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Preventing Inmate Suicides

e

A Case Study
S,
By JAY S. ALBANESE, Pa.D,
Criminology and Criminal Justice Program, Niagara University

ted suicides than those actually consummated.
It has also been established that suicides and at-
tempts are far more common in jails and prisons than
they are on the outside (Flaherty, 1980).

While data regarding attempts is especially rare,
there is agreement among investigators that a high
percentage of those who have died from self-inflicted
wounds either had a history of self-destructive
behavior, or had clearly manifested their intention
to do so before accomplishing the act (Cooper, 1976;
Schneidman and Faberow, 1965), Of course, the pro-
blem becomes more complex as one recognizes the dif-
ficulties encountered in studying this behavior. At-
tempting to screen suicide risks in a high turnover
facility, the decision to label someone as “suicidal,”
and the many detection and intervention problems
inherent in dealing with such a poorly understood
phenomenon—all contribute to the difficulty in
successfully developing a management strategy to
prevent it,

Before management options can be usefully con-
sidered, however, a thorough understanding of the
history of suicide, parasuicide, and self-inflicted
wounds at the correctional institution in question is
necessary. The investigation reported here took place
at a Federal correctional institution for pretrial detec-
tion and for offenders serving short sentences. This
correctional facility is new, having been in operation
only 18 months at the time of this study.

In order to determine the extent of suicidal behavior
among inmates, a 100 percent sample was taken of
all medical injury reports made during this period.
The results are summarized in table 1.

I T IS WELL KNOWN there are many more aftemp-

TABLE 1~Injuries at o Federal Correctional Focility

Type of Injury 18-month Total

1. Suicide 1 0.3%
2. SelfInflicted Wounds 44 12.2
3. Unusual Accidants (Unexplained) a3 9.1
4, Assaults Botween Inmates 70 194
6, Assaults of Inmates on Self 13 3.6
6. Assaults of Staff on Inmates 6 1.7
7. Kitchen Aceidents 33 9,1
8. Work Accidonts b5 15.2
9. Sports Accidents 33 9.1
10. General Accidents 73 20.2
Total =361 100.0

As table 1 indicates, there have been a total of 361
injuries reprted since the facility opened. While
there has been only one successful suicide during this
time, there have been 44 attempts. Together, suicide
and attempted suicide account for nearly 13 percent
of all reported injuries.

Attempted Suicide or Attention Secker?

A question often posed by correctional personnel is,
“How many of these self-inflicted wounds are actually
manipulative, attention-getting gestures, and how
many are actually attempted suicides?”’ This question
has been addressed by a number of investigators, but
in an uneven manner. As a result, & number of terms
have been developed to indicate intent. “Suicidal
gesture,” “abortive suicide,” “simulated suicide,”
“pseudosuicide,” and “subintentional suicide” are
examples, Some authors equate the degree of intent
with the seriousness of the injury (Motto, 1966;
Schmidt, O'Neal, and Rohins, 1964). More recently,
the dimension of suicidal intent has been developed
and clinically tested (Beck, Morris, and Beck, 1974,
Neither of these methods has proved to be satisfac-
tory, however, Medical geriousness has not been
shown to be a reliable indicator of a possibly suc-
cessful suicide in the future, and a low correlation has
been found between suicidal intent and medical
lethality (Beck, Beck, and Kovacs, 1975; Rosen, 1970).

A more sengible solution to this difficult question
has been suggested by Robert Wicks (1974). He ad-
mits that in all but the most obvious circumstances,
self-mutilation (a willful attempt to hurt oneself) and
a suicidal attempt (a voluntary act with a desire to
kill oneself) are indistinguishable. For this reason it
is useless to ask, “Is this person a manipulator?” It
is more useful to group &il self-injurious behavior
together and ask questions which can generate useful
information such as, “Why is the person injuring
himself?”

Knowing why an inmate injures himself can help
correctional personnel in determining what steps
might be taken to ameliorate the causal cireum-
stances. It is interesting to note that the only complete
suicide at the Federal jail examined here was pre-
ceded by several atternpts. The first attempt was only
a superficial cut, However, hindsight indicates that

!
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this inmate was not “manipulative,” although his
first attempt was not medically serious. A corollary
to this is, of course, that a manipulative inmate can
die from his self-inflicted wounds in the same manner
as a “truly” suicidal inmate can.

The conclusion of Wicks' analysis of this problem
represents perhaps the most enlightened manage-
ment approach to handling inmates who injure
themselves.

