
Vol.:(0123456789)1 3

Journal of Family Violence 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10896-022-00477-4

ORIGINAL ARTICLE

Filicide‑Suicide in South Korea: Content Analysis of Newspaper Articles 
(2010–2020)

Myeong‑Sook Yoon1 · Hyun Kyoung Yu1 · Soo‑Bi Lee2 

Accepted: 18 November 2022 
© The Author(s) 2022

Abstract
Purpose Filicide-suicide is the most extreme form of family violence. This study identifies the traits of such cases by 
analyzing their prevalence, victims and perpetrators’ characteristics, methods, and motives based on the content of relevant 
newspaper articles.
Methods Data were collected from representative newspapers from 2010 to 2020. A content analysis of 249 filicide-suicide 
cases was conducted.
Results Most filicide-suicide cases occurred at home. The most commonly used method for filicide-suicide was carbon 
monoxide poisoning; such cases were especially high among parents in their 30 s and 40 s. The second most commonly used 
method was strangulation or hanging, and adopted 1.5 times more often for filicide than for parents’ suicide. Regarding the 
perpetrators and victims’ characteristics, 58.2% of the cases were maternal filicide, followed by filicide involving both parents 
(26.1%), and paternal filicide (15.8%). Most of the children (75.1%) were minors, indicating that most filicide cases involve 
the parents’ violation of their children’s human rights. Regarding maternal filicide, most mothers were in their 30 s, and 
among all filicide-suicide cases, the majority of the perpetrators (63.6%) were in their 30 s and 40 s. The most common motive 
was financial difficulties, followed by difficulties in child rearing and hardships due to parents’ physical or mental illness.
Conclusions This study revealed that the problem of filicide-suicide in South Korean society is an extreme form of domestic 
violence disguised as parental responsibility, and requires suicide prevention interventions and policies that focus on family 
relationships and strengthening social responsibility for filicide.

Keywords Filicide-suicide · Collective suicide of families · Maternal filicide · Paternal filicide · Familism · Child 
homicide · Familicide

Introduction

South Korea has had the highest suicide rate among Organ-
ization for Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD) countries, earning it the notorious title of “suicide 
republic” (OECD, 2017). Government-led efforts to reduce 
the suicide rate at a national level contributed to reducing the 
absolute number of suicides in 2020, with the suicide rate 
per 100,000 people decreasing from 26.9 in 2019 to 25.7 

in 2020, but the figures remain high compared with other 
countries (National Statistics Office, 2021). Suicide cannot 
be explained by psychological factors or individual psycho-
pathological causes alone, as it reflects the social structure 
and culture of the place where the suicide occurs (Phillips 
et al., 2002). Suicide, has its own internalized ideology, 
structure, and societal culture, and is the result of social 
processes of negotiation, judgment, and decision-making 
and is a product of social definition (Baller & Richardson, 
2002; Näher et al., 2020).

“Filicide-suicide” or “collective family suicide” refers to 
an attempt by a parent or guardian to kill a child and then 
die by suicide. Terms such as child murder, filicide-suicide, 
homicide-suicide, or familicide in the family, are more 
appropriate for this phenomenon (Debowska et al., 2015; 
Jung et al., 2020; Lee, 2012; Murfree et al., 2022). However, 
the term collective family suicide is commonly used, as 
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Korean society deems spouses and children as a single, bound 
unit (Lee, 2007). Further, Confucian family relationships 
that value the rights of the head of the household in Korean 
society and the concept of regarding children as parents’ 
property rather than as independent individuals can be 
regarded as factors that influence familicide.

Common factors affecting filicide-suicide include men-
tal health issues, such as relationship conflict between male 
and female perpetrators, depression, and resentment toward 
partners (Aho et al., 2017; Murfree et al., 2022). In general, 
intimate partner violence (IPV), family violence, separation 
and divorce, substance abuse, and a socioeconomic crisis 
in the home are significant risk factors (Fegadel & Heide, 
2017; Holland et al., 2018; Logan et al., 2013). Although 
financial problems are present in familicide, a study found 
that the prevalence of familicide motivated is not directly 
related to financial problems (Liem et al., 2013). Perpetra-
tors are predominantly male, tend to be older, and often kill 
multiple children rather than just one child (Debowska et al., 
2015; Shackelford et al., 2005). Perpetrators are also more 
likely to be biological parents than step-parents, and perpe-
trators that only commit filicide are less likely to commit 
suicide than filicide-suicide perpetrators (Liem et al., 2010).

