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ABSTRACT: Objectives: Suicidal ideation is a strong predictor of suicide deaths, which refers to the consideration or
desire to give up one’s own life. Left-behind children in rural China are more vulnerable to psychological problems and
suicidal ideation compared to their non-left-behind peers. The aim of the current study was to examine two potential
protective factors, negotiable fate belief and coping self-efficacy, and to test the mediating role of coping self-efficacy
in the relationship between negotiable fate belief and suicidal ideation. We also analyzed gender differences in this
mediation model. Methods: A cross-sectional survey was conducted in rural areas of China. A sample of 526 left-behind
children (285 males, 54.18%; 241 females, 45.82%; Mean,q = 13.29 years, SD = 0.97 years) was recruited to complete
the Negotiable Fate Belief Scale, Coping Self-Efficacy Scale, and the Positive and Negative Suicide Ideation Inventory-
Negative Scale. We used structural equation modeling to test the mediation model and multigroup analysis to test the
moderation effect of gender. Results: Negotiable fate belief is negatively correlated with suicidal ideation (r = —-0.13, p
< 0.01). Moreover, coping self-efficacy mediates the relationship between negotiable fate belief and suicidal ideation (f
= -0.06, 95% confidence interval (CI) [-0.12, —0.02]), accounting for 35.29% of the total effect. Finally, the mediating
effect of coping self-efficacy was found to be significant only for female left-behind children (male: 95% CI [-0.09, 0.07];
female: 95% CI [-0.16, —0.01]). For female left-behind children, the mediating effect was complete, with a coefficient
of —0.06, accounting for 85.71% of the total effect. Conclusions: The relationship between negotiable fate belief and
suicidal ideation among rural left-behind children is mediated by coping self-efficacy, and this mediation effect was
moderated by gender. This study provides a theoretical explanation for how cultivating the belief in negotiable fate and
coping self-efficacy is effective for reducing suicidal ideation of rural left-behind children.
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1 Introduction

Since China’s reform and opening up policy in 1978, industrialization and urbanization have led to a
large number of rural workers migrating to urban areas for employment [1]. Most of these workers have a
low level of education and earn their income through manual labor. They face long hours, low wages, poor
living conditions, and the constraints of the household registration system [2]. As a result, they often have to
leave their children behind in rural residences under the care of relatives or friends. This has given rise to a
distinct subpopulation, known as left-behind children: minors who have been left alone in their hometown
and cared for by someone other than parents for over six months [3].
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Left-behind children have been found to suffer from adverse psychological outcomes [4-6]. Meta-
analytic findings indicate that the prevalence of suicidal ideation among these children is 18.7% (95% CI:
15.4-21.9) [7]. Notably, they exhibit a significantly higher risk of suicidal ideation compared to their non-
left-behind peers, with an odds ratio of 1.26 (95% CI: 1.11-1.43, I* = 65.3%), indicating a notable disparity that
achieves statistical significance [7].

However, not all left-behind children are equally vulnerable to suicidal thoughts. While this phe-
nomenon may be triggered by the lack of parental care and support [8,9], some left-behind children may
exhibit resilience and cope well with stress. A possible explanation for this difference is the presence of
protective factors that mitigate the adverse effects of parental migration [10,11]. These factors may involve the
beliefs that individuals hold about their lives (such as negotiable fate belief) and their capacities to cope with
stress (such as coping self-efficacy). In this study, we focus on two factors: negotiable fate belief and coping
self-efficacy. We propose that these two factors may have a protective effect against suicidal ideation among
left-behind children. We test this hypothesis by examining the mediating role of coping self-efficacy and the
moderating role of gender in the relationship between negotiable fate belief and suicidal ideation.

1.1 Negotiable Fate Belief and Suicidal Ideation

Suicidal ideation is the consideration or desire to end one’s own life [12]. It is a strong predictor of
suicide deaths [13]. Left-behind children who often face challenges such as lack of parental care, social
support, educational opportunities, and personal development [8] may have their basic psychological needs
undermined and feel hopeless, worthless, and isolated [14], ultimately increasing the risk of suicidal ideation
and behavior. However, some accept their plight, overcome maladaptive responses, and engage in agentic
actions when facing environmental challenges and pressures [15], despite experiencing constraints.

The belief in negotiable fate is the acknowledgment of fate’s authority, but still engaging in active
coping [16]. This concept is deeply embedded in traditional Chinese thought, reflecting a nuanced approach
to perceived control that differs from purely individualistic Western views [16,17]. Negotiable fate belief
allows for the acceptance of inherent limitations while still valuing personal effort and adaptation, a
balance often reflected in Chinese folk wisdom (e.g., “Man proposes, Heaven disposes”). Further cross-
cultural studies support its cultural prevalence, which indicate that negotiable fate belief is more common
in China than in America [18]. The finding is consistent with the broader understanding that Chinese
culture emphasizes a social orientation where individual needs often conform to interpersonal, familial,
and societal demands [19], making negotiable fate belief more prominent among Chinese individuals. This
cultural perspective provides an adaptive cognitive framework for maintaining psychological well-being
despite perceived restrictions.