For too long, members of correctional systems have been con.
cerned about preventing inmates from successfully manipulating
within the prison setting. In the case of a suicidal gesture, this
meant that if an inmate could not prove that he really intended
to kill himself, he was not deserving of any real treatment.

This rigid approach to inmate behavior should now be reviewed,
Unless correctional administrators become willing to discard the
suicidal manipulator model and show interest instead in the
reason underlying all self-injurious behavior, little will be learned

about the mutilators and such destruction will continue
(1974:250j.

A review of medical injury reports filed for the 45 in-
cidents of gelf-injury at the institution studied here
provide a great deal of information for management
prevention strategies.

When Does Self-Injury Occur?

Divided into 1-hour periods, a review of the 45 self-
inflicted injuries reveals that a large number of self-
inflicted wounds occurred from 5 p.m. to 7 p.m. (16%)
and from 10 p.m. to 1 a.m. (356%). Five hours of the
day, therefore, account for 51 percent of all the self-
inflicted injuries.

Robert Good, in his study of suicides throughout the
Federal penal system and in the State of Maryland
from 1964-1969, found that of the 24 completed
suicides during this period, most occurred in the ear-
ly morning or early evening. He concluded that the
hours of 8 a.m. to 9 a.m. and 7 p.m. to 12 midnight
covered most cases. However, he also notes that “the
time lag until discovery is unascertainable” (1970:6).
Arnett Gaston, in his study of inmate suicides and
attempts in the New York City Prison System from
1964-1971, found that the hours of 5 a.m. to 6 a.m.,
10 p.m. to 12 midnight, and 4 p.m. to 5 p.m. were the
most common for suicidal behavior (1977).

There are, of course, conceptual difficulties in com-
paring suicide attempts with actual suicides. It is
interesting to note, however, that most suicides and
attempts in each of these studies occur during the
evening and early morning hours when inmate
activity is minimal and correctional staff is also at
a minimum, This can provide increased opportunity
for the suicidal inmate.

In the current study, the vast majority of suicidal
gestures were cuts, most often incurred by razor

blades. Interestingly, in most other studies consider-
ing the method of self-injury, hanging is usually the
most common method. The modern design of this
federal facility, using plexiglass without bars and un-
necessary protrusions, may account for the relative
lack of hanging attempts (only one of 45 cases
involved hanging).

Comparative Inmate Profiles

The other aspect of inmate suicidal behavior which
can be captured statistically is profile data of in-
dividuals committing such acts. From inmate commit-
ment and discharge files, in combination with other
data, it is possible to gather basic background infor-
mation regarding age, sex, race, marital status, grade
level claimed, religious affiliation, number of days
elapsed to first suicidal gesture, total number of
gestures made, total length of stay, commitment of-
fense, and medical notations.

Thirty individuals committed the 45 self-destructive
acts in this correctional facility. A comparison of their
profiles with those of the general inmate population
appears in table 2.

As table 2 illustrates, the suicidal group matches
the general inmate population on many of these at-
tributes. Notable differences are the high proportion
of whites in the suicidal group, the overrepresenta-
tion of single persons (and underrepresentation of
married persons), and the comparatively large
number of suicidal inmates charged with threats on
the life of the President and with threats to destroy
government property,

Additional data were collected to calculate the

number of days elapsed from admission to the first
suicidal gesture. The mean was 55 days, the median
22 days, and the madal length of time was 0 days. In
other words, more inmates made suicidal gestures on
the day they were admitted than on any other single
day. A fuil third of all self-mutilations occurred within
the first week of imprisonment. This is in accord with
the findings of other studies (Helig, 1973; Reiger,
1971), Another finding consistent with other
investigations of this problem is the fact that many
of those engaging in self-injurious behavior repeated
their acts at some later time (Gaston, 1977; Good,
1970).

Having established general statistical profiles of
both the individuals and the characteristics of their
self-destructive acts, the utility of this data can be con-
sidered in relation to its implications for management
policy. Also, the less objective features of the com-
munications network regarding information flow and
stoff awareness of potential inmate suicides will be
examined.
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TaBLE 2,—Inmate Profile Comparisons

_ Suicidal General Inmate
Attributes Group Population
Age fmean) 324 yrs 32.7
Sex Male 93.3% 92¢%

