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Abstract 

Suicidal ideation is defined as the thoughts about engaging in suicidal-related behaviors. Very 

few studies have been conducted on children’s suicidal ideation as there is a biased perception 

that suicidal behavior under the age of 12 is scarce. However, suicide is the leading cause of 

death among young children. Child suicidal ideation is predictive of suicidal ideation and suicide 

attempts in adulthood. Association between certain parenting styles and suicidal ideation have 

been found in empirical studies. However, little is known about the role of parenting and suicidal 

ideation in Chinese young children. We examined whether gratitude can reduce the risk of 

suicide by moderating the association between parenting styles and child suicidal ideation.  We 

recruited 447 Chinese children (53.3% female; mean age = 10.06, SD = 1.76) to participate in a 

survey.  Perceived parenting style (warmth/accepting, dominating, and autonomy granting), 

gratitude, and suicidal ideation were assessed using self-reported measures. We found that all 

three perceived parental styles were significantly associated with child suicidal ideation. Further, 

gratitude was found to have a significant moderating effect on suicidal ideation, across the 

analysis of the three perceived parenting styles. This suggests that gratitude may be adopted in 

preventive and clinical interventions so that children at risk can benefit from reducing the 

negative effects of ineffective parenting styles and suicidal ideation.  
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The moderating effects of gratitude on the association between perceived parenting style and 

suicidal ideation 

  

Introduction 

Over the past couple of decades, a surging trend of suicidal rates among children has been 

witnessed across various countries (Goldston et al., 2015). Although family and mental health 

practitioners often encounter children with suicidal ideation in practice, there are limited theory 

and research on understanding the suicidal behavior of children or on the prevention of and 

intervention (Ruth, Velasquez, Marshall, and Ziperstein, 2015; Soole, Kolves, and De Leo, 

2015).  

  Suicidal ideation is defined as self-reported thoughts about engaging in suicide-related behavior 

(O’Leary et al., 2006). It includes both passive ideation, such as thinking about death or dying 

more than usual, and active ideation, such as making plans for killing oneself (Wagner, 2009).  

Very few studies have been conducted on children’s suicidal ideation as there is a general 

perception that suicidal behavior under the age of 12 is scarce (Pfeffer, 2000; Tishler, Reiss, and 

Phodes, 2007). Although children have the lowest rate of suicide among all age groups, it is 

alarming that suicide was the third cause of death among children aged 10 to 14 in the United 

States in 2013 (Heron, 2016).  A longitudinal population-based study reported that childhood 

suicidal ideation was highly predictive of suicidal ideation in adulthood, and lifetime history of 

attempted suicide, and additional resources and intervention strategies should therefore be 

provided to help children with this ideation (Herba, Ferdinand, Van der Ende, and Verhulst, 

2007).  
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  A few advanced models of suicide have been proposed to explain the complex interactions of 

different factors over the past decade, but most of these models apply to adult suicide (O’Connor 

and Nock, 2014). The interpersonal theory of suicide proposed by Joiner, Van Orden, Witte, and 

Rudd (2009) suggests that perceived burdensomeness (feeling of being a burden on others) and 

low levels of belongingness (feeling of alienation) are proximal and sufficient causes of suicidal 

ideation. With the capability for suicide (reduced fear of death and elevated physical pain 

tolerance), the presence of suicidal desire is more likely to transform into a suicide attempt.  The 

integrated motivational-volitional model of suicidal behavior outlines the development of 

suicidal ideation (motivational phase) to suicidal attempts (volitional phase). As suggested, 

suicidal ideation is formed by feelings of defeat and entrapment, which are moderated by 

cognitive processes including impaired social problem solving, over-general autobiographical 

memory, rumination, hopelessness, lack of goal re-engagement, and low levels of social support 

(O’Connor and Nock, 2014).  

  Based on school samples, Barzilay et al. (2015) found that adolescents with a low sense of 

belongingness to parents and a high sense of burdensomeness were at significantly higher risk of 

suicidal ideation. It suggested that the interpersonal theory of suicide may apply to adolescent. 

