=1.86; 95%CI: 1.21-
2.86); those with a previous diagnosis of depres-
sion (OR=8.14; 95%CI: 5.25-12.63); those who 
were experiencing sleep disorders (OR=3.57; 
95%CI: 2.18-5.84); and those who used smart-

phones excessively (OR=2.12, 95%CI: 1.34-
3.34) (Table 3).

Discussion

This study investigated suicidal ideation among 
elementary school teachers in public schools in 
the state of Minas Gerais. The results revealed 
an association with individual characteristics 

Variables n %
Sociodemographic characteristics

Sex
Female 1,473 77.2
Male 434 22.8

Age
56 years or older 265 13.9
46 to 55 years 593 31.1
36 to 45 years 680 35.7
21 to 35 years 369 19.3

Self-declared skin color
White 1,040 54.4
Black, brown, yellow, and 
indigenous 867 45.6

Marital status
With partner 1,160 60.8
Without partner 747 39.2

Family income
7 minimum wages or more 214 11.2
4 to 6 minimum wages 718 37.7
1 to 3 minimum wages 975 51.1

Main financial provider of the family
No 765 40.1
Yes 1,142 59.9

Work and employment characteristics
Employment relationship

Contracted/appointed 811 42.5
Contested/permanent 1,096 57.5

Working time as a teacher
Up to 10 years 740 38.8
11 to 20 years 692 36.3
21 years or more 475 24.9

Weekly working hours
Up to 39 hours 1,253 65.7
40 hours or more 654 34.3

Variables n %
Other paid employment

No 1,277 67.0
Yes, teaching at another school 361 18.9
Yes, at another activity 269 14.1

Psychological demands of work
Low 925 48.5
High 982 51.5

Control over work
High 896 47.0
Low 1,011 53.0

Social support at work
High 893 46.8
Low 1,014 53.2

Health status and habits/behaviors
Previous diagnosis of depression

No 1,658 86.9
Yes 249 13.1

Previous diagnosis of anxiety
No 1,171 61.4
Yes 736 38.6

Current smoker
No 1,792 94.0
Yes 115 6.0

Alcohol consumption
No 1,679 88.0
Yes 228 12.0

Sleep disorders
No 1,247 65.4
Yes 660 34.6

Excessive smartphone use
No 1,554 81.5
Yes 353 18.5

Source: Authors.

Table 1. Description of the study population according to sociodemographic characteristics, work and 
employment characteristics, health status, and habits/behaviors. Basic education teachers in the state public 
school system of Minas Gerais, 2021.

it continues
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Table 2. Unadjusted Prevalence and Odds Ratio for suicidal ideation as a dependent variable, Basic education 
teachers in the public school system of Minas Gerais, 2021.

Variables P (%) Gross OR (95%CI) p-value
Sociodemographic characteristics

Sex
Female 5.2 1.00
Male 7.1 1.41 (0.92-2.18) 0.116

Age
56 years or older 4.5 1.00
46 to 55 years 4.6 1.00 (0.50-2.02) 0.987
36 to 45 years 5.3 1.18 (0.60-2.30) 0.630
21 to 35 years 8.7 2.00 (1.01-3.96) 0.046

Self-declared skin color
White 5.6 1.00
Black, brown, yellow, and indigenous 5.7 1.01 (0.69-1.50) 0.944

Marital status
With partner 4.0 1.00
Without partner 8.2 2.15 (1.45-3.19) 0.000

Family income
7 minimum wages or more 4.2 1.00
4 to 6 minimum wages 3.8 0.89 (0.41-1.92) 0.767
1 to 3 minimum wages 7.3 1.79 (0.88-3.64) 0.108