While studies have classified filicide-suicide differently 
according to the perpetrators’ gender, depression and severe 
mental illness are the most common factors in maternal fil-
icide-suicide with multiple victims (Debowska et al., 2015; 
Meszaros & Fischer-Danzinger, 2000). In contrast, paternal 
filicide-suicide is often caused by retaliation and hostility, 
for example, as a result of marital breakdown, separation, 
and divorce, and perpetrators are also more likely to kill their 
children and commit suicide after filicide (Adinkrah, 2003; 
Wilson et al., 1995). However, Liem et al. (2010) reported 
no gender difference among filicide-suicide perpetrators; 
while suicide attempt rates among women are higher, they 
found no significant gender differences as women often used 
less lethal suicide methods.

In recent years, despite the Korean government’s efforts 
to prevent child death and suicide, filicide-suicide continues 
to increase. An accurate understanding of the situation is 
essential for prevention and intervention to address the fili-
cide-suicide problem. However, the concept and definition 
of child death by parents are very diverse, and it is difficult to 
analyze the causes because of difficulties in finding accurate 
statistical data. It is not easy to obtain data on filicide-suicide 
because an investigation is not practically feasible when a 
perpetrator dies by suicide. It is also easy to conceal the 
death of a child due to social custom and difficult to iden-
tify the cause of death. When it comes to the collection of 
national statistical data, the United States and Australia have 
a “child death review team” comprising multidisciplinary 
experts to review child death cases and identify the cause 
of death. South Korea, however, has no such team, which 

makes it more difficult to review and analyze the causes and 
conditions related to a child’s death (Parrish et al., 2017). 
Moreover, there is a possibility that parents may hide cases 
because of the stigma of child death, leading to lower child 
mortality rate statistics (Johnson, 2000).

Although its incidence rate is low in proportion to the 
total number of suicides, filicide-suicide is the most extreme 
form of family violence. There is an urgent need for social 
and institutional intervention to help survivors live a full 
life in the aftermath of the experience (Chan et al., 2004). 
Currently, there is no official statistical indicator or accurate 
aggregation for filicide-suicide in South Korea; boundaries 
between collective family suicide and filicide by parents are 
ambiguous. The Korean Institute of Criminology and Justice 
reported 426 cases of suicide after killing a family member 
from January 2000 to October 2019, and over 58% of these 
cases included children. As these statistics do not include 
cases where the perpetrators have died, they reflect only a 
limited number of such cases (http:// www. segye. com).

There are limitations to an in-depth analysis due to the 
lack of official statistical data and the nature of a suicide 
where both the perpetrator and the victim die. As filicide-
suicide is mainly addressed as a social issue in South Korean 
media, analyzing newspaper articles may provide data that 
can supplement the cases not reflected in public statistics 
(Lee et al., 2009; Wahl et al., 2002).

This study explores the status, causes, and multidimensional 
characteristics of filicide-suicide incidents in South Korea 
through a content analysis of the relevant newspaper articles. 
Furthermore, the study aims to provide basic data to establish 
policies and services to prevent filicide-suicide in the future 
and support families in crisis who show warning signs of 
filicide.

Methods

Materials

The analysis materials in this study are newspaper articles 
reporting filicide-suicide cases in South Korea, and were 
collected through an online search. To minimize article 
omission, three collation methods were used. First, a search 
was conducted for articles in 17 major daily newspapers in 
South Korea. Second, a search was conducted on the Daum 
(www. daum. net) and Naver (www. naver. com) websites (the 
largest web portals with search engines in South Korea). 
Third, news search sites operated by major daily newspapers, 
such as “Donga.com” and “JoongAng Ilbo,” and those by 
local newspapers covering regional events, were included 
in the search.