However, to the knowledge of the authors, study of interpersonal theory of suicide in children is 

not available. 

  To many children, parenting processes are the most significant interpersonal relationship. 

Suicidal ideation, as a symptom, can be seen as a dysfunction of ineffective parenting and family 

system (Montgomery and Fewer, 1988). However, the exact role of family and parenting 

behavior in child suicide remains unclear, due to limited research in this area (Frey and Cerel, 

2015).  



Gratitude, parenting style, and suicidal ideation 

5 
 

  Although perceived parental style is often found to be a predictor of child suicidal behavior, the 

evidence is inconclusive. An early study of 681 students in Australia found that authoritarian 

parenting with low warmth and high control doubled the associated risks of suicidal thoughts 

among children (Martin and Waite, 1994). A representative sample of 44,610 students in 

Germany revealed that rejecting-neglecting parenting styles increased the risk of suicide by 1.63 

times, but authoritative parenting (high warmth and low control) reduced the risk by 21% 

(Donath, Graessel, Baier, Bleich, and Hillemcher, 2014). A longitudinal study investigated 

whether observed parenting behavior predicted changes in the adolescent suicidal behavior of 

802 children and their parents over five years (Boeninger, Masyn, and Conger, 2012) and 

nurturant-involved parenting was found to reduce the likelihood of adolescent suicidal behavior 

over time. 

  However, there are cross-cultural differences in suicidal behaviors in adults and it is also an 

issue for child suicidal ideation (World Health Organization, 2014). Conversely, Greening et al. 

(2010) reported that authoritarian parenting predicted less suicidal behavior among African-

American children aged 10 to 12. Further, a survey of 365 Hong Kong adolescents aged 13 to 17 

found that lower maternal warmth predicted higher suicidal ideation (Wong, Man, and Leung, 

2002). Finally, a study of 120 Chinese students aged 15 to 19 reported that higher maternal 

control and lower parental warmth were associated with more suicidal ideation (Lai and 

McBride-Chang, 2001).  

  Moreover, parenting behaviors may interact with child characteristics and they make the 

suicide-related pathways more complicated. Cero and Sifers (2013) suggested that parenting 

support and boundaries (parental rule setting, enforcement of rules, and parental monitoring) 

predicted adolescent suicide attempts through the mediation of children’s psychological factors. 
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Self-esteem mediated the relationship between parenting support and suicide attempts and such 

effects was twice as strong for girls. Parenting boundaries mediated the relationship between 

exposure to violence and suicide in boys.  

  The above findings draw our attention to three important issues. First, different parenting styles 

may be associated with children’s suicidality in different ways, but such relationship is also 

contingent on the child’s cultural context. Second, the positive association with authoritarian 

parenting applied only to older African-American children and those with higher depressive 

symptoms, but not to younger children (aged 6-9) regardless of their depressive symptoms, or to 

Caucasian children (Greening, Stoppelbein, and Luebbe, 2010). Thus, it may be posited that the 

relationship between parental styles and child suicidal ideation may be specific to children’s 

ethnicity, age, and the intensity of the suicidality. Third, multiple factors are associated with 

child suicide, and suicide risk may be increased when specific parenting styles interact with 

certain child attributes or forms of behavior. Therefore, studies of children’s positive attributes as 

a protective factor against negative parenting and suicidal ideation are needed to contribute to the 

current body of knowledge.  

  This study attempts to contribute to the understanding of suicidal ideation of young children in 

China. The suicidal rate among Chinese children aged 5 to 14 has been reported as 4% and 5% in 

Hong Kong and mainland China, respectively (World Health Organization, 2014). A study in 

Shanghai, a major city in China, showed that 2.4% of parents reported that their children aged 11 

to 16 had talked about suicide in the previous six months (Liu, Sun, and Yang, 2008). Further 

studies on suicidal ideation among Chinese children are warranted for three major reasons. First, 

many studies have been conducted in western countries. However, parenting practices vary 

across cultures and it is uncertain whether the associations between parenting styles and child 
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suicide in Chinese families are the same as those found in Western studies (Bornstein and Cheah, 

2006). More evidence is required to understand the relationship between parenting and child 

suicide across cultures so that evidence-based prevention and treatment programs can be 

developed.  