Female 6.7 8
Race White 60.0% 42
Black 36.7 42
Other 3.4 16
Marital Single 43% 32¢¢
Status Married 13 54
Divorced 17 54
Widowed 7 1
Not Recorded 20 0
Religion Catholic 40% 45¢%
Protestant 13 23
Islam 7 10
Jewish 0 5
None 10 7
Other 27 )
Grade
Claimed (Median) 11th 11th
Offense Murder 3% 14
Bank Robbery 20 183
Threats on Lifc of President 17 1.6
Threats to Destroy Gov't Prop. 6.7 1.3
Narcotics Violation 6.7 25.0
Forgery 3.3 654
Pagging Counterfeit Cutrency 3.3 2.1
Escaped Prisoner 3.3 0.5
Parole Violator 6.7 5.0
Writ Return 20.0 15
L1 route to Other Institution 6.7 18
Study Return 3.3 2
Length of Stay (Average) 113 days 26 duys
N =30 N=290

Prevention Policy at Intake

Ideally, the most satisfactory suicide program is one
that prevents its occurrence entirely. Such an
objective is not realistic, however, until much more
is learned about the characteristics and circumstances
of those who attempt and commit suicide. Because
suicide is a relatively infrequent phenomenon, it is
impossible to predict it without including large
numbers of false positives (Rosen, 1954), As a result,
the prediction of inmates who may attempt or com-
mit suicide will not be pursued here and awaits fur-
ther research (see Greist, et al., 1974).

There are measures, nonetheless, that can be taken
to improve the screening of inmates admitted to cor-
rectional institutions., As noted earlier, the average
length of stay for inmates at this facility is 26 days,
making the turnover rate extremely high (approx-
imately 20 admissions and discharges per day). Of
course, the admissions tend to arrive in bunches
making the management of this process more com-
plex than it might seem.

An initial phase of the admissions process involves
the completion of a commitment summary by an in-
take officer. Although the primary purpose of this
form is to gather some background data and to note
the inmate’s legal status, there is also a section of the
form where the inmate’s physical condition can be
briefly described. To assess the possible utility of this
information, I compiled the comments made in this
section for the 30 inmates who incurred self-inflicted
wounds. The results are summarized in table 3.

TABLE 3.=Medical Notatiors on Commitment Summary

Notation Number Percent

Good 7 23.3%
Fair 1 3.3
Mediocre 2 6.7
Scara on Wrist or Forearm 6 20.0
ict 2 6.7
Bed Nerves 1 3.3
Anemic 1 3.3
None 10 33.3

N = 30 100.0%
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As table 3 illustrates, 20 percent of the inmates who
.eventually made suicidal gestures had scars on their
wrists or forearms upon admission! It is obvious that
careful attention at this point in the admissions pro-
cess is extremely important.

Immediate preventive action can be taken in
another area as well. A review of the most common
methods of self-mutilation at this facility uncovered
that the vast mujority of these injuries (almost 90%)
were cuts most often accomplished by razor blades.
Inmates in this facility who engage in self-destructive
behavior are all placed on a single wing of the jail.
While this group receives plastic, disposable razors
which are difficu.. to use maliciously, other inmates
in the institution have received standard razors with
blades that can be highly lethal. This becomes a pro-
blem when inmates are transferred within the
institution and their personal effects are not closely
monitored. As a result, inmates often gain access to
razor blades on this wing and use them to cut
themselves.

It is well known that suicide attempts are often the
result of temporary depression. This is especially
relevant at short-term facilities where the majority
of inmates are either awaiting trial or sentencing and
find themselves in a continual state of uncertainty
(Helig, 1973; Gibbs, 1975). Many of the self-
mutilations therefore may be “opportunity cuts,”
where a razor happened to be available during a
moment of depression. Clearly, an alternative to stan-
dard razor blades is necessary for the entire
institution.

Intervention Strategies

A common practice at many correctional institu-
tions, including the one examined here, is to place
inmates who have made self-inflicted wounds into
“administrative detention” where the inmate is
locked in his room, and all possibly dangerous in-
struments are removed so he cannot harm himself.
The suicide prevention policy at this institution also
has a provision for a “suicide watch,” either by a staff
member or another inmate, to periodically check on
the self-destructive inmate to make sure he has not
harmed hirmself in his room.

All research done on suicidal personalities seer
to indicate that the isolation of a suicidal individual
is not effective (Benensohn and Resnick, 1973; Dan-
to, 1971; Gaston, 1977; Johnson, 1976)., The ex-
perience at this institution again supports this
evidence as the one successful suicide was comy.teted
when the inmate was in isolation and under a suicide
watch. It can be argued that an inmate who wants
to commit suicide cannot be stopped 1egardless of the

precautions. However, most suicidul individuals are
highly ambivalent about their feelings of self-
destructiveness, and every attempt should be made
to make a successful suicide difficult to accompiish.
The most reasonable and highly recommended
method of monitoring suicidal inmates is to place
them in a dormitory situation. In a dorm, there are
always others to come to the aid of the suicidal per-
son, and possibly help him overcome depression.