The subject of this study is filicide-suicide. We searched 
and analyzed all articles on cases reported over the past 

http://www.segye.com
http://www.daum.net
http://www.naver.com
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decade from January 2010 to December 2020. The keywords 
for extracting the articles included: collective family sui-
cide, familicide, homicide-suicide, killing of children, child 
murder (homicide), parent suicide, and filicide. Articles that 
covered filicide-suicide cases were analyzed. Where arti-
cles reported on the same incident, articles that included 
the most information on case status and characteristics were 
selected. Further, cases in which two or more family mem-
bers attempted suicide and at least one died were classified 
as a filicide-suicide and included in the analysis. The search 
period for this study was from April 5, 2021, to April 10, 
2021, and a total of 249 filicide-suicide cases were analyzed.

Data Analysis

A content analysis was performed to understand the sta-
tus and multidimensional characteristics of filicide-suicide 
reported in newspaper articles. A content analysis entails 
analyzing the symbolic content by reducing the content (e.g., 
all the words or visual images) contained in a single commu-
nication, such as a newspaper article or television program, 
into several categories representing the characteristics that 
are relevant to the research interest (Scheufele, 1999). Thus, 
it categorizes or codes the collected information and inter-
prets who, why, what, how, and to whom the event occurred 
and the results that were obtained (Kim et al., 2013). This 
allows for the conversion of qualitative data into quantita-
tive data and facilitates research with long-term information.

First, to investigate the reporting trends and circum-
stances of filicide-suicide, the frequency (percentage) of 
each was examined after dividing the number of reported 
incidents by year, season, and place of suicide. Second, to 
examine the method of filicide-suicide and the age of the 
perpetrator (parents) and victims (children), the methods 
used for the filicide-suicide were classified into eight cat-
egories, including gas, strangulation or choking, falling or 
jumping from a high building, poisoning, drowning, use of 
a knife (sharp object), arson, and others, and the frequency 
(percentage) of each was confirmed by categorizing the ages 
of the parents and children. Third, based on the content anal-
ysis of the newspaper articles, cases were classified as perpe-
trator–victim under filicide-suicide regardless of the number 
of children killed. Cases were categorized into three types: 
mother–child, father–child, and parents–child, when the per-
petrator was clearly a mother, a father, or both parents, or a 
suicide with the entire family. The frequency and percentage 
of the relationship types were examined according to age 
group. Last, to analyze the causes of filicide-suicides, a fre-
quency analysis was conducted by classifying the causes into 
six categories: economic hardship, child-rearing problems, 
parental illnesses, family discord, pessimism, and religious 
problems.

Results

Trends and Circumstances of Filicide‑Suicide

The analysis results are summarized in Table 1. The highest 
number of filicide-suicide cases were reported in 2015 (30 
cases), followed by 29 cases in 2019, 28 cases in 2014, 26 
cases in 2012, and 12 cases in 2018. The number of articles 
varied slightly by year, with a noticeable increase between 
2014 and 2016. This was due to a family suicide case that 
occurred in 2014 in which a mother and her two daughters 
committed suicide. The “Three Women Suicides” high-
lighted a blind spot in South Korea’s national welfare sys-
tem and caused a social ripple effect large enough to trigger 
a revision of the related laws. This reflects an increase in 
social interest in family suicide rather than an actual increase 
or decrease in the occurrence of incidents. In terms of the 
occurrence of incidents by season, filicide-suicides occur 
more frequently in winter, followed by fall, spring, and 
summer.

With respect to places where parents commit or attempt 
to commit suicide after filicide, they occurred most fre-
quently in the family home, followed by accommodation 
types (motels, lodges, etc.), vehicles, mountains, rivers, 
parks, or seas, and the roof of the family house. A family 

Table 1  Trends and circumstances of filicide-suicide

Variable Item Number of Cases (%)

Year 2010 22 (8.8)
2011 16 (6.4)
2012 26 (10.4)
2013 22 (8.8)
2014 28 (11.2)
2015 30 (12.0)
2016 25 (10.0)
2017 16 (6.4)
2018 12 (4.8)
2019 29 (11.6)
2020 23 (9.2)

Season Spring 59 (23.7)
Summer 43 (17.3)
Fall 72 (28.9)
Winter 75 (30.1)

Place Family homes 173 (69.5)
Apartment roofs 15 (6.0)
Vehicles 19 (7.6)
Accommodation 20 (8.0)
Mountains, rivers, parks, 

and seas
18 (7.2)

Other 4 (1.6)
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home is an enclosed space that others cannot enter easily 
and where the child or the victim has spent their life with 
the parent/ perpetrator. It is a place where the victim does 
not have the ability to fight against the perpetrator or ask for 
external help.

