
 

America's jails in crisis: Study identifies
those at risk of suicide behind bars
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In the United States, jails handle about 11.7 million admissions each
year. Jails are, generally, the place where individuals arrested for crimes
ranging from vagrancy to murder and are booked and held until their
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court appearances—the average stay is about 23 days.

In America's jails, suicide is the leading cause of death—the rate of
suicide is nearly three times higher in jails than in prisons or the general
public. Estimates show that there are 80 suicide attempts for every fatal
suicide within a correctional facility. About 40 percent of deaths occur
within the first seven days of admission to jail.

Despite the gravity and extent of the problem in correctional institutions
and jails specifically, very little attention has been directed at
understanding the factors associated with suicide and self-harm (SSH)
among jail detainees. Understanding the correlates of suicide risk in jails
is essential to build a profile of individuals who may be at more risk for
suicide while in custody.

A study by Florida Atlantic University's College of Social Work and
Criminal Justice is the first to examine the risk factors for attempting
and threatening SSH among 736 males and females during incarceration
in a large metropolitan jail in the Midwest using logistic regression and
the lens of "Interpersonal Theory of Suicide" (ITS). ITS suggests three
risk factors responsible for suicide: acquired capability for suicide;
thwarted belongingness (isolation and loneliness); and perceived
burdensomeness (burden to other people).

"Researchers have long recognized the shock and lack of control
associated with circumstances and surroundings in jail such as
disorientation, abrupt separation from social support and society, and the
degree of degradation and interpersonal conflict that arise from being
incarcerated," said Calli Cain, Ph.D., senior author and an assistant
professor in FAU's School of Criminology and Criminal Justice.
"However, the extent to which these experiences culminate in a
propensity for suicide and self-harm remains understudied."
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Results of the study, published in the journal Corrections, showed:

Threatening and/or attempting SSH were seven times greater for
those in protective custody versus those in the general population.
Individuals had a similar risk of SSH regardless of their level of
family support, marital status, or if they had a visitor in the past
month.
Threatening SSH was 61 percent greater for inmates who were in
jail for the first time. Odds of self-harming behaviors were
similar regardless of disposition status.
Threatening and/or attempting SSH was 64 percent lower for
males versus females. Individuals had a similar risk of SSH
regardless of their age or race.
Attempting SSH was twice as high as for those with substance
dependence issues compared to those without.
Threatening and/or attempting suicide more than doubled for
each violent incident they witnessed in jail. For each one unit
increase in the psychological distress scale, the odds of
threatening and/or attempting SSH increased by about 180
percent.
Threatening or attempting SSH more than doubled when
individuals were homeless prior to admission, while their odds of
threatening and/or attempting SSH increased by 4 percent with
each additional admission. Employment status had no effect on
whether individuals engaged in SSH behaviors while in jail.
The odds of threatening SSH were nearly two and a half times
greater for individuals who were assaulted by another detainee,
and their odds of attempting SSH were more than double those
who failed to mention any victimization.

For the study, researchers asked individuals how many times in the past
three months of their most recent incarceration they had threatened SSH,
and how many times in the past year of their most recent incarceration
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they had attempted SSH.

Results showed that 6.7 percent of the sample said they had threatened
SSH in jail during the past three months, 4.5 percent said they had
attempted SSH in jail during the past year, and 8.4 percent said they had
threatened and/or attempted SSH in the past three months or one year.
This is much higher than the rate of attempted suicide in the general
population (0.6 percent).

"The reality is that many more individuals attempt, contemplate, or
threaten suicide prior to a fatal suicide attempt in a jail setting, and self-
harming behaviors may be a risk factor or precursor for more serious
attempts on one's life," said Cain. "The high rate of suicide in our jails
over the last 20 years also suggests that the conventional approach of
isolating individuals such as on suicide watch who admit to or are
suspected of wanting to hurt themselves is insufficient, especially since
most individuals who die by suicide in jail are not on suicide watch at
the time of their passing."

Findings from the study could assist administrators and jail personnel in
recognizing the warning signs and prevent suicide, improve institutional
safety, and limit legal liability. It also supports the need for jails to
develop an empirically and theoretically driven suicidal risk
assessment—especially one that includes indicators of thwarted
belongingness and perceived burdensomeness.

  More information: Calli M Cain et al, Identifying Individuals at Risk
of Suicide and Self-Harm in Jail, Corrections (2022). DOI:
10.1080/23774657.2022.2031350
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