Negotiable fate belief is a protective factor that may help overcome suicidal thoughts. According to the
model of negotiable fate, the belief in negotiable fate enables individuals to negotiate with fate for control
and maintain mental health [16]. As an adaptive belief, negotiable fate belief is psychologically beneficial: it
allows negotiable fate subscribers to have an adaptive cognitive style that enables them to accept unexpected
outcomes more easily [17], relates to positive emotions [20], increases life satisfaction and well-being [21], and
reduces the likelihood of engaging in suicidal behavior [22]. Therefore, we expect that the belief in negotiable
fate should protect left-behind children from negative affect and reduce suicidal ideation.

Emerging empirical research has begun to investigate the direct role of negotiable fate belief in relation
to suicidal ideation and suicide risk. For instance, studies have shown its moderating effect on the relationship
between variables such as social adversity perception [22,24], psychache [22], sleep quality [23], and
employment pressure [25] on suicidal ideation among university students. It has also been explored as a
moderator in the link between bullying victimization and psychological distress [26], and in the association
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between mindfulness and psychological distress [27]. However, despite these important contributions, there
remains a specific gap in understanding how negotiable fate belief subscribers associate with less suicidal
thoughts within the context of rural left-behind children.

1.2 Coping Self-Efficacy, Negotiable Fate Belief and Suicidal Ideation

Coping self-efficacy may mediate the relationship between negotiable fate belief and suicidal ideation.
Coping self-efficacy refers to people’s beliefs about their capabilities to cope with stress [28] and their abilities
to control events in their lives [29]. It is a specific domain of self-efficacy that reflects the individual’s unique
style of dealing with challenges [30]. It also involves the confidence that one can cope successfully, such as
the evaluation of one’s coping ability, which is different from the general self-efficacy.

To our knowledge, there is limited existing literature that directly discusses the association between
negotiable fate belief and coping self-efficacy. This association may be explained by the transactional theory
of stress and coping [31,32]. According to this theory, people continuously appraise the stimuli in their
environment. The appraisal process is influenced by both beliefs and situational factors, which determine
whether the stimuli are perceived as harm/loss, threat, or challenge [32,33]. Coping self-efficacy is a form
of coping appraisal that refers to the evaluation of one’s ability and resources to cope with a stressful
situation [32]. For left-behind children who hold the belief in negotiable fate, it may play a role in their coping
appraisal process. The negotiable fate belief provides a positive interpretation of their situation as a temporary
and manageable challenge [16], which enables them to use active coping strategies and thus increase the
likelihood of successful coping efforts [34]. Therefore, the negotiable fate belief may also increase their
coping self-efficacy by providing them with positive feedback or encouragement about their performance
or potential.

Coping self-efficacy is an intra-personal factor that protects against suicidal ideation [35]. According to
the cognitive model of suicidal behavior [36], the activation of a person’s suicide schema may increase the
likelihood of experiencing state hopelessness, which may induce suicidal ideation as a means of escaping
intolerable pain. Coping self-efficacy represents one’s confidence and perceived ability to cope when facing
life challenges [37]. When encountering a stressful life event, individuals who have high coping self-efficacy
are able to use adaptive coping strategies, which are helpful in reducing emotional distress [38,39] and
enhancing a sense of hope and control. Thus, increased coping self-efficacy can be related to decreased
suicidal thoughts by reducing the likelihood of activating the suicide schema and enhancing the ability to
cope with stressful life events, emotions, and adaptive ways.

Consistent with the theoretical perspective, existing empirical studies have supported the protective
role of coping self-efficacy against suicidal ideation. For example, research on individuals with multiple
sclerosis found that higher coping self-efficacy dimensions were significantly associated with lower suicidal
ideation [40]. Similarly, a study on veterans utilizing a mobile application demonstrated that increased coping
self-efficacy was associated with a reduction in suicidal ideation severity [35]. While these studies highlighted
the general importance of coping self-efficacy in specific clinical or general adolescent populations, its
protective role within the unique population of vulnerable left-behind children remains less explored.

1.3 The Moderating Role of Gender

Gender may be an important moderating variable in the hypothesized model of coping self-efficacy
mediating the relationship between negotiable fate belief and suicidal ideation. There is some evidence that
the prevalence of suicidal ideation in adolescence is influenced by gender, with suicidal ideation being more
common among females than males [13]. For example, a meta-analytic review of 16 articles on left-behind
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children found that female left-behind children had a higher risk of suicidal ideation than male left-behind
children [7].