Main financial provider of the family
No 3.8 1.00
Yes 6.8 1.86 (1.20-2.88) 0.005

Work and employment characteristics
Employment relationship

Contracted/appointed 4.1 1.00
Contested/permanent 6.8 1.71 (1.12-2.60) 0.013

Working time as a teacher
Up to 10 years 4.7 1.00
11 to 20 years 7.4 1.60 (1.03-2.50) 0.037
21 years or more 4.4 0.93 (0.54-1.62) 0.802

Weekly working hours
Up to 39 hours 5.3 1.00
40 hours or more 6.3 1.20 (0.80-1.80) 0.367

Other paid employment
No 5.9 1.00
Yes, teaching at another school 4.2 0.69 (0.39-1.23) 0.208
Yes, at another activity 6.3 1.08 (0.63-1.86) 0.778

Psychological demands of work
Low 4.0 1.00
High 7.1 1.84 (1.22-2.77) 0.003

Control over work
High 3.9 1.00
Low 7.1 1.89 (1.25-2.85) 0.003

Social support at work
High 2.9 1.00
Low 8.0 2.90 (1.84-4.55) 0.000

it continues
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and an important association with aspects relat-
ed to teachers’ mental health.

The prevalence of suicidal ideation estimated 
in this study (5.6%) is similar to that observed in 
the adult population of a city in the countryside 
of the state of São Paulo (5.3%)8 and among ele-
mentary school teachers in a city in the country-
side of the state of Alagoas (5.5%)18. These find-
ings were slightly higher than the prevalence of 
suicidal ideation found among teachers in the 
municipal school system in the countryside of 
the state of Rio Grande do Sul (4.7%)17 and in 
a sample of Belgian doctors (4.3%)31. However, 
compared to studies conducted at other times 
during the COVID-19 pandemic, the preva-
lence obtained in this study is lower. Among 
professors and administrative technicians at a 
university in the countryside of Minas Gerais, 
a prevalence of 15.6% was observed – data col-
lection carried out between July 20 and August 
27, 202032. A study carried out among 1,674 in-
dividuals, aged between 18 and 75 years, whose 
collection took place between June and July 
2020, identified a prevalence of 20.3% of suicid-
al ideation33.

The differences observed may be due to the 
time at which the data were collected in the dif-

Variables P (%) Gross OR (95%CI) p-value
Health status and habits/behaviors

Previous diagnosis of depression
No 2.7 1.00
Yes 24.9 11.88 (7.87-17.95) 0.000

Previous diagnosis of anxiety
No 2.1 1.00
Yes 11.3 6.07 (3.82-9.66) 0.000

Current smoker
No 5.1 1.00
Yes 13.0 2.77 (1.55-4.96) 0.001

Alcohol consumption
No 5.1 1.00
Yes 9.2 1.88 (1.14-3.09) 0.013

Sleep disorders
No 2.1 1.00
Yes 12.3 6.57 (4.18-10.33) 0.000

Excessive smartphone use
No 4.2 1.00
Yes 11.9 3.09 (2.06-4.65) 0.000

P: Prevalence; OR: Odds Ratio; CI: Confidence Interval.

Source: Authors.

Table 2. Unadjusted Prevalence and Odds Ratio for suicidal ideation as a dependent variable, Basic education 
teachers in the public school system of Minas Gerais, 2021.

Table 3. Final model adjusted for suicidal ideation as 
a dependent variable. Basic education teachers in the 
state public school system of Minas Gerais, 2021.

Variables Adjusted OR 
(95%CI)

p- 
value

Sex
Female 1.00
Male 1.73 (1.07-2.80) 0.026

Marital status
With partner 1.00
Without partner 1.86 (1.21-2.86) 0.004

Previous diagnosis of depression
No 1.00
Yes 8.14 (5.25-12.63) 0.000

Sleep disorders
No 1.00
Yes 3.57 (2.18-5.84) 0.000

Excessive use of smartphone
No 1.00
Yes 2.12 (1.34-3.34) 0.001

OR: Odds Ratio; CI: Confidence Interval. Model adjustment: 
p-value Hosmer-Lemeshow test = 0.2484.

