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Original Article

Objectives: Previous studies have reported that self-neglect, which may be a sign of elder abuse, can result in suicide among older 

adults. The signs of self-neglect and its impact on the risk of suicide may differ by gender. Thus, this study explored the association be-

tween self-neglect and suicide risk in older Korean adults and examined the potential moderating effect of gender on this relationship. 

Methods: Data were collected from 356 Korean adults aged 65 or older through an online survey. Multiple regression analysis was 

used to test the research hypothesis. First, the associations between 4 sub-dimensions of self-neglect (i.e., daily life management is-

sues, personal hygiene issues, financial management issues, and relational issues) and suicidal ideation were examined. Then, the 

moderating effect of gender on these relationships was investigated by including interaction terms.

Results: Self-neglect was significantly associated with suicidal ideation in older adults. Aspects of self-neglect related to daily life 

management and relational factors were key predictors of suicidal ideation. Gender significantly moderated the effect of the relation-

al dimension of self-neglect on suicidal ideation. The relational dimension of self-neglect was more strongly associated with suicidal 

ideation in older women than in older men. 

Conclusions: The findings suggest the importance of screening older adults with signs of self-neglect for suicide risk. Special atten-

tion should be paid to older women who experience relational issues as a high-risk group for suicidal ideation. Public programs and 

support systems should be established to improve daily life management and promote social relationships among older adults.
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INTRODUCTION

Given a rapidly aging population, maintaining mental health 
in older adults is a significant challenge faced by modern soci-
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ety. Suicide rates are an especially important indicator of the 
mental health status of society at large, and in Korea, they are 
concerningly high among older adults. In fact, the suicide rate 
of adults aged 60 years or older is higher in Korea than in any 
other member country of the Organization for Economic Co-
operation and Development [1]. The crude suicide rate is also 
higher in older adults than in any other Korean age group [2]. 
Because a suicide attempt made by a physically weak older 
adult is likely to have fatal consequences [3], efforts to prevent 
suicidal ideation, which is a strong predictor of future attempts, 
are imperative.

While older adults may need extra help and care from oth-
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ers, they must also take care of themselves. However, a signifi-
cant proportion of older adults put themselves in unhealthy 
and unsafe situations [4]. This pattern of behavior is known as 
self-neglect, which is more generally defined as a series of ac-
tions in which people give up on maintaining their well-being 
[5]. According to Orem [6] theory of self-care, physical ailments 
in older adults can lead to mental health problems, which can 
in turn result in a self-care deficit and or frank self-neglect. Con-
sidering suicide as an extreme form of self-neglect, other com-
paratively minor instances of self-neglect might serve as pre-
conditions of suicidal ideation or attempts. Although there is 
limited evidence, a few previous studies have shown that self-
neglect can result in detrimental physical and psychological 
health conditions, such as depression [5]. Because continued 
self-neglect can result in detrimental psychological outcomes 
[7], it should be explored as a predictor of suicide risk in older 
adults. 

Potential gender differences in self-neglect and its impact 
on suicide risk should likewise be considered because men and 
women display different patterns of behavior in old age [8]. 
Some previous studies on gender differences in self-neglect 
among older adults showed contradictory results [9,10]. How-
ever, a nationwide survey conducted in Korea [11] showed 
that older men had a higher rate of self-neglect (55.6%) than 
women (44.4%) [10]. It is likely that for older men, the transi-
tion between work and retirement may disorient their ability 
to self-manage as they adjust to their new roles in society and 
in their families [12]. In fact, the psychological impact of this 
transition, as well as a general lack of social support, was ex-
plicitly found to increase self-neglect risk in older men [13]. 
Among older women, meanwhile, poor physical health and 
economic hardship were identified as factors increasing the 
risk of self-neglect. However, social support and interpersonal 
relationships could be protective factors against self-neglect 
among older women [7]. 

It also appears that the impact of certain factors on suicide 
risk varies between men and women. Retirement, unemploy-
ment, and poor physical health increased suicide risk among 
men, while factors related to social life and interpersonal rela-
tionships were more significant for women [14,15]. Statistics 
further show that older men are simply more vulnerable to sui-
cide than older women. In Korea, 5.7% of women in their 60s, 
4.5% of those in their 70s, and 3.1% of those in their 80s or over 
have attempted suicide, while in men in their 60s, 70s, and 80s 
or over, that rate was 9.4%, 7.6%, and 5.0% respectively [1].