Regarding coping self-efficacy, gender differences have been explored extensively by prior studies,
but the results are mixed. Some studies have suggested that women have higher coping self-efficacy than
men [41], while others have indicated the opposite [42]. However, the studies that investigated gender as a
moderator of coping self-efficacy did not find any significant differences between men and women [43,44].
These mixed findings in coping self-efficacy can be illuminated by considering how gender role socialization
affects coping styles. Socialization theory posits that individuals are taught gender-specific coping patterns
from an early age [45]. According to this theory, girls are commonly taught to express their emotions more
openly and to adopt more passive or accommodative strategies. Conversely, boys are taught to approach
situations in a more active, problem-focused, and instrumental manner [46]. This implies that gender
differences in coping strategy use would be found across various situations and social roles, which contributes
to the varied outcomes observed in studies on gender differences in coping.

Regarding negotiable fate belief, previous studies have not examined gender differences and have only
treated gender as a control variable. However, we can draw some reasonable inferences from the literature
on secondary control and culture. Secondary control and negotiable fate belief are similar in that they both
involve adjusting oneself to the environment or the situation, rather than changing the environment or the
situation itself [18]. According to cultural psychology, secondary control is more prevalent and adaptive in
collectivistic cultures, such as China, than in individualistic cultures, such as the United States [47]. Women
used secondary control strategies more often and more diversely than men, and secondary control can be
beneficial for them [48]. We propose that gender may also influence the endorsement of negotiable fate belief,
depending on the cultural and situational factors that shape gender roles and expectations.

In this paper, we aim to explore whether gender moderates the mediating effect of coping self-efficacy
on the relationship between negotiable fate belief and suicidal ideation among left-behind children in
rural China.

1.4 The Current Study

In the current study, we examine the mediating role of coping self-efficacy in the association between
negotiable fate belief and suicidal ideation among left-behind children. Based on the aforementioned
literature, we propose the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1: Left-behind children who believe in a negotiable fate will be associated with less suicidal
ideation.

Hypothesis 2: Coping self-efficacy will mediate the association between negotiable fate belief and suicidal
ideation among left-behind children.

Hypothesis 3: The mediation model will differ between male left-behind children and female left-behind
children.

2 Methods
2.1 Participants

We conducted a cross-sectional survey in July 2023 in rural areas of Hunan Province and Guangxi
Zhuang Autonomous Region, China. Prior to data collection, a priori power analysis was conducted using
G*Power 3.1to determine the adequate sample size for detecting the hypothesized mediation effects [49]. The
results showed that an estimated minimum sample size of 68 was required to achieve 80% power for detecting
a medium effect size (f> = 0.15) at a significance level of & = 0.05. We randomly sampled six middle schools
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from the school roster and used a cluster-sampling method to select the classes as the sampling units. From
1200 invited middle school students, 1142 completed the questionnaires. We excluded the questionnaires that
had irregular response patterns (such as S-shaped responses) and retained 1098 valid data, resulting in an
effective response rate of 91.5%. Among the participants, 526 students met the criteria for being left-behind
children: (1) residing in a rural area at the time of the survey; (2) having at least one parent who was a migrant
worker; and (3) having parents who migrated for work for more than 6 months.

2.2 Procedure

The study was approved by the Ethics Committees of School of Education Science at Guangxi Science
& Technology Normal University (Reg. No. JK2023002), following the ethical standards of the Declaration
of Helsinki. The relevant school boards, principals, and teachers also approved the study. We trained
postgraduate students with a psychology background to conduct data collection. They administered a set
of validated questionnaires that measured various aspects of mental health. We reviewed and approved the
research protocol with each school before the data collection. We informed the participants and their parents
about the purpose and procedures of the study and obtained their written informed consent and assent to
participate. We also assured them that their participation was voluntary and confidential, and that they could
opt out or withdraw at any time. The participants completed a set of paper-and-pencil questionnaires in about
20 min during school hours, under the supervision of the researchers, who collected the questionnaires right
after they were done. Since some of the survey items could cause psychological distress, we offered group
psychological counseling sessions and free local mental health hotlines to the participants and their parents
on the consent form.

2.3 Measures
2.3.1 Negotiable Fate Belief

Using the negotiable fate view scale developed by Chaturvedi et al., 2009 [15], Chang adapted and revised
it to a Chinese version with six items [20]. The scale included items such as “When fate does not give you the
most favorable situations, you need to make the best of the situations you given” and “Through my actions,
I can negotiate with fate and materialize my dreams”. The participants rated their agreement with each item
on a 6-point scale, ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree). A higher average score indicated
a stronger belief in negotiable fate. In Chang’s study, the scale demonstrated acceptable internal consistency,
with a Cronbach’s « coefficient of 0.77. The scale had a Cronbach’s « of 0.71 for the current sample.

