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• Emile Durkheim (1858-1917), 19th Century Sociologist
• Studied suicide at the macro- or societal-level with a focus on structural 

insights
• Behavior is caused by social facts, which are social forces that surround 

society and act upon individuals, and therefore suicide is a social fact
• Social patterns found in suicide data analysis demonstrate that suicide is not a 

random individual act

• How does the external social world matter to individual psychological 
pain and suffering?

Durkheim’s Theory of Suicide

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Less focus on subjective appraisals of why an individual chose suicideMore focus on suicide as a symptom of larger, structural issues and societal breakdowns 
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2 Core Principles:

1. That the structure of social relationships shapes the structure of suicide

2. That social relationships vary according to their level of: 
• Integration - the quantity and quality of social ties

• Regulation - the clarity of norms and sanctions governing those ties

Durkheim Cont’d
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Integration

The more extensive & 
denser a collective’s 
social relationships… 

The more enmeshed 
individual group 

members become…

The more meaning & 
purpose individuals 

feel about their lives…

• Refers to the extent to which an individual is bound to the moral demands 
and social relations of a group.

• Collective belonging can protect individuals from suicide by providing them 
with social capital.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
social capital (tangible and intangible benefits built on membership)
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Cultural Regulation

• Culture not only shapes us; it regulates us.

• Refers to the normative or moral demands placed on the individual that come 
with membership in a group.

• Collective ways of acting and thinking reinforce integration and provide 
individual members a sense of who they are, what they are supposed to feel, 
think, and do under various conditions, and what it means to belong to that 
group.
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4 Social Environments

Anomic - a social environment in which there is
a dizzying amount of social change and lack of social 
regulation
Altruistic - a social environment  in which
the group takes precedence over the individual; 
sacrifice of individual life in order to fulfill some 
obligation for collective benefit or a group cause

Fatalistic – a social environment in which there is 
little to no change in role expectations and 
individuals are confronted with total social stagnation

Egoistic - a social environment in which there is
profound social isolation or a prolonged sense of not 
belonging/not being integrated in a community 
(loneliness or excessive individuation)Safety Zone Danger Zone 

X X

X X

X Overlap Zone

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Through his research, Durkheim identified 4 dimensions of social environments that provide predictors for suicideEach of Durkheim’s dimensions is relative. Concepts are paired as they represent opposite ends of a shared continuum. For example, we can say in general “the greater the intensity of an environment, the greater the probability of suicide”the safety zone symbolizes the experiences along the four dimensions that are “normal” or in control. Whereas the danger zone suggests movement into a stress-filled environment that, when pushed to its extreme, encourages a person to take their own life Fatalistic – no change or social stimulation; monotony; stagnation Anomic - dominated by social rules for which the person could not gain familiarity/keep up withToo much rapid change induces emotional distress. Likewise, the total absence of a changing social environment also induces emotional distressEgoistic - individualism is carried out to the extremeAltruistic – an uncompromising set of social roles and standardsToo much social isolation induces emotional distress, whereas immersion into a clinging vine social environment also induces emotional distress.
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• Focus on the socioemotional structure that underlies both the protective 
and harmful sides of human interactions.

• Cultures/structures play a major role in shaping an individual’s cognition, 
meaning-making, decision-making, and action.

• The change agent is altering a social environment, not the person.
• Individuals subject to too little or too much integration or too little or too much 

regulation, by way of the groups they belong to, are less protected against the 
impulse toward pathological behavior.

Durkheim’s Big Ideas

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
As you can tell, there is a definite distinction between the psychology of suicide and the sociology of suicide.Cultures/structures are important in defining how social relations are experienced



Copyright 2023, University of Pittsburgh.  All Rights Reserved.
9

Advances in Research

• Recent theories of suicidology operationalize integration through perceptions 
about belongingness and connectedness (as characteristic of a group)

• Identities, and the emotional attachment we have to our identities.

• Emotions (cognitive appraisals, rather than affect) can signal success or failure 
and become internalized into psychological well-being or pain.

• The social network perspective demonstrates that the presence of negative ties 
is potentially more powerful in affecting individual well-being than positive ties

• Cultural meaning - people are motivated to act by the cultural schema, scripts, 
and frames they are exposed to, internalize, and take for granted as normative

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Identities are internalized meanings that cluster around how an individual understands themselves, as a social object, inrelationship to a real person (one’s child), a group (e.g., family or congregation), a social class (e.g., race, sex, and occupation), or an abstract collective (e.g., American), which are embedded in social structure and culturewhen we are not performing our identities as others expect or as we expect, we feel negative social emotions like embarrassment, guilt, and shameCulture may proscribe or prescribe a behavior as a normative option under a shared set of conditions.
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How does the external social world matter to 
individual psychological pain and suffering?



The University of Pittsburgh School of Pharmacy, Program Evaluation 
and Research Unit (PERU) is dedicated to meaningful work that 
facilitates each patient or community member’s ability to achieve 

optimal health, well-being, recovery and choice. 
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