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Abstract

Background and Aim: Over the past few decades, suicides have been on the rise in many countries and regions
around the world. This alarming trend has attracted significant attention from social studies. Nevertheless, the
experiences of suicide attempters and the reasons and contexts that shape it are complex and highly varied. This
study aims to explore the lived experiences of individuals who have attempted suicide, focusing on the changes
in their experiences across four dimensions: body, relationships, space, and time.

Data and Method: This study was conducted using a phenomenological approach, involving 18 participants
aged 18 to 35 who attempted suicide in Mashhad during the last quarter of 2023. Participants were selected
purposefully, and data saturation was achieved by the 18th semi-structured interview. The collected data were
analyzed using Colaizzi's method.

Findings: Participants reported traumatic experiences across four dimensions: body, relationships, space, and
time. For some, the body was perceived as devalued, while others used it as a means of protest. Lived
relationships ranged from social detachment to a desire for complete freedom. Their perception of space was
characterized by a lack of attachment. Regarding time, some Participants viewed the past negatively, some
attempted to forget it, and others sought to transform their lived world.

Conclusion: It is essential to take the lived experiences of these individuals seriously, with a comprehensive
focus on all four dimensions: physical existence, social relationships, spatial context, and temporal perspective.

Keywords: Phenomenology, Lived experience, Suicide, Social relations, Interpersonal communication.

Key Message: When individuals attempt suicide, they experience emotions within four dimensions: physical
existence, social relations, space and time. Understanding these dimensions can help those providing support
and care.

Received: 13 August 2024 Accepted: 04 Juanaury 2025

Citation: Vatankhah, M., Erfani, N., Tehranizadeh, M., & Musavi As], S. A. (2024). Phenomenology of the Lived
Experience of Suicide Attempters. Journal of Social Continuity & Change, 3(2), 621-652.
https://doi.org/10.22034 /jscc.2025.22019.1152

E-ISSN: 2783-3100 / © 2024 Published by Yazd University L.-EA:

This is an open access article under the CC BY 4.0 License (https:/creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).

DOI: https://doi.org/10.22034 /jscc.2025.22019.1152




Vatankhah et al. / Phenomenology of the Lived Experience of Suicide ...

Extended Abstract
Introduction
Suicide has recently garnered significant attention from researchers due to the alarming

rise in suicide rates and the shifting demographic of victims from middle-aged and elderly
individuals to adolescents and young adults. This trend has raised concerns across human
societies. The World Health Organization (WHO), in its definition of suicide, states: "Suicide,
also referred to as fatal suicide, is the act of taking one’s own life. However, a suicide attempt,
or non-fatal suicide, refers to self-inflicted harm with the intent of ending one’s life that does
not result in death” (WHO, 2021). The present study adopts a phenomenological approach to
explore the lived experiences of individuals who attempt suicide, aiming to answer the
question: What experiences do individuals who attempt suicide have regarding their bodily
existence, relationships, society, and perception of time?

Methods and Data
The setting of this study was the city of Mashhad, and the participants were individuals

aged 18 to 35 who attempted suicide within the geographic jurisdiction of Mashhad Health
Center No. 1 during the last quarter of 2023. Participants were selected purposefully,
employing maximum variation sampling. The primary questions, based on the four
dimensions of lived experience (Van Manen, 1991) the body, relationships, space, and lived
time were as follows:

e Could you please explain how you feel about your body?
e What pleasant or unpleasant relational experiences have you had?
¢ How do you feel about the community in which you live?

¢ Could you talk about your wishes, hopes, and reflections on your past, present, and
future?

Each interview lasted an average of 90 minutes.

Findings

The analysis of participants' narratives, based on Max van Manen's framework (1990),
identified four key components in the lived experiences of individuals who attempt suicide:
lived body, lived relationships, lived space, and lived time. Interviewees primarily expressed
the belief that their existence across all four components was devoid of meaning.
Consequently, their lived experiences, shaped by this perceived lack of meaning, were
described as deeply unpleasant.
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Basic themes in lived experience

W

live time live space live relationships live body

Figure 1- The theme of lived experience and its sub-themes

Live body: The first category identified is "neglecting the body." In this state, the body is
perceived by individuals as an "absent-yet-ever-present phenomenon," gaining attention only
when it becomes ill or injured. The second category is "using the body as a means of self-
expression.” In this context, Goffman argues that the body is not merely a simple entity but a
tool for navigating external circumstances (Mokhtari & Dehghani, 2021). The third category is
"exhaustion from concealing and preserving the dignity of the body." Some participants,
particularly women, believed that in a traditional-religious society, a woman's body is more
likely to be subjected to scrutiny and judgment. The fourth category is "bodily exhibitionism."
Certain participants linked their suicide attempts to an evaluation of their physical
capabilities.

Lived relationships: Individuals who attempt suicide often experience their relationships
in two ways: external social rejection and internal social rejection. These individuals face a
psychological conflict between a lack of desire to live and the involuntary experience of daily
life, leading to profound inner turmoil (Safiri et al., 2020).

Lived space: Lived space serves as the context in which relationships unfold. Participants'
narratives revealed that if opportunities were created for them to engage in public life, they
would prefer jobs aligned with their gender roles.

Lived time: Each individual’s lived experience creates a perceptual structure that can be
framed within a temporal context.

Conclusion and Discussion

The data indicate that confusion and anxiety pervade the lives of individuals in the
dimension of embodiment. Their negative perceptions place them on a spectrum of
interaction with their bodies, ranging from neglect to a sense of physical empowerment. Many
participants reported that their lived experience of their bodies has become more restricted
in social contexts compared to before their suicide attempts. The narratives of the
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interviewees revealed that these individuals face intense pressure to conform while
simultaneously experiencing threats to their self-esteem. Consequently, they opt for a
"disconnection from social ties." This disconnection often manifests as "efforts to distance
themselves" from most social interactions. Meanwhile, some participants engaged in
"rethinking relationships,” making this process central to their social interactions. Evidence
from this study also showed that the lived time of individuals who attempt suicide
encompasses the full range of personality types described in Zimbardo's Time Perspective
Theory.
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