2.3.2 Coping Self-Efficacy

Coping self-efficacy was assessed with the coping self-efficacy scale developed by Tone 2005 [50]. The
scale consisted of 17 items that reflected three aspects of coping efficacy: cognitive level, self-confidence
degree, and competence perception. An example item is “I have the confidence to overcome any difficulties”
The participants indicated how much each item described them on a 4-point scale, from 1 (not at all like me)
to 4 (totally like me). A higher average score signifies a higher belief in their coping efficacy. The Cronbach’s
o coefficient is 0.86, split-half reliability is 0.79, and it has been widely used in China [44,51]. The Cronbach’s
o coeflicient for the current sample was 0.91.

2.3.3 Suicidal Ideation

Suicidal ideation was assessed using the Chinese version of the negative suicidal ideation scale revised
by Wang et al. 2011 [52], derived from the positive and negative suicidal ideation scale (PANSI) developed by
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Osman et al. 1988 [53]. The revised PANSI-Negative scale consists of 8 items that capture negative thoughts
about suicide, with higher scores on the PANSI-Negative scale suggesting a higher frequency of suicidal
ideation. Participants indicated the frequency of each type of thought on a 5-point Likert scale, ranging from
1 (none of the time) to 5 (most of the time). The Chinese version of the negative suicidal ideation scale was
revised for 850 middle school students with a Cronbach’s « of 0.95. The Cronbach’s « coeflicient for the
current sample was 0.93.

2.4 Missing Data Imputation

We applied the mean imputation method to address the issue of missing values, which affected less than
3% of the data. Mean imputation involves replacing the missing scores with the mean score of the available
data [54]. This method is appropriate when the proportion of missing data is negligible, as it produces similar
results to other missing data processing methods. We followed this conventional and effective method that
has been used by previous studies [55] for handling missing data.

2.5 Data Analysis

We performed the following data analysis to test our hypotheses. First, we used SPSS software, version
26.0 (IBM Corporation, Armonk, NY, USA), to conduct descriptive statistical analysis and correlation
analysis of the variables in our study. Additionally, a student’s t-test was conducted to examine the relative
prevalence of suicidal ideation among male and female participants.

Next, we employed Mplus Version 8.3 statistical software (Muthén & Muthén, Los Angeles, CA,
USA) [56] to perform structural equation modeling (SEM), which is a statistical technique that allows
us to test the relationships among latent variables that are not directly observable [57]. We used SEM to
test a mediation model in which negotiable fate belief predicted left-behind children’s suicidal ideation
both directly and indirectly through their coping self-efficacy. Prior to modeling, negotiable fate belief (6
items) was divided into two random parcels (3 items each), and suicidal ideation (8 items) was divided into
two random parcels (4 items each). This parceling strategy was employed to clarify relationships among
constructs [58]. We assessed the SEM model on the basis of the fit indices of the root mean square error
of approximation (RMSEA), comparative fit index (CFI); Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI), standardized root
mean squared residual (SRMR), and y*. The model is acceptable when the model fitting indices meet the
following criteria: CFI and TLI > 0.90, RMSEA < 0.08 [59], SRMR < 0.10 [60]. We examined the total,
indirect, and direct effects of each predictor variable on suicidal ideation using bias-corrected bootstrapped
estimates [61,62] based on 5000 bootstrapped samples. If the 95% bias-corrected bootstrapped confidence
intervals do not contain zero, it indicates statistical significance.

Finally, to examine whether gender moderated the mediation model, we conducted a multi-group
analysis [63]. As a preliminary step, we tested the mediator (coping self-efficacy) and outcome variable
(suicidal ideation) for male and female left-behind children groups separately to justify the multi-group
analysis. We then constructed a series of nested models: an unconstrained model (M; ) where all parameters
were freely estimated for each group, a Model 2 (M) testing the invariance of factor loadings across groups
(based on M; ), and a Model 3 (M3) assessing structural path invariance with equal path coefficients (based
on M,). We also utilized the bootstrap method (with 5000 resamples) to test the mediating effect of coping
self-efficacy within each gender group.

2.6 Common Method Variance

We assessed the potential common method variance by performing Harman single factor analysis in
this study, as we used self-report measures for multiple variables [64]. In the exploratory factor analysis,
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the first factor explained only 26.02% of the variance, which was lower than the recognized 40% threshold,
indicating that the common method bias was not severe.

3 Results
3.1 Sample Characteristics

A total of 1098 valid questionnaires were retained for analysis, and the effective response rate is
91.5%. The mean age of the participants was 13.29 years (SD = 0.97). The sample consisted of 45.82%
female students and 54.18% male students. Among the participants, 526 students met the criteria for
being left-behind children. Participants’ demographic characteristics, including age, gender, grade, parental
educational background, subjective socioeconomic status, and duration of parents’ employment as migrant
workers, are shown in Table 1.