Methods of Filicide‑Suicide and Age Distribution 
of Parents and Children

The results of the analysis of the filicide-suicide methods 
and the ages of the parents and children are summarized 
in Table 2. First, based on the news articles, the most com-
mon method of filicide-suicide was gas poisoning using 
briquettes or charcoal (32.1%). The death rate due to gas 
poisoning was higher in the parent group over the age of 
40 years, which may be due to this demographic group’s 
experience in using briquettes instead of gas or oil boilers 
for heating during their childhood. Further, briquettes are 
readily available in South Korea and are considered a less 
painful suicide method, which lowers the fear of committing 
or attempting suicide. Such a perception can be explained 
by the “Werther effect,” that is, imitating media reports of 
celebrity suicides in Korean society that were committed 
using briquettes. As the highest number of filicide-suicide 
cases occur in winter, the suicide method of gas poisoning 
using briquettes and charcoal may be more common as they 
are easy to purchase in winter.

In 20.9% of the cases, the perpetrators used their rela-
tive physical strength to suffocate their victims by hand in a 
short time without using external tools. In 9.6% of the cases, 
filicide-suicide was committed or attempted by falling or 
jumping off a high building; in 8.8% poisonous substances 
were used; in 6.4% knives or sharp objects were used; in 
14.4% other methods were used; in 4.8% victims died by 
drowning; in 2.8% they died as a result of arson.

Characteristics of Each Filicide‑Suicide Case Type 
and Parent–Child Age Distribution

Table 3 summarizes the perpetrator–victim relationship 
type and age distribution in filicide-suicide cases. The rela-
tionship types in filicide-suicides were divided into three 
categories: mother–child, father–child, and parents–child. 
Maternal filicide accounted for 55.4% of the cases, both par-
ents accounted for 23.7% of the cases, and paternal filicide 
for 20.9% of the cases. Maternal filicide was about 2.5 times 
more prevalent than paternal filicide. This can be understood 
by considering that raising and caring for children is tradi-
tionally the woman’s responsibility in Korean society; hence, 
the burden of child-rearing may be greater for women.

An analysis of the age distribution of the parents and chil-
dren show that the children were under the age of 10 years 
in 52.2% of the cases and teenagers in 28.1% of the cases. In 
more than 80% of the cases the victim (child) was a minor, 
suggesting that the perpetrator (parent) regarded their under-
age child as a dependent being, not as an independent per-
son, thereby equating their choice with that of the child. 
As for parents’ age distribution, those in their 30 s and 40 s 
accounted for 67.8% of the total.

Causes of Filicide‑Suicide

The causes of filicide-suicide were analyzed by year of 
occurrence and type of perpetrator–victim relationship 
(Table 4). Economic hardships were found to be the most 
common cause of filicide-suicide, followed by the physical 
or mental illness of a parent, disability of a child and par-
enting stress, marital and family discord, pessimism, and 
religious problems. Thus, economic hardships accounted 
for a large portion of the causes of filicide-suicide, which 
is consistent with the results of a social survey (Statistics 
Korea, 2016) reporting that economic problems are the 

Table 2  Age distribution of parents and children and methods of filicide-suicide

* Other includes cases of unidentified causes, attempted self-injury (wrist cutting), and intentional traffic accidents; methods used in the cases of 
parental suicide attempts and child survival are also included