Source: Authors.
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ferent studies, since greater or lesser knowledge 
and uncertainties regarding the development of 
the COVID-19 pandemic and its consequenc-
es have had negative impacts on the physical 
and mental health of the population. In ad-
dition, such differences may be explained by 
the methodological specificities of each study. 
Although the SRQ-20 is not a specific instru-
ment for tracking suicidal ideation and, for this 
study, only one of its items was considered to be 
a predictor of the outcome, the results do de-
serve attention. There is evidence of an associ-
ation between the presence of common mental 
disorders –– assessed by the SRQ-20 –– suicid-
al ideation and suicide risk10,34. Moreover, it is 
understood that male and female teachers tend 
to present higher levels of mental distress when 
compared to the general population35.

Unlike other studies and epidemiological 
surveys, a greater chance of suicidal ideation 
was observed among men. In general, women 
have higher rates of suicidal ideation and at-
tempts or self-harm, while men have higher 
rates of mortality due to suicide5,8-10,36. This phe-
nomenon, called the ‘gender paradox in suicidal 
behavior’, seems to be determined by the social 
roles attributed to men and women. On the one 
hand, men are expected to be more aggressive, 
use more lethal means in suicide attempts, and 
have difficulty asking for help when they need 
it. On the other hand, women, despite having a 
higher prevalence of mental illness, form sup-
port and social networks, find it easier to talk 
about their problems and ask for help, and use 
means of attempting to take their own lives that 
offer greater chances of saving themselves from 
suicide attempts37-39. However, this phenom-
enon should not be naturalized, as it may rep-
resent underreporting of ideation and attempts 
among men and deaths among women37. In the 
present study, the anonymity of the responses 
and the fact that the information was self-re-
ported may have encouraged participants to 
express such thoughts. Furthermore, the prev-
alence of depression –– generally higher in fe-
males –– was similar between men and women 
(12.4% and 13.2%, respectively; Pearson’s χ2 
test=0.1871; p=0.665); and men more frequent-
ly reported low social support from colleagues 
and superiors (62.4% compared to 50.4% of 
women; Pearson’s χ2 test=19.390; p=0.000). 
It should be noted that these data stratified by 
sex were not presented in the previous section, 
which addressed the results of this research.

The variable of marital status remained as-
sociated with suicidal ideation, and teachers 

who lived alone (single, widowed, or separated) 
had a higher chance of the outcome. This result 
is in line with other studies9,12,15. Living togeth-
er and positive personal interactions contribute 
to the individual’s motivation to move on with 
life and act as barriers to risky behaviors, in-
cluding suicidal ideation. Likewise, conflicting 
and asymmetrical relationships, especially those 
marked by episodes of violence, enhance nega-
tive coping strategies for the problems experi-
enced37,40,41.

Teachers who reported a medical diagno-
sis of depression in the 12 months prior to the 
survey had a significantly higher chance of sui-
cidal ideation. A medical diagnosis of mental 
disorders is the greatest risk factor for suicidal 
behavior42. Studies indicate that the majority 
of individuals who attempt or commit suicide 
have some type of previously diagnosed mental 
disorder42,43; depression being the most prev-
alent36, since this condition causes a reduction 
in serotonin levels, leading to impulsive suicidal 
ideation and the continuation of the action43. 
Furthermore, abuse, trauma, mistreatment, di-
vorce, death of a relative or friend promote in-
creased emotional stress, trigger depression44, 
and, possibly, aggravate the vulnerability to sui-
cidal ideation.

Sleep disorders remained associated with 
a higher chance of suicidal ideation. Frequent 
insomnia episodes, nightmares, short sleep du-
ration, and poor sleep quality can cause cogni-
tive, behavioral, and mood changes; increased 
stress; and excessive fatigue, and are also com-
monly associated with depression and suicidal 
ideation45,46.