Based on these considerations, it is clear that potential gen-
der differences must be taken into account when assessing 
the association between self-neglect and suicidal tendencies. 
Some previous studies have examined the relationship be-
tween self-neglect in the elderly and suicide risk without con-
sidering gender, while others have focused on only one gen-
der or on each outcome (difference in self-neglect or suicide 
risk) separately. The aim of this study, by contrast, was to ex-
amine whether gender had a moderating effect on the rela-
tionship between self-neglect and suicide risk in older adults. 
In addition, the relationships between 4 individual aspects of 
self-neglect (issues related to daily life management, personal 
hygiene, financial management, and relational factors) and 
suicide risk were also explored, as was gender’s potential mod-
erating effect on these relationships.

METHODS

Research Materials and Participants
This study used survey data to determine the relationship 

between self-neglect and suicidal ideation, as well as the mod-
erating effect of gender on this relationship, in adults aged  
65 years or older. A cross-sectional study design was used, and 
data were collected via an online survey conducted through 
Korea Research, an agency with a research panel of approxi-
mately 700 000 individuals. Inclusion criteria for the study were 
Korean adults aged 65 or older. Online recruitment material 
was sent to potential participants, who freely decided whether 
to participate. The survey was conducted using a structured 
online questionnaire administered between October 21 and 
October 28, 2021. As calculated using G*Power version 3.1, the 
minimum sample size required was 135 study participants. 
The initial data included results from 612 participants, but only 
results from 356 participants were considered in the study; par-
ticipants under the age of 65, as well as those whose survey 
responses were missing values relevant to the major variables 
of the study, were excluded. 

Measuring Tools
Independent variables: self-neglect

The independent variables were self-neglect and its sub-di-
mensions. To measure these variables, the Self-Neglect Scale 
developed by Park and Kim [4], comprising 14 items ranked on 
a 4-point Likert-type scale (1=strongly disagree, 2=disagree, 
3=agree, 4=strongly agree), was used. Each of the 14 items of 
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the Self-Neglect Scale was assigned as appropriate to one of 
the 4 sub-dimensions of self-neglect, which were (1) daily life 
management issues, (2) personal hygiene management issues, 
(3) financial management issues, and (4) relational issues. For 
convenient interpretation, the items related to personal hy-
giene management were reverse coded, with a higher score 
representing a higher level of self-neglect. Cronbach’s α for all 
self-neglect items was 0.879.

Dependent variable: suicidal ideation
Suicidal ideation levels were assessed with an adapted ver-

sion [16] of Harlow et al. [17]’s Suicidal Ideation Scale. The scale 
includes items such as “I recently told someone that I would 
commit suicide” and “I’ve attempted suicide before.” Each item 
was graded on a 5-point Likert-type scale (1=strongly disagree, 
2=disagree, 3=neutral, 4=agree, 5=strongly agree). Higher 
scores corresponded to higher suicidal ideation levels. Cron-
bach’s α for all suicidal ideation items was 0.831.

Moderating and controlled variables
The moderating variable of gender was dummy-coded as 0 

(men) or 1 (women). The controlled variables were age (a con-
tinuous variable), educational background (elementary school 
graduate=1, middle school graduate=2, high school gradu-
ate=3, university graduate=4, graduate school or higher edu-
cation graduate=5), household size (1 person=1, 2 persons=  
2, 3 persons=3, 4 persons=4, 5 persons or more=5), average 
monthly household income (1.00 million Korean won [KRW] 
or less=1, 1.01-2.00 million KRW=2, 2.01-3.00 million KRW=3, 
3.01-4.00 million KRW=4, 4.01-5.00 million KRW=5, 5.01 mil-
lion KRW or more=6), and the presence of a spouse (no spouse=  
0, spouse=1).

Statistical Analysis 
Frequency and descriptive analyses were performed to ex-

amine the demographic characteristics of the study sample 
and to analyze the main variables. The independent t-test was 
performed to confirm the difference in key variables between 
genders. Multiple regression analysis was used to investigate 
the association between self-neglect and suicidal ideation, as 
well as the moderating effect of gender on this association. 
Regression analyses were also performed to separately exam-
ine the associations between the 4 sub-dimensions of self-ne-
glect and suicidal ideation. Stata version 15.0 (StataCorp., Col-
lege Station, TX, USA) was used for all data analyses.

Ethics Statement 
The research was conducted with approval from the Bioeth-

ics Committee (7001988-202110-HR-1380-02).