Victim: Child’s Age Perpetrator: Parent’s Age

Under 10 10 s 20 s + Total 20 s 30 s 40 s 50 s 60 s + Total

Gas 30 (23.1) 29 (41.4) 17 (34.7) 76 (30.5) 1 (6.3) 23 (30.3) 36 (38.7) 9 (34.6) 11 (28.9) 80 (32.1)
Strangulation/ choking 40 (30.8) 19 (27.1) 11 (22.4) 70 (28.1) 3 (18.8) 20 (26.3) 16 (17.2) 5 (19.2) 8 (21.1) 52 (20.9)
Falling/jumping 17 (13.1) 2 (2.9) 3 (6.1) 22 (8.8) 3 (18.8) 11 (14.5) 6 (6.5) 2 (7.7) 2 (5.3) 24 (9.6)
Poisoning 9 (6.9) 6 (8.6) 6 (12.2) 21 (8.4) - 2 (2.6) 11 (11.8) 1 (3.8) 8 (21.1) 22 (8.8)
Drowning 9 (6.9) 3 (4.3) 5 (10.2) 17 (6.8) 1 (6.3) - 5 (5.4) 2 (7.7) 4 (10.5) 12 (4.8)
Knife or sharp object 9 (6.9) 9 (12.9) 2 (4.1) 20 (8.0) - 5 (6.6) 6 (6.5) 4 (15.4) 1 (2.6) 16 (6.4)
Arson 2 (1.5) 1 (1.4) 2 (4.1) 5 (2.0) 2 (12.5) - 2 (2.2) 2 (7.7) 1 (2.6) 7 (2.8)
Other* 14 (10.8) 1 (1.4) 3 (6.1) 18 (7.2) 6 (37.5) 15 (19.7) 11 (11.8) 1 (3.8) 3 (7.9) 36 (14.5)
Total (%) 130 (52.2) 70 (28.1) 49 (19.7) 249 (100.0) 16 (6.4) 76 (30.5) 93 (37.3) 26 (10.4) 38 (15.3) 249 (100.0)
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most significant cause of suicidal ideation in South Korea. 
This suggests that filicide-suicide is caused by social struc-
tural problems, not simply by family discord or individual 
problems.

On examining the causes of filicide-suicide based on 
the type of perpetrator–victim relationship, the causes of 
maternal filicide that were the most prevalent included the 
physical and mental illness of the parent, economic hard-
ship, disability of a child, and parenting stress. The causes 
of parents–child suicides included economic hardships, fam-
ily discord, pessimism, child-rearing problems, and parental 
illness. The causes of paternal filicide included economic 
hardships, child-rearing problems, and family discord.

Discussion

The status, types, causes, and characteristics of filicide-sui-
cide were analyzed on the basis of 249 newspaper reports 
over the past decade (2010–2020). First, the overall num-
ber of incidents reported has increased yearly since 2014. 
Filicide-suicide is more prevalent in the winter. The results 
seem to reflect increased social interest following a 2014 
collective or family suicide case that had a ripple effect on 
Korean society. The findings were consistent with the results 
of studies reporting higher general suicide rates in winter 
(Kim & Hwang, 2006) and a sharp increase in the number 
of homicides in summer and winter (Sisti et al., 2012). Thus, 
it is necessary to prepare suicide prevention policies, such as 
actively carrying out suicide prevention campaigns and iden-
tifying families in crisis during winter, considering the cor-
relation between seasons and suicide rates or murder cases.

Second, the most common place for filicide-suicide was 
the family home, and the methods included gas poisoning, 
strangulation or choking, and falling or jumping from build-
ings. This suggests that filicide-suicide mainly occurs in a 
shared family space and closed space where it is difficult for 
the victim to expect or call for external help. Regarding the 
method of filicide and suicide, the use of firearms is more 
common in other countries (Karlsson et al., 2021); however, 
in South Korea, the possession of firearms is not legally per-
mitted, which explains the difference in the methods used. 
In particular, South Korea has the highest number of cases 
where the entire family dies due to gas poisoning asphyxia-
tion, which can be seen as obscuring the parents’ action of 
killing their children. This study’s results, in line with the 
results of a study reporting frequent suicides by carbon mon-
oxide gas poisoning among the middle-aged in South Korea 
(Lee et al., 2016), highlight the importance of appropriate 
regulations on sales and access to such widely used suicide 
tools. Although there are currently regulatory recommen-
dations on the suggestion of suicide tools and methods in 
media reports in South Korea, it is still easy to search for and Ta
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Table 4  Causes of filicide-suicide by perpetrator–victim type