After-Care Measures

The accurate documentation of a self-injurious act
is as important as the circumstances of the act, and
the background of inmates engaging in such behavior
can provide clues for preventing such occurrences in
the future. There are several problems, however, with
how this is often accomplished.

Several possible data sources were considered in
determining the extent of self-mutilation at this
institution: the Incident Report, Medical Injury
Report, and the psychiatrist’s information.
Presumably, all instances of suicidal gestures should
be reflected in all three places.

In order to check the accuracy of this assumption,
an assessment of the reliability of these reports was
undertaken. Considering the lively reporting
chronology, it appeared logical that a suicidal event
would first be reported in an Incident Report, as they
are usually completed by correctional officers for any
incidents occurring on their wing. The Medical Injury
Report would follow, agsuming that any injury would
be brought to the attention of medical personnel.
Finally, the psychiatrist would be notified by the in-
stitution’s hospital so the inmate could be provided
with aftercare services.

An examination of the Incident Reports revealed
that a total of 840 reports had been made during the
18-month period under study. Only five self-
mutilations were recorded in comparison to the 45
recorded in the Medical Injury Reports for the same
individuals. The circulation of medical information
to the psychiatrist, however, was quite good. All
suicidal events known to medical personnel were
referred to, and followed up by, the psychiatrist. The
reasons for this information gap between Incident and
Medical Injury reports can provide clues regarding
staff attitudes and actions in the treatment of suicidal
inmates in the institution.

The issue of staff commitment is an important one.
Earlier studies have noted that inmates, who the staff
feel are manipulative, make the staff ambivalent
toward suicide prevention (Report, 1974), As sug-
gested earlier, attitudes of correctional staff can
render the best program design useless. It has also
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been observed that the development of a successful
suicide prevention program is contingent upon an
atmosphere of cooperation between line staff and
institutional authorities. As Reynolds and Farberow
(1973:268) have commented, It is people, not tactics,
that keep other people alive.”

All of these issues point to the need for increased
staff awareness and training in suicide prevention.
Currently, correctional personnel receive little or no
training in suicide prevention. As has been noted in
other investigations, there is hesitation on the part
of both supervisory and line staff to identify possibly
suicidal inmates. Conversations with various staff
members revealed that this is usually due to two cir-
cumstances: (1) Staff are wary of being manipulated
by inmates; and (2) inmate needs are not considered
to be as deserving of attention as much as the more
custodial demands on sanitation and discipline. These
circumstances indicate the need for greater staff
awareness and understanding of the suicidal inmate,
so that management policy in this area will be incor-
porated into th. daily activities of correctional per-
sonne! (see Charlé, 1981).

Conclusions

An attempt has been made to draw the parameters
of a management approach to be taken in the preven-
tion, intervention, and aftercare of inmate suicides,
attempted suicides, and self-inflicted wounds. Some
of the preceding recommendations are quite specific,
while others are rather general, This was done inten-
tionally as specific strategies are not always clear,
and require investigation and action based on the cir-
cumstances as they exist in a particular institution.

This study has also examined only institutional fac-
tors in the development of a managzment policy.
Other factors, which may be equally important to
suicide prevention, have been assessed by Gibbs
(1975) and include the effect of incarceration on family
support systems and on perceptions of self-worth,
Also, Robert Johnson (1976), after interviews with
over 300 inmates, has found that different ethnic
groups react to the stress of incarceration differently.
In this regard, staff training programs should include
information pertaining to both the internal and ex-
ternal factors associated with suicidal behavior, so
that correctional personnel can work to prevent the
proliferation of controllable influences.

Finally, the efficiency of the criminal justice system
in processing and adjudicating cases has a large ef-
fect on the mental and emotional state of inmates,
especially those awaiting trial or sentencing. In-
carceration is not a pleasant experience to begin with

and excessive delays, in addition to the uncertainty
of detention, do not help to ameliorate a difficult
situation.

The management approach suggested here is, then,
a straightforward one. Once the nature and extent of
the problem is assessed, a review should be made of
existing procedures at the prevention, intervention,
and aftercare stages. Management strategies should
be based on modification of practices that have been
shown to influence suicidal behavior, and on the
elimination of unnecessary opportunities for the
depressed or suicidal inmate.
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