  Second, compared with most developing countries, self-harm is a more frequent cause of death 

for children in China. For all causes of death under the age of 20 between 1990 and 2013, suicide 

was ranked twenty-second among all developing countries, while it was the fifth cause of death 

among all developed countries (Global Burden of Disease Pediatrics Collaboration, 2016). In 

China, suicide was ranked twelfth during the same period, and second and fourth in Japan and 

South Korea, respectively, suggesting that suicide in collectivistic cultures should be given more 

attention. Finally, Chinese people represent 20% of the world population. However, the tendency 

toward emotional non-expression and insensitivity toward depression in China makes the 

identification of children with a risk of suicide more difficult (Philips et al., 2007). Child suicide 

should be given greater attention in the development of public health and social policies in 

China. Family and mental health professionals who are involved with Chinese overseas students 

and migrants should also equip themselves with knowledge about suicide among Chinese 

children.   

  During the past decade, gratitude has been identified primarily as a beneficial psychological 

factor influencing the behavior and reactions of children. Gratitude in general refers to the 

acknowledgement that one has received a benefit from another that was not intentionally sought, 

deserved, or earned, but was due only to the good intentions of another (Emmons and Stern, 

2013). Gratitude can promote positive mental health among children (Kirschman, Johnston, 

Bender, and Roberts, 2009), as it has been found to be positively associated with one’s affect, 
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optimism, life satisfaction, and negatively related to various mental health issues, such as 

depression and anxiety (Froh, Yurkewicz, and Kashdan, 2008). Gratitude has often been found to 

be positively related to the willingness to forgive, lower levels of narcissism, the promotion of 

relationship connections and satisfaction, conflict resolution, and an increase in helpful behavior 

(Wood, Froh, and Geraghty, 2010).  

  Some studies have documented the important role of gratitude in moderating the relationship 

between depression and suicidal ideation. For example, in a study of 369 university students, 

gratitude moderated the relationship between hopelessness, depression, and suicidal ideation 

(Kleiman, Adams, Kashdan, and Riskind, 2013). A longitudinal study of 209 college students by 

the same researchers further suggested that gratitude promoted resiliency and reduced suicidal 

ideation by increasing meaning in life (Kleiman et al., 2013). Li et al. (2012) studied the effect of 

gratitude on suicidal ideation and attempts in a sample of 1,252 Chinese adolescents.  They 

found that gratitude reduced suicidality through the promotion of self-esteem (Li et al., 2012).  

Nevertheless, the moderation effects of gratitude in the relationship between parenting styles and 

Chinese children’s suicidal ideation have been not empirically assessed.  

  The present study aimed to empirically assess the relationship between different parenting 

styles and children’s suicidal ideation, and the moderating role of gratitude in this relationship, in 

a Chinese context. The study sought to test the following five hypotheses. a) Suicidal ideation 

would be positively correlated with dominating parenting styles, and negatively correlated with 

warmth/accepting and autonomy-granting parenting styles. b) Gratitude would be negatively 

correlated with suicidal ideation and dominating parenting styles, and positively correlated with 

warmth/accepting parenting, and autonomy-granting parenting styles. c) Gratitude would 

moderate the relationship between warmth/accepting parenting styles and child suicidal ideation. 
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d) Gratitude would moderate the relationship between dominating parenting styles and child 

suicidal ideation. e) Gratitude would moderate the relationship between autonomy-granting 

parenting styles and child suicidal ideations.  

 

Method 

Participants 

Five primary schools in Hong Kong were recruited with the assistance of a local non-government 

organization. Four hundred forty-seven Chinese children (53.3% female; mean age = 10.06, SD 

= 1.76, range 9-12) from the five primary schools were invited to take part in the study in 2012 

to 2013. The data from eight respondents were discarded as at least one of the scales had missing 

data. Therefore, the data from 439 valid questionnaires were used.  Of these, 70.5% of the 

children lived with both parents, 18.1% lived with their mother, 6.5% lived with their father, and 

4.9% did not live with either parent. 