Cause Year Perpetrator–Victim Type Total (%)

Mother–Child (%) Father–Child (%) Parents–Child (%)

Economic hardship (bankruptcy, stock investment failures, 
living expenses, credit card debt, and gambling debt)

2010 4(10.8) 1(3.3) 2(4.8) 7(6.4)
2011 5 (13.5) 2 (6.7) 4 (9.5) 11 (10.1)
2012 5 (13.5) 3 (10.0) 2 (4.8) 10 (9.2)
2013 4 (10.8) 1 (3.3) 2 (4.8) 7 (6.4)
2014 4 (10.8) 3 (10.0) 5 (11.9) 12 (11.0)
2015 2 (5.4) 3 (10.0) 8 (19.0) 13 (11.9)
2016 3 (8.1) - 4 (9.5) 7 (6.4)
2017 4 (10.8) - - 4 (3.7)
2018 - 4 (13.3) 1 (2.4) 5 (4.6)
2019 3 (8.1) 7 (23.3) 13 (31.0) 23 (21.1)
2020 3 (8.1) 6 (20.0) 1 (2.4) 10 (9.2)
Total 37 (33.9) 30 (27.5) 42 (38.5) 109 (100.0)

Ratio of economic hardship in total (%) (26.8) (58.8) (70.0) (43.8)
Child-rearing problems (parenting stress and mental/

physical disabilities of children)
2010 3 (9.4) - - 3 (6.8)
2011 2 (6.3) - - 2 (4.5)
2012 3 (9.4) - 1 (25.0) 4 (9.1)
2013 3 (9.4) 2 (25.0) 1 (25.0) 6 (13.6)
2014 4 (12.5) - 1 (25.0) 5 (11.4)
2015 5 (15.6) - 1 (25.0) 6 (13.6)
2016 3 (9.4) 3 (37.5) - 6 (13.6)
2017 3 (9.4) 1 (12.5) - 4 (9.1)
2018 - 1 (12.5) - 1 (2.3)
2019 2 (6.3) - - 2 (4.5)
2020 4 (12.5) 1 (12.5) - 5 (11.4)
Total 32 (72.7) 8 (18.2) 4 (9.1) 44 (100.0)

Ratio of child-rearing problems in total (%) (23.2) (15.7) (6.7) (17.7)
Parental illness (mental/physical illnesses of parents) 2010 4 (9.8) - 1 (33.3) 5 (10.4)

2011 1 (2.4) - - 1 (2.1)
2012 6 (14.6) - - 6 (12.5)
2013 5 (12.2) 1 (25.0) - 6 (12.5)
2014 3 (7.3) 1 (25.0) - 4 (8.3)
2015 3 (7.3) - - 3 (6.3)
2016 4 (9.8) - 1 (33.3) 5 (10.4)
2017 7 (17.1) - - 7 (14.6)
2018 2 (4.9) 1 (25.0) 1 (33.3) 4 (8.3)
2019 1 (2.4) 1 (25.0) - 2 (4.2)
2020 5 (12.2) - - 5 (10.4)
Total 41 (85.4) 4 (8.3) 3 (6.3) 48 (100.0)

Ratio of parental illnesses in total (%) (29.7) (7.8) (5.0) (19.3)
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find older articles that report on cases in which celebrities 
committed suicide by using briquettes or carbon monoxide 
gas or hanging themselves, or cases in which the entire fam-
ily committed suicide using briquettes. Therefore, there is 
a need for alternative suicide prevention measures, such as 
revising previously reported articles on this issue in accord-
ance with regulatory recommendations and making the pro-
cess of purchasing briquettes, which are readily available in 
Korean society, more detailed and thorough.