Table 1: Participant demographics

Characteristic Mean (SD) or n (%)

Age 13.29 (0.97)
Gender

Male 285 (54.18%)

Female 241 (45.82%)
Grade

7th 189 (35.93%)

8th 165 (31.37%)

9th 172 (32.70%)

Father’s education background

Below elementary level
Junior high school
Senior high school
Bachelor’s degree or above
Missing

Mother’s education background
Below elementary level
Junior high school
Senior high school
Bachelor’s degree or above
Missing

Subjective socioeconomic status

Parental migration status
Father is a migrant worker
Mother is a migrant worker

Both parents are migrant workers
Duration of Father’s Employment as a migrant

worker
6 months to 1 year
1to 3 years
3 to 5 years

67 (12.74%)

321 (61.03%)

116 (22.05%)
16 (3.04%)
6 (1.14%)

78 (14.83%)

315 (59.89%)

104 (19.77%)
21 (3.99%)
8 (1.52%)
4.96 (1.69)

51 (9.70%)
27 (5.13%)
448 (85.17%)

191 (36.31%)
76 (14.45%)
51 (9.70%)

(Continued)
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Table 1 (continued)

Characteristic Mean (SD) or n (%)
Over 5 years 208 (39.54%)
Duration of Mother’s Employment as a Migrant
Worker
6 months to 1 year 193 (36.69%)
1 to 3 years 73 (13.88%)
3 to 5 years 65 (12.36%)
Over 5 years 195 (37.07%)

3.2 Descriptive Statistics and Correlations

Descriptive statistics of the variables are shown in Table 2. Negotiable fate belief had a mean of 4.06 and
a standard deviation of 0.93, coping self-efficacy had a mean of 2.26 and a standard deviation of 0.56, and
suicidal ideation had a mean of 1.61 and a standard deviation of 0.81.

Table 2: Descriptive statistics of variables (N = 526)

Gender (Mean + SD)
Variables Range Mean SD MedianMin Max Skewness Male Female
(n=285) (n=241)
Negotiable fate belief 5 4.06 093 4.05 1 6 -0.54 4.02£0.89 4.09 +0.98
Coping self-efficacy 3 266 056 2.69 1 4 -0.11 2.68+0.57 2.63+0.55
Suicidal ideation 4 161 0.81 1.25 1 5 1.83 1.55+0.82 1.69+0.81

The correlation analysis (see Table 3) revealed that negotiable fate belief was positively correlated with
coping self-efficacy (r = 0.32, p < 0.01) and negatively correlated with suicidal ideation (r = —0.13, p < 0.01),
while coping self-efficacy was negatively correlated with suicidal ideation (r = —0.20, p < 0.01).

Table 3: Correlation matrix between studied variables (N = 526)

Variables 1 2 3
1 Negotiable fate belief 1
2 Coping self-efficacy ~ 0.32** 1
3 Suicidal ideation -0.13**  -0.20"* 1

Note: **p < 0.01.

3.3 Mediation Model Analysis

To assess whether coping self-efficacy mediated the effect of negotiable fate belief on suicidal ideation,
we first constructed a non-mediation model. The results indicated that the model fit well (y*/df = 1.19, CFI
=0.99, TLI = 0.99, RMSEA = 0.02, SRMR = 0.004). Negotiable fate belief significantly negatively predicted
suicidal ideation (8 = —0.17, SE = 0.05, t = —-3.14, p < 0.001).
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Subsequently, we added coping self-efficacy to construct a mediation model. We calculated confidence
intervals for the mediation effects using the percentile bootstrap (bias correction) method with 5000
resamples. The results indicated that the model fit well (y*/df = 2.37, CFI = 0.99, TLI = 0.99, RMSEA = 0.05,
SRMR = 0.02). Fig. 1 shows the mediation model with standardized coefficients.

competence
I self-confidence . |
level |

e |
cognitive [
perception

0.69
0.88 0.89

\Self-Efﬁcacy/

Negotiable /Suicidh 0.89
Fate Belief w
-0.11 0.91

Figure 1: Mediating model of coping self-efficacy. Note: The constructs X1 and X2 represent two parcels of a 6-item
negotiable fate belief scale, each containing 3 items. Similarly, Y1 and Y2 are two parcels of an 8-item Positive and
Negative Suicide Ideation Inventory-Negative Scale, each containing 4 items. Items were randomly assigned to subsets.
*p < 0.05, **p < 0.001

As shown in Fig. 1, negotiable fate belief significantly positively predicted coping self-efficacy (S = 0.36,
SE = 0.06, t = 5.67, p < 0.001). However, it did not significantly predict suicidal ideation (8 = —0.11, SE = 0.07,
t = -1.61, p > 0.05). Coping self-efficacy significantly negatively predicted suicidal ideation (f = —0.16, SE
=0.06, t = —2.47, p < 0.05). The standardized direct effect of negotiable fate belief on suicidal ideation was
—0.11 [95% CI = —0.24, 0.03], the standardized indirect effect through coping self-efficacy was —0.06 [95%
CI = -0.12, —0.02], and the standardized total effect was —0.17 [95% CI = —0.30, —0.02]. The ratio of indirect
to total effect was 35.29%, indicating that coping self-efficacy mediated the relationship between negotiable
fate belief and suicidal ideation.