Procedures 

  Signed consent was obtained from the children’s main caregivers. Participation was entirely 

voluntary, and the children were assured that there would be no negative consequences if they 

chose not to participate in the study. For children’s easy understanding, we select scales written 

in plain language to measure study variables. The questionnaire took about 20 minutes to 

complete on average. In each school, a class session was allocated. A team of trained research 

assistants was present in the classroom to instruct the children on how to fill in the questionnaire.  

Teachers and other staff members were asked to leave the classroom while the children 
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completed the questionnaire. The research was approved by the Research Ethics Committee of 

the City University of Hong Kong. 

Measures 

Parenting styles  

The Warmth and Acceptance Scale (WAS; Greenberger & Chen, 1996) was used to assess the 

children’s perceptions of their parents’ use of a warm and accepting parenting style. There were 

six items pertaining to this style of parenting, and the children were asked to rate the extent to 

which they agreed with the statements about their parents on a 5-point scale from 1 (strongly 

disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) (e.g. “My parents enjoy spending time with me”).  Higher scores 

indicated stronger perceptions of the warmth/acceptance of parents’ parenting styles. The scale 

has been translated and validated in Hong Kong context, and showed good reliability 

(Cronbach’s alpha = .79) (Leung, Wong, Wong, & McBride-Chang, 2010). In the current study, 

the Chinese version of WAS reported a Cronbach’s alpha of .83, suggesting good internal 

consistency.  Six items from the Control and the Organization dimensions of the Family 

Environment Scale (FES; Moos & Moos, 1981) were adopted to assess children’s perceptions of 

their parents’ use of a dominating/controlling parenting style. The children were asked to rate the 

extent to which they perceived their parents to be dominating (e.g., “My parents are controlling 

of me”). Participants responded on 5-point Likert scales, ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 

(strongly agree). Higher scores indicated stronger perceptions of a dominating parenting style.  

This scale has been translated and used for Hong Kong children and adolescents (Ma & Leung, 

1990), and the internal consistency of the Control and the Organization subscale was .69 and .67 
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respectively. In this study, the Chinese version showed good internal consistency (Cronbach’s 

alpha .80). 

  The Perception of Parenting Style and Practices (PPSP; Stewart et al., 2000) was adopted to 

measure children’s perceptions of their parents’ use of an autonomy-granting parenting style. An 

example item was “My parent listens to my point of view even when we disagree”. Children 

were asked to respond on a 5-point Likert scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) 

to indicate the extent to which they perceived their parents used an autonomy-granting parenting 

style, with higher scores indicating stronger perceptions. The PPSP has good discriminant 

validity and can significantly predict adolescents’ positive self-image and life satisfaction 

(Stewart et al., 2000) The scale has an internal consistency of .80 for girls and .77 for boys in 

Stewart et al.’ study. The internal consistency of the PPSP in this study was good, with a 

Cronbach’s alpha of .84.  

Child suicidal ideation  

The first five items of the Scale of Suicidal Ideation (SSI; Beck and Kovcas, 1979) were selected 

to screen participants for presence of suicidal ideation. The five items were 1) “wish to live,” 2) 

“wish to die,” 3) “desire to make active suicide attempt,” 4) “reasons for living/dying,” and 5) 

“passive suicidal desire,” of which the first three items were rated on a 4-point scale from 0 to 3, 

while the latter two items were rated on a 3-point scale from 0 to 2. As suggested by Beck, 

Kovacs, and Weissman (1979), these scores were summed by the respective rating of individual 

items, with higher score representing higher suicidal ideation in the child participants. A 

previous study adopted Chinese version of SSI and reported an internal consistency of .85 

(Zhang, 2007). The internal consistency of SSI in the current study was .79. 
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Gratitude  