Third, an examination of the relationship types in filicide-
suicide and the age distribution of the children as victims 
and the parents as perpetrators has shown that cases of 
filicide by mothers accounted for 55.4% of the incidences, 

followed by both parents and cases of filicide by fathers. 
Children under 10 years of age are typical victims, with 
parents in their 30 s to 40 s as the common perpetrators. 
This represents deep-rooted familism in South Korea and 
the collective sense of parental authority that views young 
children as their property, thereby regarding parental 
suicide after the murder of a child as a family suicide as a 
dysfunctional reality. Furthermore, parents in their 30 s and 
40 s would be performing various roles at work and in the 
home, and the accompanying tension and stress may lead 
to suicidal ideation. This often causes an extended suicide 
phenomenon, in which the parents feel obligated to end their 
children’s lives and their own lives because of an excessive 

Table 4  (continued)

Cause Year Perpetrator–Victim Type Total (%)

Mother–Child (%) Father–Child (%) Parents–Child (%)

Family discord (marital discord, conflict with grandpar-
ents, parent‒child conflicts)

2010 1 (5.0) 2 (25.0) - 3 (8.8)

2011 - - 1 (16.7) 1 (2.9)

2012 3 (15.0) 1 (12.5) - 4 (11.8)

2013 1 (5.0) - 2 (33.3) 3 (8.8)

2014 4 (20.0) 1 (12.5) - 5 (14.7)

2015 4 (20.0) 1 (12.5) 2 (33.3) 7 (20.6)

2016 3 (15.0) - 1 (16.7) 4 (11.8)

2017 1 (5.0) - - 1 (2.9)

2018 2 (10.0) - - 2 (5.9)

2019 1 (5.0) 1 (12.5) - 2 (5.9)

2020 - 2 (25.0) - 2 (5.9)

Total 20 (58.8) 8 (23.5) 6 (17.6) 34 (100.0)
Ratio of family discord in total (%) (14.5) (15.7) (10.0) (13.7)
Pessimism (social negligence) 2010 1 (16.7) - 2 (40.0) 3 (25.0)

2011 1 (16.7) - - 1 (8.3)
2012 1 (16.7) - - 1 (8.3)
2013 - - - 0
2014 1 (16.7) - 1 (20.0) 2 (16.7)
2015 - - 1 (20.0) 1 (8.3)
2016 1 (16.7) 1 (100.0) 1 (20.0) 3 (25.0)
2017–2019 - - - 0
2020 1 (16.7) - - 1 (8.3)
Total 6 (50.0) 1 (8.3) 5 (41.7) 12 (100.0)

Ratio of pessimism in total (%) (4.3) (2.0) (8.3) (4.8)
Religious problems (religious rituals, murder due to sect 

leaders’ doctrines)
2010 1 (50.0) - - 1 (50.0)
2011 - - - -
2012 1 (50.0) - - 1 (50.0)
2013–2020 - - - -
Total 2 (100.0) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 2 (100.0)

Ratio of religious problems in total (%) (1.4) (0.0) (0.0) (0.8)
Total (%) 138 (55.4) 51 (20.5) 60 (24.1) 249 (100.0)
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sense of responsibility. Therefore, to raise awareness that 
young children are not the property of their parents and 
target the parent group at high risk for suicide or vulnerable 
age groups, services must be provided that link coping 
measures and mental health promotion programs with local 
communities, workplaces, mental health institutions, and 
family support systems.

Fourth, economic hardship were found to be the most 
frequent cause of filicide-suicide, and the number of 
suicides after filicide by a mother was higher than that of 
other types of perpetrators. These results are relatively 
consistent with those reported in earlier suicide studies in 
South Korea (Ahn et al., 1997; Jeong, 2004; Jung et al., 
2014; Kim & Hwang, 2006).

In contrast, studies in other countries have reported 
mixed results. Many studies found that the perpetrators of 
filicide-suicide were parents, especially men, who have a 
mental illness or unstable psychological problems, such 
as depression, personality disorders, substance abuse, and 
violence (Aho et al., 2017; Debowska et al., 2015; Fegadel 
& Heide, 2017; Holland et al., 2018).