RESULTS

Demographic Characteristics
The demographic characteristics of the participants are shown 

in the upper part of Table 1. A total of 142 men (39.9%) and 
214 women (60.1%) were surveyed, and the average age of 
the participants was 68.15 years (standard deviation [SD], 3.62). 
Regarding educational background, those with a high school 
diploma or higher accounted for 93.5% of all participants. There 
were 33 participants (9.3%) from single-person households, 
161 participants (45.2%) from two-person households, 93 par-

Table 1. Demographic characteristics of the study sample 
(n=356)

Characteristics Frequency (%) 

Gender

Men 142 (39.9)

Women 214 (60.1)

Age (y)

Average±SD 68.15±3.62

Level of education

Elementary school or less 2 (0.6)

Middle school 21 (5.9)

High school 130 (36.5)

College (university) degree 144 (40.4)

Graduate school or higher 59 (16.6)

Household income (×10 000 Korean won/mo)

≤100 28 (7.9)

101-200 76 (21.3)

201-300 69 (19.4)

301-400 72 (20.2)

401-500 52 (14.6)

≥501 59 (16.6)

Household size (person) 

1 33 (9.3)

2 161 (45.2)

3 93 (26.1)

4 50 (14.0)

≥5 19 (5.3)

Living with a spouse

Yes 295 (82.9)

No 61 (17.1)

SD, standard deviation.
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ticipants (26.1%) from 3-person households, 50 participants 
(14.0%) from 4-person households, and 19 participants (5.3%) 
from households with 5 or more people. In terms of average 
monthly household income, 76 participants (21.3%) were from 
households whose income ranged from 1.01 to 2.00 million 
KRW per month, the most out of any income category. Mean-
while, only 28 participants (7.9%) were from households whose 
income was 1.00 million KRW or less per month, the least out 
of any income category. Among the participants, 61 (17.1%) 
had no spouse, while 295 (82.9%) had a spouse.

Characteristics of Main Variables
The characteristics of the main variables are shown in Table 2, 

which shows that the average score for self-neglect was 1.50 
points out of 4 (SD, 0.39). Out of the self-neglect sub-dimen-
sions, personal hygiene management issues had the highest 
average score of 1.72 points out of 4 (SD, 0.54). By comparison, 
financial management averaged 1.46 points (SD, 0.53), rela-
tionship factors averaged 1.46 points (SD, 0.56), and daily life 
management averaged 1.41 points (SD, 0.42), all out of 4. The 
average score for suicidal ideation was 1.81 points out of 5 (SD, 
0.77).

Differences in Main Variables Across Genders
The independent t-test was performed to evaluate potential 

differences in the main variables according to gender. As shown 
in Table 2, no statistically significant differences in self-neglect, 
the sub-dimensions of self-neglect, or suicidal ideation were 
found between men and women.

Research Model Verification
Table 3 shows the effects of overall self-neglect on suicidal 

ideation in older adults, as well as the moderating effect of 
gender on the relationship between self-neglect and suicidal 
ideation. The explanatory power of self-neglect for suicidal 
ideation was 16.4% (R2=0.164), and the regression equation 
was statistically significant (F=8.480, p<0.001). The relation-
ship between the key variables showed that the independent 
variable (B=0.669, p<0.001) significantly affected suicidal 
ideation. In other words, a higher level of self-neglect was as-
sociated with a higher degree of suicidal ideation. However, 
the controlled variables (age, level of education, household 
size, average monthly household income, and the presence of 
a spouse) and the moderating variable (gender) had no signif-
icant effect on suicidal ideation. Additionally, it was confirmed 
that the interaction term self-neglect×gender did not signifi-
cantly affect suicidal ideation. Therefore, gender did not have 
a significant moderating effect on the relationship between 
self-neglect and suicidal ideation in older adults.

Table 4 shows the effects of the 4 sub-dimensions of self-ne-
glect on suicidal ideation in older adults, as well as the moder-
ating effect of gender on the relationships between each of 
these sub-dimensions and suicidal ideation. The explanatory 
power for suicidal ideation was 21.5% (R2=0.215), and the re-

Table 2. Descriptive statistical analysis and differences in the 
main variables according to gender

Variables Total 
(n=356)

Men 
(n=142)

Women 
(n=214) t-value

Self-neglect 1.50±0.39 1.52±0.39 1.49±0.38 0.764

Self-neglect sub-factors

Daily life management 
factors

1.41±0.42 1.40±0.43 1.42±0.41 -0.380

Personal hygiene  
management factors

1.72±0.54 1.70±0.51 1.73±0.55 -0.535

Financial management 
factors

1.46±0.53 1.51±0.56 1.43±0.51 1.262

Relational factors 1.46±0.56 1.49±0.63 1.39±0.51 1.638

Suicidal ideation 1.81±0.77 1.82±0.79 1.81±0.77 0.079

Values are presented as average±standard deviation.

