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VERSION 1 - REVIEW 

REVIEWER Tonelle Handley 
University of New South Wales 

REVIEW RETURNED 01-Nov-2014 

 

GENERAL COMMENTS Thank you for the opportunity to review this work. This is an 
interesting and relevant paper that I believe will make a valuable 
contribution to the international suicide prevention literature. I have 
made a few suggestions to improve its clarity, as described below.  
 
Abstract:  
• The first line of the methods reads “Records of suicide deaths and 
hospitalisations occurred among residents in selected counties 
during 2009-2011…” I think this should say “Records of suicide 
deaths and hospitalisations THAT occurred among residents in 
selected counties during 2009-2011…”  
• In the results section I believe the word “rate” is missing from the 
sentence “The fatality was 49% overall, but was significantly higher 
among attempters living in rural areas…”  
 
 
In the introduction, I believe the authors may need to revise the 
statement “In contrast, for much of the Western world the male-
female suicide ratio is typically large, while the difference in suicide 
rates between urban and rural populations, and between the young 
and the old, are minimal.” There is in fact quite a large body of 
evidence suggesting that higher suicide rates in rural areas occur in 
many countries, including Australia, the United Kingdom, and 
Austria. Likewise, in many western countries the suicide rate does 
not have a linear effect with age, and is often highest in the youngest 
and oldest age categories, with a lower rate among the middle-aged.  
 
Do the authors have any comment for the finding that location was 
no longer a significant factor in the multiple regression model?  
 
Is it possible to explore the reasons for the differences observed 
between males and females in this sample? For example, is the 
higher suicide rate in males associated with a difference in suicide 
methods?  
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REVIEWER B. C. Ben Park 
Pennsylvania State University 

REVIEW RETURNED 03-Nov-2014 

 

GENERAL COMMENTS One contribution this research makes is to examine some of the 
social background of the serious suicide attempters. However, the 
paper must be improved significantly to be considered for 
publication.  
What is this study for? This question was not clearly answered after 
the first reading. Thus, stating a research question or a hypothesis 
may be necessary. Also, given the nature of the non-representative 
data, authors should offer more clearly the justification of how the 
study finding will add to the body of knowledge. The claim to be the 
first attempt “to estimate the incidence of serious suicide attempters” 
may be insufficient to warrant the readers’ time.  
In addition, authors suggest that Chinese suicide attempters are 
different from those in the West. They need to make clear if the 
study is cross-cultural. The reader may be a bit confused with regard 
to the purpose of the study.  
Considering limitations in the data set, authors need to describe 
shortcomings of the data early rather than later and explain how they 
will affect the significance of the findings. Moreover, on page 6, L-23, 
it is stated, “Data from on site for 2009 and 2011 were excluded from 
analysis due to quality concerns.” These concerns need to be 
described in detail. Otherwise, the reader would be left with the 
impression that the data were purposefully manipulated.  
More importantly, authors should offer the operational definition of 
the residency variable: Rural vs. Urban. Offer clearly the method 
they used to draw the line between urban and rural. They also need 
to consider offering a nominal definition of what “serious” suicide 
attempt means. It is defined in the abstract, but it also needs to be 
restated in relation to the significance of the study.  
 
***The standard of written English is acceptable, but it needs an 
assistance for minor editing.   

 

VERSION 1 – AUTHOR RESPONSE 

Reviewer: 1  
Reviewer Name Tonelle Handley  
Institution and Country University of New South Wales  
 
1.1. Thank you for the opportunity to review this work. This is an interesting and relevant paper hat I 
believe will make a valuable contribution to the international suicide prevention literature. I have made 
a few suggestions to improve its clarity, as described below.  
The first line of the methods reads “Records of suicide deaths and hospitalisations occurred among 
residents in selected counties during 2009-2011…” I think this should say “Records of suicide deaths 
and hospitalisations THAT occurred among residents in selected counties during 2009-2011…”  
• Thanks and a change has been made (Page 2).  
1.2. In the results section (Abstract) I believe the word “rate” is missing from the sentence “The fatality 
was 49% overall, but was significantly higher among attempters living in rural areas…”  
• The missing word has been added (Page 2).  
1.3. In the introduction, I believe the authors may need to revise the statement “In contrast, for much 
of the Western world the male-female suicide ratio is typically large, while the difference in suicide 
rates between urban and rural populations, and between the young and the old, are minimal.” There 
is in fact quite a large body of evidence suggesting that higher suicide rates in rural areas occur in 
many countries, including Australia, the United Kingdom, and Austria. Likewise, in many western 
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countries the suicide rate does not have a linear effect with age, and is often highest in the youngest 
and oldest age categories, with a lower rate among the middle-aged.  
• Thanks for the comment. The statement has now been changed to “In contrast, for much of the 
Western world the male-female suicide ratio is typically large, while the difference in suicide rates 
between urban and rural populations, and between the young and the old, are much less 
pronounced.” (Page 4, 1st paragraph).  
1.4. Do the authors have any comment for the finding that location was no longer a significant factor 
in the multiple regression model?  
• A comment has been added (page 11, 2nd paragraph): “However, residence was no longer a 
significant factor in the multiple regression model (Table 3), suggesting the rural-urban difference in 
the fatality rate may be explained by the differences in age, education level, occupation and method 
preference between rural and urban attempters.”  
1.6. Is it possible to explore the reasons for the differences observed between males and females in 
this sample? For example, is the higher suicide rate in males associated with a difference in suicide 
methods?  
• Comments regarding this point have been made (page 11, last paragraph to Page 12, first 
paragraph): “These data show both in our population and in the West, the higher suicide rate among 
men is mainly due to a much higher fatality rate among male attempters rather than to a higher 
incidence of men attempting suicide. Indeed, we found there was a 25% (95%CI: 1-55%) higher odds 
of death among male versus female attempters (Table 3), which was independent of all other factors 
included in this analysis (Table 3). The reasons for this higher fatality rate is unclear but may be 
associated with residual confounding in suicide method and with other unmeasured factors. For 
example, although our logistic regression model is adjusted for suicide method, we only have broad 
method categories and it is unknown whether there is a gender difference in severity when the 
method category is the same.”  
 