3.4 Multi-Group Analysis by Gender

Prior to conducting the multi-group analysis, Student’s ¢-tests were performed to compare the means
of the negotiable fate belief, coping self-efficacy, and suicidal ideation among male and female participants.
The results indicated a significant difference (t = —2.10, p < 0.05, Cohen’s d = —0.18), with female left-behind
children exhibiting higher levels of suicidal ideation compared to male left-behind children. However, no
significant gender differences were found for negotiable fate belief (t = —0.95, p = 0.34) or coping self-efficacy
(t=0.99, p = 0.32).

To examine whether gender moderated the mediation model, a multi-group analysis was conducted.
Preliminary separate analyses of the mediator (coping self-efficacy) and outcome variable (suicidal ideation)
for male and female left-behind children groups (detailed in Table 4) supported the appropriateness of
multi-group analysis. We constructed a series of nested models to compare the mediation model across
genders. Table 4 presents the fit indices of each model. Model 1 (M ), the unconstrained model, showed good
fit. Comparison between M; and Model 2 (M,, testing invariance of factor loadings) revealed a significant
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difference (Ay* = 9.91, Adf = 4, p < 0.05), indicating that factor loadings were not invariant across genders.
No significant difference was found between M, and Model 3 (M3, testing equal path coefficients) (Ay* =
7.32, Adf =3, p > 0.05). However, a significant difference was observed between M; and M; (A XZ =17.23, Adf
=7, p < 0.05). The results of model comparison indicated that M; was the best-fitting model, suggesting that
the mediation model was significantly moderated by gender.

Table 4: Fit indexes for multi-group structural equation model

¥ df RMSEA CFI TLI SRMR

Mpae 1550 11 0.04 099 099 0.02
Mfemale 3019 11 0.07 099 098 0.03
M, 45.69 22 0.06 099 098 0.03
M, 55.60 26 0.07 099 098 0.08
M; 6292 29 0.07 098 0.98 0.09

Note: df, degree of freedom; RMSEA, root mean square
error of approximation; CFI, comparative fit index; TLI,
Tucker-Lewis Index; SRMR, standardized root mean
squared residual.

We further analyzed the path coefficients of the mediation model for male and female left-behind
children (see Fig. 2). The results indicated that negotiable fate belief significantly predicted coping self-
efficacy for both genders (male: = 0.48, t = 6.07, p < 0.001; female: 8 = 0.25, t = 2.43, p < 0.05). Coping
self-efficacy significantly predicted suicidal ideation for female students (8 = —0.26, t = —2.97, p < 0.01), but
did not significantly predict suicidal ideation for male students (f = —0.01, t = —0.13, p > 0.05). However,
negotiable fate belief significantly predicted suicidal ideation only for male left-behind children (S = -0.25,
t = —2.28, p < 0.05), but not for female left-behind children (8 = —0.01, t = —0.14, p > 0.05). Utilizing the
bootstrap method (with 5000 resamples), we tested the mediating effect of coping self-efficacy and found it to
be significant only for female left-behind children (male: 95% CI [-0.09, 0.07]; female: 95% CI [-0.16, —0.01]).
Coping self-efficacy completely mediated the relationship between negotiable fate and suicidal ideation in
female left-behind children, with a coefficient of —0.06 (accounting for 85.71% of the total effect).

compete_nce self-confidence ‘ cognitive
perception level

0.75 {(0.64
0.87(0.84) 31064 0.89(0.87)

Coping

Self-Eff ﬂcacy

0.48777(0.257) -0.01(-0.26"")

Negotiable
Fate Belief

Suicidal

-0.257(-0.01)

Figure 2: Mediating models of coping self-efficacy in different gender groups. Note: coeflicients inside parentheses are
for female left-behind children. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001
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4 Discussion

The current study contributes to our understanding of the predictors of suicidal ideation among left-
behind children in rural areas: we tested the mediating role of coping self-efficacy in the relationship between
negotiable fate belief and suicidal ideation from a gender perspective.

4.1 The Relationship between Negotiable Fate Belief and Suicidal Ideation

We found that negotiable fate belief negatively predicted suicidal ideation among left-behind children in
rural China. This means that left-behind children who believed that they could change their future to some
extent within the limits of fate had lower levels of suicidal thoughts than those who completely believed in
fate. The finding is consistent with the model of negotiable fate [17], which suggests that individuals who
hold this belief may be able to cope with unexpected outcomes and preserve mental well-being. Negotiable
fate subscribers firmly believe that “When Heaven is about to confer a great responsibility on man, it will
first fill his heart with suffering”. For left-behind children with a stronger belief in negotiable fate, this may
reduce their sense of despair and helplessness. Conversely, left-behind children with a low belief in negotiable
fate may be more vulnerable to feelings of hopelessness and the perception that adversity is uncontrollable.
This could potentially increase their susceptibility to adverse mental health outcomes, including suicidal
ideation [65]. In summary, our study suggests that negotiable fate belief is negatively associated with suicidal
ideation among left-behind children, thus supporting Hypothesis 1.