Table 3. The moderating effect of gender on the relationship 
between self-neglect and suicidal ideation in older adults

Variables
Model 1

Coefficient Standard error

Independent variable

Self-neglect (A) 0.669*** 0.157

Controlled variables

Age 0.013 0.011

Level of education  
(ref: elementary school or less)

-0.014 0.048

Household size -0.025 0.040

Household income -0.002 0.027

Living with a spouse (ref: no) 0.049 0.109

Moderating variables

Gender (ref: men) (B) 0.669*** 0.317

Interaction

A×B 0.199 0.201

Constant 0.033 0.862

R 2 0.164

F(sig.) 8.480***

ref, reference; sig., significant.
***p<0.001.
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gression equation was statistically significant (F=6.650, p<0.001). 
Among the 4 sub-dimensions of self-neglect, daily life manage-
ment issues (B=0.640, p<0.01) and relational issues (B=0.203, 
p<0.05) had significant effects on suicidal ideation. That is, 
higher levels of self-neglect related to daily life management 
and relational issues were associated with higher levels of sui-
cidal ideation. However, the controlled variables (age, level of 
education, household size, average monthly household income, 
and the presence of a spouse) and the moderating variable 
(gender) had no significant effect on suicidal ideation. Regard-
ing the interaction terms, the relational issues×gender inter-
action term did show a significant impact on suicidal ideation 
(B=0.336, p<0.05). Thus, gender had a significant moderating 
effect on the relationship between the relational dimension of 
self-neglect and suicidal ideation in older adults. The other in-
teraction terms were not found to significantly affect suicidal 
ideation.

Figure 1 shows the moderating effect of gender on the rela-
tionship between the relational dimension of self-neglect and 
suicidal ideation. As shown in the figure, increased self-neglect 
related to relational issues was associated with higher levels of 
suicidal ideation in both genders. However, the effect of these 
relational issues on suicidal ideation was more pronounced in 
women than in men. This is apparent from Figure 1, which 
shows that suicidal ideation increased more rapidly along with 
the relational dimension of self-neglect in women than in men.

DISCUSSION

Suicide is one of the most concerning health-related issues 
among older adults in Korea. Even though older adults are at a 
higher risk of both self-neglect and suicide, few studies have 
explored the association between these variables. This study 
sought to remedy that gap by exploring the relationship be-
tween self-neglect and suicidal ideation in a sample of 356 
older Korean adults. It also examined the potential moderat-
ing effect of gender on this relationship. In addition, we aimed 
to examine the effect of specific aspects or dimensions of self-
neglect on suicidal ideation. The effects of self-neglect and its 
subdimensions on suicidal ideation were examined through 
multiple regression analysis. 

The findings show that self-neglect as a whole was signifi-
cantly associated with suicidal ideation (B=0.669) in older 
adults. Self-neglect related to daily life management (B=0.640) 
and relational issues (B=0.203) specifically were also found to 
be significantly related to suicidal ideation. These findings are 
consistent with previous studies showing the effect of self-ne-

Table 4. The moderating effect of gender on the relation-
ships between the sub-factors of self-neglect and suicidal 
ideation in older adults 

Variables
Model 2

Coefficient Standard error 

Independent variables

Daily life management factors (A) 0.640** 0.190

Personal hygiene management factors (B) -0.197 0.128

Financial management factors (C) -0.012 0.134

Relational factors (D) 0.203* 0.114

Controlled variables

Age 0.015 0.011

Level of education  
(ref: elementary school or less)

-0.055 0.048

Household size -0.021 0.039

Household income 0.004 0.027

Living with a spouse (ref: no) 0.087 0.108

Moderating variables

Gender (ref: men) (E) -0.444 0.324

Interaction

A×E -0.365 0.251

B×E 0.184 0.160

C×E -0.110 0.185

D×E 0.336* 0.173

Constant 0.142 0.848

R 2 0.215

F (sig.) 6.650***

ref, reference; sig., significant. 
*p<0.05, **p<0.01, ***p<0.001.

Figure 1. The moderating effect of gender on the relation-
ship between self-neglect related to relational factors and 
suicidal ideation.
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glect on suicidal ideation in older adults [18]. One study, for 
instance, showed that suicidal thoughts followed instances of 
self-neglect in older adults and further that suicidal ideation 
increased in those displaying poor daily life management skills 
manifesting as a lack of cleanliness and poor hygiene [19]. It 
has also been shown that older adults who are unable to main-
tain good social relationships are at greater risk of suicidal ide-
ation. This aligns with other research that emphasizes relation-
ship dimensions such as social participation, family support, 
and loneliness as important predictors of suicide risk in older 
adults [20-22]. 