This difference can be considered from several 
perspectives. The definition of filicide-suicide, the 
relationship between the perpetrator and victim, the number 
of victims, and the extent of the primary victims vary 
depending on the type of study, which may lead to different 
results (Karlsson et al., 2021). In addition, studies from other 
countries have suggested two types of suicide after a family 
murder. The first type is suicide after killing family members 
for altruistic reasons to “protect” their family from financial 
problems related to unemployment and debt (Fox & Levin, 
2011; Liem et al., 2009; Scheinin et al., 2011). The second 
type is killing a spouse and children out of revenge and 
jealousy due to separation and conflict between spouses. In 
the latter case, the primary victim is the spouse, and children 
are killed out of revenge, while focusing on the spouse as 
the main victim (Fox & Levin, 2011; Liem & Koenraadt, 
2008; Liem et al., 2013). Most studies from other countries 
fall in the second filicide-suicide category. These studies 
focused on the relationship and status of the perpetrator 
rather than background factors, which is not consistent with 
this study. In this aspect, it is necessary to understand the 
complex characteristics by comprehensively evaluating the 
psychological and physical health and personality of the 
family, the family’s socioeconomic status, and experiences 
of social integration based on various sources of information, 
such as interviews with close neighbors of the perpetrator 
and family members, acquaintances, and hospital records 
(Cavanagh et al., 2003; Liem et al., 2013).

Next, this study examined the causes according to the 
type of perpetrator (parent) and victim (child) relationship. 
The causes for filicide by the mother included parental dis-
eases and parenting stress, while the most prominent cause 

for filicide by the father and both parents was economic 
hardship. Differences in the burden of traditional gender 
roles for family care and support between parents seems to 
contribute to filicide-suicide cases; that is, maternal filicide 
is mainly associated with illnesses or disabilities of the par-
ent or child, economic hardship, and child-rearing stress, 
whereas economic hardship is the main cause for paternal 
filicide and suicides where both parents are involved. This 
reflects the burden of the traditional gender roles in Korean 
society, where fathers are the breadwinners and in charge of 
economic support with responsibility for the family’s liveli-
hood, while nurturing and caring for children is centered 
on mothers.

Furthermore, the differences in the causes of maternal 
and paternal filicide could be considered in association with 
the differences in traditional gender roles of family care and 
livelihood support. Accordingly, it is important to actively 
identify cases and provide social welfare support for families 
in crisis who are socially and economically vulnerable or 
lack a social safety net to prevent filicide-suicide. Interested 
organizations and resources must be linked through pub-
lic–private partnerships with local communities to address 
various difficulties in family care and livelihood.

This study is significant because it analyzed newspaper 
articles to explore the status, causes, and characteristics of 
filicide-suicide in a multidimensional manner, in the absence of 
official statistical data and in-depth analysis of filicide-suicide 
in South Korea. However, it is difficult to grasp the full extent 
of filicide-suicide in in depth, considering the nature of an event 
in which both the victim and the perpetrator dies. In addition, 
this study was based only on the content of newspaper articles, 
which has limitations in terms of performing an in-depth 
analysis of a complex problem. Therefore, it is necessary 
to consider the interpretation of the results carefully. In 
addition to the analysis of newspaper articles, future in-depth 
research could be conducted from various perspectives, such 
as psychological autopsies related to filicide-suicide, filicide 
research in terms of the human rights of children, and case 
studies of parents who failed in a suicide attempt.

Conclusion

This study explored the multidimensional characteristics 
of filicide-suicide, a unique suicide phenomenon called 
“collective family suicide” in Korean society, through a 
content analysis of newspaper articles reporting such cases. 
Various risk factors and characteristics of filicide-suicide in 
Korean society were identified, such as familism, deeming 
a family as a group sharing a common destiny, a parental 
perception that views children as their property, media 
reports on specific means of suicide, briquettes as a readily 
available suicide tool, and common causes of filicide-suicide, 
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including economic hardship and challenges in child-
rearing. Filicide-suicide is an extreme form of domestic 
violence arising from parents’ misconception of children 
as their property and the absence of a social safety net to 
protect children from families experiencing severe economic 
hardship. Through these results, this study provides essential 
data for preventing filicide-suicide in the future by reflecting 
the unique characteristics of Korean society.
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