4.2 The Mediating Role of Coping Self-Efficacy

Consistent with our Hypothesis 2, coping self-efficacy played a key role in linking negotiable fate belief
and suicidal ideation. The mediation effect was significant and accounted for 35.29% of the total effect. This
suggests that negotiable fate belief reduced rural left-behind children’s suicidal thoughts indirectly through
their belief in their ability to cope with stress.

Here are possible explanations for this mediation effect based on the existing literature. First, negotiable
fate belief may enhance coping appraisal by determining how left-behind children perceive their situation.
According to the transactional theory of stress and coping [32], coping appraisal is the evaluation of
one’s resources and options for dealing with a stressful event. Left-behind children who believe that fate
is negotiable acknowledge the limitations of fate, but they respond actively and persist in their set goals
despite the constraints of fate and the negative feedback they receive. This may be related to the Chinese
traditional style of thinking [34], which is more likely to endorse the self-increment theory (i.e., individual
ability development is malleable) than Westerners (such as Americans). Therefore, negotiable fate belief may
increase left-behind children’s confidence in their coping abilities.

Second, coping self-efficacy may reduce suicidal ideation by preventing the activation of suicidal
schema. Consistent with previous research results [35], we found that coping self-efficacy was a significant
negative predictor of suicidal ideation. This indicates that left-behind children with higher coping self-
efficacy had lower levels of suicidal thoughts. In line with the cognitive model of suicidal behavior [36], the
higher confidence in one’ ability to solve problems in life stress prevents the activation of suicidal thoughts.
Left-behind children with high coping self-efficacy have the confidence to face all kinds of challenges and
maintain a good state of adaptation in the face of adversity. They will not easily resort to more extreme ways
to avoid adverse events.

Our study suggests that negotiable fate belief and coping self-efficacy offer a new theoretical perspective
for explaining the mechanism of suicidal ideation. From this perspective, left-behind children who believe
in negotiable fate pay more attention to giving full play to their subjective initiative. When the outcome of
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an event does not live up to expectations, they will not dwell on it or become obsessed with it, thus causing
the aggravation of rumination. Instead, they respond positively with all available resources and maintain a
positive self-view in the face of limitations until they achieve their goal, so as to experience more meaning
of life [34], and suicidal thoughts will diminish accordingly.

4.3 The Moderating Role of Gender

The current study supports Hypothesis 3, that gender would moderate the effect of negotiable fate
belief on suicidal ideation among left-behind children. Our findings supported this hypothesis, indicating
that gender differences indeed moderated the mediation model. Specifically, for male left-behind children,
negotiable fate belief was directly associated with suicidal ideation. However, contrary to our expectations,
coping self-efficacy did not significantly mediate this relationship. In contrast, for female left-behind
children, the relationship between negotiable fate belief and suicidal ideation was significantly mediated by
coping self-efficacy, suggesting that this coping mechanism plays a more pivotal role in influencing suicidal
thoughts among females.

One possible explanation for the lack of a significant mediating effect of coping self-efficacy among
males may relate to the socialization of gender roles. Boys, often encouraged to be independent [66], may
cultivate coping strategies that focus on problem-solving and autonomy. These strategies, reflecting their
independent upbringing, might not be thoroughly evaluated by traditional measures of coping self-efficacy.
Additionally, within rural Chinese culture, where sons are traditionally raised for old-age support and
surname continuation [67], boys may receive more direct support from their parents. This support, which
can include financial assistance or encouragement for future endeavors, may lessen the necessity for boys to
develop self-reliant coping strategies, consequently diminishing the role of coping self-efficacy in mitigating
suicidal ideation.

Another possible explanation could be related to gender bias in parental attitudes. In traditional Chinese
culture, especially in rural left-behind families with limited economic resources, there is a tendency to
invest more in boys, who are expected to become ‘masters’ and elevate the family’s social status. Girls, often
considered ‘married daughters, may not receive the same level of support, leading them to rely more on their
own coping self-efficacy to deal with life’s challenges.

These factors may explain why coping self-efficacy did not significantly mediate the effect of negotiable
fate belief on suicidal ideation for male left-behind children, while it completely mediated this effect for
female left-behind children. However, these explanations are speculative and require further investigation
through studies with more rigorous designs and measures.

4.4 Implications for Practice

Our findings provide robust support for a moderated mediation model in understanding suicidal
ideation among left-behind children. Consistent with our comprehensive theoretical framework, negotiable
fate belief acts as a significant predictor of suicidal ideation, with coping self-efficacy serving as a crucial
explanatory mechanism in this relationship. Importantly, our results reveal that the proposed mediation
pathway is not universally applicable but is significantly moderated by gender, demonstrating distinct
mechanisms at play for male and female left-behind children. This integrated model not only contributes to
the theoretical discourse in this field but also has significant implications for the prevention and intervention
strategies targeting adolescent suicide.