Many previous studies have also pointed out that risk fac-
tors for suicide may differ by gender and that older women in 
particular are more vulnerable to suicidal ideation when fac-
ing family crises or unfavorable changes in family relationships 
[23,24]. These ideas align with the findings of our study, in 
which gender was found to have a significant moderating ef-
fect on the relationship between relational issues and suicidal 
ideation. In particular, self-neglect related to relational issues 
was more closely associated with suicidal ideation in older 
adult women than in older men (B=0.336). 

Based on these findings, we can make a few suggestions for 
suicide prevention in self-neglecting older adults. First, it is 
necessary to actively seek groups of older adults who may be 
more likely to neglect themselves and therefore be more vul-
nerable to suicide. This accords with Article 39-6 of Korea’s El-
derly Welfare Act, whereby certain occupational groups (medi-
cal personnel, nursing care social workers, etc.) are obligated 
to report self-neglect as a potential warning sign of elder abuse. 
Experts in these fields should treat evidence of self-neglect as 
an indication of possible suicide risk in older adults, further 
keeping in mind that people with severe depression or cogni-
tive impairment are more likely to experience self-neglect [25]. 
It is also necessary that local governments regularly monitor 
suicide risk in their respective communities. By identifying in-
stances of self-neglect, it may be possible to identify and treat 
those older adults at high risk of suicide who might have oth-
erwise gone unidentified. Moreover, we propose that local 
governments create initiatives to prevent social isolation and 
actively promote social relationships among older adults [26]. 
Local governments are currently providing care for older adults 
through customized care services and community facilities, 
but it is a challenge to provide care services through classes 
focusing on the detailed characteristics of the target groups 
[27]. Therefore, it is crucial to strengthen the structures that 

support relationship improvement and daily life by consider-
ing the characteristics of self-negligent older adults in public 
programs.

Second, in light of our finding that relational issues are more 
closely associated with suicide risk in older women than in 
older men, some public policy interventions should be consid-
ered. In particular, it may be necessary to screen high-risk groups, 
especially self-neglecting older women, for depression and 
other psychological issues in order to identify potential adverse 
social or relationship changes that may heighten suicide risk. 

The limitations of this study are as follows. First, the tempo-
ral ordering of the independent variables (self-neglect and its 
sub-dimensions) and the dependent variable (suicidal ideation) 
is uncertain due to the cross-sectional design of the study. In 
other words, it is impossible to know whether instances of 
self-neglect preceded suicidal ideation as both were reported 
in a single survey. Thus, the relationship between self-neglect 
and suicidal ideation should be interpreted as correlational 
rather than causal. To exclude the possibility of endogeneity 
and a reverse causal relationship between these variables, fu-
ture research should adopt a time-series design rather than a 
cross-sectional one. Second, because all participants were be-
tween the ages of 65 years and 70 years old and because many 
household characteristics were not assessed in the survey, the 
study sample may have been relatively uncharacteristic of the 
population of older adults in Korea. The degree to which the 
study results can be generalized may, therefore, be limited. 
Another difficulty was that although the investigation of older 
adults who live alone was considered essential to the research-
ers, relatively few participants fell into this category, meaning 
that a comparative analysis of this group could not be per-
formed. Overall, we suggest that future research should con-
sider a more diverse range of ages and household characteris-
tics. Further, in light of the finding that relational issues are 
more closely associated with suicide risk in older women than 
in older men, we also suggest that follow-up studies examine 
mediating effects in order to investigate the potential path 
from relational issues to suicide in older adult women. 

The findings of this study show that the different aspects of 
self-neglect are associated with suicidal ideation in older adults 
to varying degrees. Among all the aspects of self-neglect, poor 
daily life management and relational issues were identified as 
particularly important risk factors for suicidal ideation. Our 
findings also showed that the relational dimension of self-ne-
glect was a stronger risk factor for suicidal ideation in women 
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than in men. To address these issues, we suggest that programs 
aimed at preventing suicide in older adults should focus on 
daily life management and relationship issues. We also sug-
gest that these programs focus on facilitating and enhancing 
the social lives of older women in particular, since relationship 
issues were shown in this study to be a stronger risk factor for 
suicidal ideation in older women than in older men.
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