Reviewer: 2  
Reviewer Name B. C. Ben Park  
Institution and Country Pennsylvania State University  
2.1. What is this study for? This question was not clearly answered after the first reading. Thus, 
stating a research question or a hypothesis may be necessary. Also, given the nature of the non-
representative data, authors should offer more clearly the justification of how the study finding will add 
to the body of knowledge. The claim to be the first attempt “to estimate the incidence of serious 
suicide attempters” may be insufficient to warrant the readers’ time.  
• The aim of the study was introduced both in the Abstract “To estimate the incidence of serious 
suicide attempts (SSAs, defined as suicide attempts resulting in either death or hospitalisation) and to 
examine factors associated with the fatality among these attempters.” and in the last paragraph of the 
Introduction: “this study aimed to estimate the incidence of SSAs that result in either death or 
hospitalisation in a Chinese population, and to examine if fatality among these attempters differs by 
victim’s background characteristics (sex, age, education, occupation and urban/rural residency), 
season of attempt and method used.”. This study was mainly descriptive (estimating incidence and 
fatality rates) and exploratory, and thus no formal hypotheses were developed.  
2.2. In addition, authors suggest that Chinese suicide attempters are different from those in the West. 
They need to make clear if the study is cross-cultural. The reader may be a bit confused with regard 
to the purpose of the study.  
• We have acknowledged this limitation in Discussion (page 14, first para): “It should also be noted 
that this study was not a cross-cultural study and thus no formal comparison in suicide between 
Chinese and Western populations can be made.”  
2.3. Considering limitations in the data set, authors need to describe shortcomings of the data early 
rather than later and explain how they will affect the significance of the findings.  
• We have added one limitation into “Setting and participants” (page 6, 2nd paragraph): “The study 
population was defined mainly because of data availability and could not be seen as a provincial 
representative sample.” Other limitations were presented in the last part of the Discussion by 
convention (pages 13-14).  
2.4. Moreover, on page 6, L-23, it is stated, “Data from on site for 2009 and 2011 were excluded from 
analysis due to quality concerns.” These concerns need to be described in detail. Otherwise, the 
reader would be left with the impression that the data were purposefully manipulated.  
• We have now added more explanation (page 6, under “Setting and Participants”: “For each year and 
location, we examined data completeness defined as reported all-causes deaths being within ±5% of 
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official figures from local Statistical Bureaus. Data from one site for 2009 and 2011 were excluded 
from analysis for incompleteness.”  
2.5. More importantly, authors should offer the operational definition of the residency variable: Rural 
vs. Urban. Offer clearly the method they used to draw the line between urban and rural.  
• Thanks for this comment. We have now updated the section “Residence Type, Season and Age-
group” (page 7) and provided definition for residence type “By convention, residence type was 
classified as urban (city suburbs) and rural (townships and villages).”  
2.6. They also need to consider offering a nominal definition of what “serious” suicide attempt means. 
It is defined in the abstract, but it also needs to be restated in relation to the significance of the study.  
• We have re-introduced this definition at the end of Introduction (Page 5, 1st paragraph): “Using 
surveillance data, this study aimed to estimate the incidence of SSAs, defined as suicide attempts 
resulting in either death or hospitalisation, and to examine if fatality among these attempters differs by 
victim’s background characteristics (sex, age, education, occupation and urban/rural residency), 
season of attempt and method used. “  
2.7. The standard of written English is acceptable, but it needs an assistance for minor editing.  
• The manuscript has been edited by a native speaker (as described in the Acknowledgement) and 
some minor changes have been made.  

 

VERSION 2 – REVIEW 

REVIEWER Tonelle Handley 
University of New South Wales, Australia 

REVIEW RETURNED 10-Dec-2014 

 

GENERAL COMMENTS Thank you to the authors for their response to reviewers' 
suggestions. I am satisfied with the revisions and have no further 
comments.  

 

 

 on M
ay 16, 2023 by guest. P

rotected by copyright.
http://bm

jopen.bm
j.com

/
B

M
J O

pen: first published as 10.1136/bm
jopen-2014-006762 on 11 F

ebruary 2015. D
ow

nloaded from
 

http://bmjopen.bmj.com/