The Gratitude Questionnaire (GQ-6; McCullough, Emmons and Tsang, 2002) was used to 

measure the participants’ self-reported gratitude.  The participants were asked to report whether 

they agreed with the six statements about gratitude, for example, “I have so much in life to be 

thankful for,” on a 7-point scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). One 

question was reverse scored. Higher average scores indicated higher levels of gratitude. The 

present study adopted the Chinese version of GQ-6 which has reported satisfactory reliability 

(Cronbach’s alpa = .80) and construct validity in a Taiwan Chinese study (Chen, Chen, Kee, & 

Tsai, 2009). Cronbach’s alpha of GQ-6 in the current study was .72.  

Data Analysis 

To explore whether gratitude moderated the relationship between children’s perceived use of 

parenting styles and suicidal ideation, three regression equation models were constructed. The 

first regression model tested the moderating effect of child gratitude on the relationship between 

warm parenting and child suicidal ideation, while child and the other two parenting styles were 

controlled. Similarly, the second regression model tested child gratitude as a moderator of the 

dominant parenting-child suicidal ideation link, and the third regression model tested the 

moderating effect on the relationship between autonomy-granting parenting and child suicidal 

ideation.  The slopes of parenting styles to child suicidal ideation at high, medium, and low 

levels of gratitude were examined with 1 SD above the mean, the mean, and 1 SD below the 

mean, respectively (Aiken, West and Reno, 1991). The moderation analyses were accomplished 

using the PROCESS macro that can be operated in the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences 

(SPSS) environment (Hayes, 2013). A macro is a plug-in program for SPSS, which automatically 
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performs a series of operations for specific calculations, and the PROCESS macro was 

developed by Hayes (2013) for performing moderation analyses. The descriptive statistics and 

correlation analyses were also performed in IBM SPSS version 21.  

 

Results 

The means, standard deviations, correlations between study variables, and alpha coefficients for 

each construct under study are shown in Table 1. Suicidal ideation was positively correlated with 

dominating parenting styles, and negatively correlated with warmth/accepting and autonomy-

granting parenting styles. Gratitude was negatively correlated with suicidal ideation and 

dominating parenting styles, and positively correlated with warmth/accepting and autonomy-

granting parenting styles.   

<insert Table 1 here> 
 

  

  T-tests were used to examine the relationships of two demographic variables on suicidal 

ideation: children’s sex and living arrangements (children from two parent families versus 

children living with one parent or a relative). Both sex (t = .45, p = .66) and differences in family 

type (t = 1.20, p = .23) were non-significant. Therefore, we used the full sample in all of the 

regression analyses.  

  Results of the first regression model are shown in Table 2. Both warmth parenting (WARM) 

and child gratitude (GRAT) were negatively related to child suicidal ideation (β = -.25, p < .001 

and β = -.20, p < .001, respectively). The interaction between GRAT x WARM was significant 

(β = .19, p < .001) and yielded a 4% increase in the total R2. Figure 1 illustrates that the slope of 
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warmth parenting on child suicidal ideation was significantly different from zero at low (t = -

5.77, p < .001) and medium (t = -3.36, p < .01) levels of gratitude. As predicted, for children who 

perceived a lower level of warm parenting, those with medium gratitude experienced lower 

suicidal ideation than those with low gratitude.  At a high level of gratitude, the slope was not 

statistically significant (t = -.21, p = .84). 

 

<insert Table 2 and figure 1 here> 

 

  Table 3 shows the results of the second regression model. Dominant parenting (DOM) was 

positively related to child suicidal ideation (β= .13, p < .01), while GRAT was negatively related 

to child suicidal ideation (β = -.20, p < .001). The interaction between GRAT x DOM was 

significant (β=-.10, p<.05) and yielded a 1% increase in the total R2.  The slope of dominant 

parenting on child suicidal ideation was significantly different from zero at low (t=3.49, p<.001) 

and medium (t = 2.68, p < .01) levels of gratitude. As predicted, for children who perceived 

higher levels of dominant parenting, those with medium gratitude experienced lower suicidal 

ideation than those with low gratitude. Children with high gratitude experienced even lower 

suicidal ideation at higher levels of dominant parenting, but the slope was not statistically 

significant (t =.52, p = .61). 