Excessive smartphone use was also associ-
ated with a higher chance of suicidal ideation. 
There is no doubt that this device represents a 
tool for communication, social relationships, 
entertainment, and adaptations to daily life; 
however, excessive use can have negative im-
pacts on physical and mental health. Studies 
show the association between excessive smart-
phone use and stress, poor sleep quality, depres-
sion, and anxiety47-49. Causal mechanisms would 
include changes in melatonin levels and expo-
sure to magnetic fields that could affect brain 
activity, in addition to physical discomforts, 
such as headaches and muscle pain, situations 
capable of leading to poor sleep quality, which, 
in turn, could result in mood changes, stress, 
depression and anxiety49. Added to this are the 
demands of staying connected because of work, 
which could lead to greater emotional exhaus-
tion and insufficient time to practice activities 
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related to health and well-being, such as physi-
cal exercise and social interactions49.

Exposure to occupational stressors did 
not reach statistical significance in the present 
study, unlike a study conducted among French 
workers that indicated an association between 
suicidal ideation and psychosocial aspects of 
work50. This result does not mean the absence of 
such exposure, since approximately half of the 
teachers reported high psychological demand, 
low control over work, and low social support 
from colleagues and superiors. It is well-known 
that mental illness is associated with occupa-
tional stressors51. Thus, it must be considered 
that mental illness, because it is more proximal 
and stronger, may have overshadowed the effect 
of exposure to such stressors, which may have 
influenced the outcome in a more distal way.

The results of this study should be analyzed 
taking into account some limitations of the 
study. Regarding the outcome, there is a limita-
tion of investigating suicidal ideation in isola-
tion without assessing one’s history of suicide 
planning or attempts. In future studies, addi-
tional instruments should be considered. The 
cross-sectional design requires cautious inter-
pretation, especially because it is a multidimen-
sional outcome, and it should be emphasized 
that it is impossible to indicate causal relation-
ships. Furthermore, research conducted over the 
web does not allow control over the investigated 
sample, and it therefore becomes impossible to 
guarantee equiprobabilistic sampling among the 
elements of the study population or to know the 
real response rate. There is also the possibility of 
selection bias, as it depends on internet access, 
and memory bias, as it uses self-reports.

However, strengths can also be highlighted. 
The sociodemographic characteristics of the 
teachers investigated in this study were con-
sistent with those observed among Brazilian 

teachers working in basic education. A robust 
sample was obtained and distributed through-
out the state of Minas Gerais – including rural 
areas – at a low cost, with rigorous methodology 
and use of validated instruments. In addition, 
key support was received from the SEE/MG to 
disseminate the study and send out the form. 
Therefore, it is considered that the research 
presents important original information about 
the factors associated with suicidal ideation 
among teachers.

This article investigated suicidal ideation 
among teachers and identified the associated 
factors, with an emphasis on the male gender, as 
well as the presence of depression, sleep disor-
ders, and an excessive use of smartphones. The 
results indicate the need to expand policies to 
prevent harm and promote physical and mental 
health, aimed more specifically at the teaching 
profession. Actions that are part of the Health 
in Schools Program, implemented in Brazil 
by the Ministries of Health and Education in 
public schools, for example, focus on children, 
adolescents, and young people of school age52. 
In Minas Gerais, the SEE/MG provides psy-
chologists to work in state schools with the re-
sponsibility of helping to resolve conflicts and 
to improve interpersonal relationships and the 
quality of teaching. Although relevant, these re-
sponsibilities seem to cover only the determin-
ing factors for teacher illness.

Regarding suicidal ideation, the justification 
for expanding policies to prevent harm and pro-
mote the physical and mental health of teachers 
should be based on evidence that suicidal ide-
ation represents a high risk of attempted suicide 
in the future and that attempts are the main risk 
factor for completed suicide. Therefore, sup-
porting at-risk individuals and caring for their 
mental health become key strategies to prevent 
self-extermination and protect workers.
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