Given the influence of negotiable fate belief, which emphasizes the anticipated efficacy of an individual’s
capacity to optimize benefits and mitigate losses within the constraints and opportunities presented by
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fate, interventions such as growth mindset programs [68] can be implemented. These programs, designed
to enhance the perceived value of effort, can be effectively embedded within existing school psychology
programs or mental health initiatives. They advocate that educators should assist left-behind children in
comprehending that while life encompasses external constraints, they should nonetheless not be deterred by
setbacks, as they can still strive towards their goals through their own endeavors. It is proposed that educators
undergo training to encourage students to appreciate the significance and value of effort, reorient attributions
to controllable effort, and persistently cultivate a mindset of maximizing the circumstances dictated by fate.

In light of the findings regarding the mediating role of coping self-efficacy, interventions to enhance cop-
ing self-efficacy are recommended. Coping self-efficacy beliefs can be strengthened by providing individuals
with opportunities to try new behaviors (mastery experiences), learn from others (vicarious experiences),
receive verbal persuasion about their capabilities, and learn to control or reinterpret their anxiety before
attempting new tasks (affective and somatic states) [29].

Interventions fostering mastery experiences, which represent the most influential source of efficacy
information [29], could be disseminated by educational institutions in the form of printed or digital
interventions and self-help guides [69]. These resources, such as brochures or online textual interventions
encompassing active coping strategies, aim to stimulate experiential learning among left-behind children.
Alternatively, face-to-face programs, either through individual sessions or group counseling facilitated by a
psychological educator, could gradually introduce active coping behavior.

Building upon the concept of coping self-efficacy, coping effectiveness training has demonstrated
significant potential in reducing stress and enhancing coping self-efficacy [70]. This training, often conducted
within small group contexts, emphasizes the accurate assessment of life stressors, the judicious application
of problem and emotion-focused coping strategies, and the maximization of social supports to alleviate
stress and enhance coping efforts [70]. Furthermore, the study found a complete mediating effect for female
left-behind children. This suggests that educators should pay particular attention to girls and develop
programs specifically designed to help girls acquire coping skills. To ensure the effectiveness and optimize
future iterations of these interventions, rigorous evaluation methods, including pre- and post-intervention
assessments of negotiable fate belief, coping self-efficacy, and suicidal ideation, as well as process evaluations,
are essential.

In terms of policy implications, it is crucial to advocate for policies that enhance access to mental health
services in rural areas. This includes providing comprehensive training for educators and school counselors
to effectively recognize and respond to signs of distress in left-behind children. Additionally, policies should
be in place to support and encourage research into the specific mental health needs of this population. These
measures could significantly contribute to improving the psychological well-being of left-behind children.

4.5 Limitations and Future Direction

In summary, our study suggests that negotiable fate belief is a predictor of suicidal ideation among
left-behind children in rural areas. This finding has important implications for suicide prevention and
intervention programs for this vulnerable population. We recommend that such programs should aim to
enhance the belief in negotiable fate among left-behind children, as well as their coping self-efficacy and
other psychological resources. However, our study also has some limitations that should be addressed in
future research.

One limitation is that our study relied on cross-sectional data analyses, which limited our ability to
make causal inferences. Future studies should use longitudinal or experimental designs to establish the causal
relationships among negotiable fate belief, coping self-efficacy, and suicidal ideation.
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Second, our study only included participants from rural China, which may limit the generalizability of
our findings to other cultural contexts. Previous studies have suggested that national cultures may influence
the believe in negotiable fate [16]. Future research could compare participants from different countries to
examine the cross-cultural variations in the effects of negotiable fate belief on suicidal ideation.

A final limitation is that our study did not include other relevant variables that may affect suicidal
ideation among left-behind children, such as parental attachment [8], teacher-student relationship [71,72],
peer support, academic stress, or mental health problems [1]. Future studies should explore the role of these
variables in the model of negotiable fate belief and suicidal ideation, and test whether they mediate or
moderate the effects of negotiable fate belief on suicidal ideation.

5 Conclusions

In the present research, we gained a deeper understanding of the underlying mechanism of negotiable
fate belief and suicidal ideation among left-behind children. We proposed that coping self-efficacy mediates
the relationship between negotiable fate belief and suicidal ideation, and that this mediation effect varies
by gender. Our findings confirmed our hypotheses, revealing that coping self-efficacy acts as a significant
explanatory mechanism in the relationship between negotiable fate belief and suicidal ideation. Importantly,
this mediation effect was found to be significant only among female left-behind children. These results
advance our knowledge of how negotiable fate belief shapes suicidal thoughts among this at-risk group and
imply that interventions should target coping self-efficacy among left-behind children.
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