 

<insert Table 3 and Figure 2 here>  

  Finally, in the third regression model, autonomy-granting parenting (AUTO) and GRAT were 

negatively related to child suicidal ideation (β = -.16, p < .01 and β = -.20, p < .001, 
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respectively).  The interaction between GRAT x AUTO was significant (β = .12, p < .05) and 

yielded a 2% increase in the total R2. The slope of autonomy-granting parenting on child suicidal 

ideation was significantly different from zero at low (t = -4.50, p < .001) and medium (t = -2.98, 

p < .01) levels of gratitude. As predicted, for children who perceived lower levels of autonomy-

granting parenting, children with medium gratitude experienced lower suicidal ideation than 

those with low gratitude. The slope at high gratitude was not statistically significant (t  = -.43, p  

= .66). 

<insert Table 4 and Figure 3 here>  

 

Discussion 

We found that significant association between three perceived parental styles with child suicidal 

ideation. While dominating parenting style was positively associated with suicidal ideation, 

autonomy-granting, and warmth/acceptance parenting style were negatively associated with 

suicidal ideation.  Further, gratitude was found to have significant moderating effects on suicidal 

ideation. This suggests that children’s positive cognitive characteristics may buffer them from 

the negative associations of inappropriate parenting styles and suicidal ideation.  

  The relationship between negative parenting styles and children’s suicidal ideation is consistent 

with the literature. This finding supports the notion that negative parenting styles are associated 

with cognitive vulnerability, including negative inferential styles, dysfunctional attitudes, low 

self-esteem, and rumination, which can increase the risk of suicidal ideation in children (Alloy, 

Abramson, Smith, Gibb, and Neeren, 2006).  
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  This study provides empirical evidence about the role of gratitude in child suicidal ideation. 

Indeed, gratitude may enhance individual well-being and facilitate positive relationships that 

help children to be more supportive, forgiving, and empathic toward others, which may help 

them to better accept and understand the negative aspects of their parenting experiences 

(McCullough, Huebner, and Laughlin, 2000). Our results explicitly support the buffering 

function of gratitude in children. As our results show, the significant relationships of different 

parenting styles on children’s suicidal ideation were only observed in children with low and 

medium levels of gratitude, but not in those children with high levels of gratitude.  This implies 

that children in possession of the character for gratitude, and an appreciation of their life and 

things around them are more resilient to the negative influence of parenting behavior on 

suicidality.  

  Gratitude may reduce negative feelings such as defeat, entrapment, and perceived 

burdensomeness, and promote a sense of belonging so that children may experience a reduction 

in the desire for suicide. Gratitude may further enhance the enjoyment of activities, promote 

awareness of pleasant events, help to counteract rumination, encourage positive reappraisal, and 

enhance relationships. An alternative explanation is that gratitude may develop new meanings in 

one’s life that can strengthen the resilience of children who are experiencing suicidal ideation 

(Kleiman, Adams, Kashdan & Riskind, 2013). For children experiencing distress about negative 

parenting, gratitude may help them to perceive their adverse family life and development in a 

more positive way, for instance as a necessary path and training opportunity for future success. A 

famous quote from Mencius, a founder of Confucianism states that “When Heaven is about to 

place a great responsibility on a man, it always first frustrates his spirit and will, exhausts his 



Gratitude, parenting style, and suicidal ideation 

17 
 

muscles and bones, exposes him to starvation and poverty, harasses him with troubles and 

setbacks so as to stimulate his mind, toughen his nature and enhance his abilities” (Sun, 2013).   

  In this regard, Watkins (2014) suggested that gratitude may function through five relational 

processes to reduce the effect of one’s the cognitive vulnerability that results from negative 

parenting. These positive cognitive processes include enhancing the enjoyment of activities, 

promoting awareness of pleasant events, helping to counteract rumination, encouraging positive 

reappraisal, and enhancing relationships. 

  There is a pressing need to adapt interventions for children in response to the suicidal risks. 

Evidence-based treatments focusing on promoting distress tolerance, emotion regulation, and 

interpersonal effectiveness have been developed (Miller, Rathus, and Linehan, 2007; 

Perepletchikova et al., 2011). As children with suicidal ideation may feel overwhelmed by 

negative parenting and cognitive processes, it is uncertain whether the development of gratitude, 

a healthy thinking habit, can help to moderate the risk. However, the role of gratitude in 

moderating children’s suicidal ideation has received little attention. 

 

Limitations and Implications  

Findings of this study should be interpreted within the context of several limitations, including 

the use of cross-sectional data, self-reported measures, and a convenience sampling method. Due 

to the nature of cross-sectional data, the relationships between gratitude, perceived parenting 

style, and suicidal ideation are only correlational. To secure a good response rate, parents were 

not involved in the present study, although we are aware that young children may not be able to 

report parenting behavior accurately (Taber, 2010), suggesting the importance of including 
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parents’ ratings in the same study. Finally, the results of this study may be inconclusive and not 

generalizable to the Hong Kong or Chinese population. Studies based on clinical samples and 

different areas in China can contribute to the literature on this important topic. Besides, different 

research design, such as the collection of longitudinal data, using diagnostic psychiatric 

measures, and stratified random sampling should be considered. Other variables relating to risk 

factors for child suicide should be considered to corroborate whether gratitude can benefit young 

children and their families. 

  Further research should be conducted to study the application of gratitude exercise in the 

prevention and treatment of child suicidal behavior. There is evidence that prevention programs 

can change young people’s attitudes about suicide and promote help seeking (Ciffone, 2007). 

Interventions that adopt a cognitive behavioral approach have shown promising results 

(Robinson, Hetrick, & Martin, 2011), but there is a growing interest among mental health 

professionals in incorporating alternative intervention strategies into suicide prevention 

(Oxhandler and Pargament, 2014; Wingate et al., 2006). Some findings also suggest that 

promoting gratitude in intervention for people with suicidal ideation or attempts can be relatively 

cost effective, and offers convenient program design and implementation (Kirschman et al., 

2009). For example, gratitude was found to promote optimism and reduce hopelessness for 

suicidal in-patients (Huffman et al., 2013). However, although planned gratitude exercises can 

benefit adults, such activities may not apply to children. Lambert and Veldorale-Brogan (2013) 

suggested that three types of gratitude intervention may apply to adolescents, namely teaching 

participants to count their blessings using personal journals, share their grateful experiences, and 

express their gratitude to important people in their lives, including parents.  
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  Recent group-based intervention that incorporated elements of hope and gratitude was 

implemented with 68 Chinese children between 9 and 11 years of age with subclinical depressive 

symptoms (Kwok and Gu, 2016). Using a randomized controlled trial, the intervention 

participants reported significant improvements in depression symptoms and life satisfaction. A 

mediation analysis further suggested that only changes in gratitude, but not changes in hope, 

mediated the effects of the intervention (Kwok and Gu, 2016). Findings of the present cross-

sectional study and the above intervention study both contribute to the growing evidence of the 

therapeutic value of gratitude exercises for young children. Dialectical behavior therapy, an 

evidence-based approach for suicidal adolescents, highlights the overlap between personality 

disorders and suicidal behavior in adolescents (Miller, Rathus, and Linehan, 2007). This 

approaches include components of emotion regulation and interpersonal effectiveness. The 

findings of the present study imply that gratitude exercises could also be integrated into modules 

for suicidal children to reduce their emotional and behavioral difficulties (Perepletchikova et al., 

2011). Further studies could investigate the effects of gratitude on suicidal ideation among 

children. As it may be more challenging to work with children with suicidal ideation due to their 

lack of motivation in help-seeking, practitioners should develop relevant knowledge and skills 

for particular target groups, instead of implementing the same type of gratitude activities for 

diverse populations (Kaczmarek et al., 2015). 
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