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a b s t r a c t

In most countries, rates of suicide in prison are higher than those reported in the general population, and
seemingly on the increase. Previous studies of factors contributing to suicide in prisons have largely been
limited to analyses of the clinical and prison records of prisoners who have died by suicide. In this paper
we reflect on the limitations of this approach. Drawing on illustrative case vignettes from ongoing
research, we argue that interviewing survivors of near-fatal incidents of self-harm offers a potentially
fruitful method to further our theoretical understanding of this growing problem, and inform relevant
policy.
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1. Introduction

Suicide is a leading cause of death in prisons in most Western
nations, including the US,1 Australia2,3 and the UK.4 In all of these
countries, rates of suicide in custody have been repeatedly shown
to surpass those recorded in the general population.5 In England
and Wales, a recent study showed that between 1978 and 2003
the age-standardised suicide rate in male prisons was five times
higher than in men in the general population.6 This proportional
excess may be even greater amongst women prisoners.3,7

Despite the introduction of several policy initiatives to reduce
the incidence of suicide and self-harm in prisons,8–10 the risk of
suicide has not declined.6,11 In the last 10 years alone, more than
900 people have taken their own lives in prisons in England and
Wales (Safer Custody Group, personal communication, November
2007). In the context of an ever expanding prison population,12

absolute numbers of suicides are likely to increase further.
Reducing the incidence of suicide in custody is an important

Prison Service and public health priority.10,13 To this aim, an under-
standing of the processes that lead to such disproportionately high
rates of suicide, and the implications for suicide prevention poli-
cies, are required. However, in spite of a growing body of literature
on the subject, the current evidence base remains limited, both in
extent and methodology. Drawing parallels with studies of suicide
in the community, in the following section we briefly discuss how
the topic of prisoner suicide has been previously investigated. We

then proceed to consider the advantages of using a ‘near-lethal
self-harm’ approach, and describe the most recent and comprehen-
sive application of this novel methodology. Given the potential
problems in making comparisons across different criminal justice
systems,14 the focus of the following discussion is primarily on
England and Wales. Nevertheless, and where appropriate, some
international references are included.

2. Previous research on suicide in prisons: risk factors and
‘psychological autopsies’

Research investigating suicides and self-inflicted deaths in pris-
on has largely been based on examinations of the records of prison-
ers who have taken their own lives.15–17 Using routinely collected,
cross-sectional data, a number of studies have attempted to devel-
op a ‘‘profile of the suicidal prisoner”,18 and identify individuals
and groups who may be particularly ‘at risk’ of suicide in prison.
However, differences in the definitions employed, the variable
and often poor quality of prison medical records, and the limited
use of case-control designs,19,20 mean that this profile remains
incomplete. Moreover, many of the risk factors identified by this
literature often co-occur, few of them are highly specific and, on
the whole, they describe a large percentage of those in custody.
As a result, these studies have tended to over-identify those who
do not die by suicide and under-identify those who do, whilst argu-
ably failing to address the question of what contributes to suicides
in prisoners, and how these may be prevented.

Even when incorporating thorough and informative analyses of
the circumstances surrounding individual deaths,16 this type of
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research has limited explanatory power, and also has some inher-
ent shortcomings. The information collected to develop a ‘psycho-
logical autopsy’ profile of the deceased is inevitably retrospective
and, unless a suicide note was retrieved, exclusively based on offi-
cial records and inquiry of key informants.21,22 As such, it is open to
problems of distorted and biased recall, and lack of access to infor-
mation about personal issues and psychological mechanisms.23

3. Investigating ‘near-lethal’ attempts and ‘serious’ self-harm

An alternative strategy to the study of suicide is to focus on
near-lethal suicide attempts: attempts which were very nearly
fatal had it not been for ‘‘rapid and effective pre-hospital care or
other emergency treatment” or, in some cases, chance.24 As well
as representing an important clinical problem in their own right,
near-lethal attempts appear to provide a valid proxy for completed
suicides in research investigating the suicidal process and suicide
prevention strategies.25 This is supported by evidence that medi-
cally serious suicide attempters are epidemiologically very similar
to those individuals who complete suicide,26 and twice as likely as
other suicide attempters to complete suicide.27

As illustrated by the following case vignette (all included vign-
ettes have been substantially modified to preserve anonymity), the
main advantage of investigating near-lethal attempts is the ability
to interview living individuals who have come as close as possible
to dying by suicide. Although their accounts are also – perhaps
inevitably – susceptible to recall and self-presentation biases,
exploring ‘‘the subjective experiences of prisoners who self-harm
[. . .] may provide important information about motivations for
completed suicide”.28 As suggested by Blaikie,29 it is the meanings
and the interpretations, the motives and the intentions, that people
use in their everyday life and that guide their behaviour.

Case 1
At the time of the interview, AB was 43 and serving a life sen-
tence for murder. The son of alcoholic parents, he had had a dis-
rupted upbringing, marked by several spells in local authority
care. Having now lost almost all contact with family and friends,
he described himself as a ‘‘loner” who preferred to keep interac-
tions with other prisoners and staff to a minimum.
Three weeks prior to the interview AB had attended a parole
board which, if successful, would have meant being transferred
to an open prison to begin the last phase of his sentence. The
board’s negative outcome, after much anxiety and anticipation,
came as a great disappointment. Two days later this feeling was
further exacerbated by a methadone relapse, after a long drug-
free period. On that same evening AB took an impulsive over-
dose of paracetamol, stating that he had ‘‘simply had enough”.

Had AB not survived this attempt, little would have been known
about the environmental influences which – combined – had pre-
cipitated it. Often information of this sort will not appear on a pris-
oner’s case notes, and may therefore be unavailable when
investigating the possible motivations behind a self-inflicted death
in custody. Interviewing prisoners whose life-threatening self-
harm had not been fatal allows one to usefully gather this informa-
tion. Indeed, in some instances, it may well provide the only oppor-
tunity for doing so.

In addition, interviewing individuals who have survived a
potentially lethal incident of self-harm allows researchers to (a)
investigate a broader range of contributory and protective factors,
(b) gain an understanding of the psychological suicidal process
(including the cognitive, affective and visual imagery processes
that lead up to the decision to try to kill oneself), (c) examine psy-
chological characteristics of subjects such as depression, hopeless-
ness, self-esteem, hostility and impulsivity, and (d) follow-up
participants to track persistence or changes in relevant character-

istics.23 Just as importantly, this strategy can inform the develop-
ment of effective, user-led policies.30 The case vignette presented
below further illustrates some of the advantages of using this
methodology in a prison setting.

Case 2
CD was 27 when he attempted to take his own life in custody. A
long-term drug user, he had served several short-term sen-
tences for stealing, so many that he reported not being ‘‘fazed”
by prison life.
Three weeks into his four month sentence, a routine blood test
revealed that he was suffering from Hepatitis C. As he no longer
injected drugs, CD deduced that he had contracted the disease
when he was raped by another prisoner on an earlier sentence.
Scared and shocked by this unexpected news, he also began to
experience flashbacks of the sex attack, which he – and his drug
use – had previously managed to ‘‘block out of [his] mind”.
Two weeks later, when his diagnosis was confirmed, CD wrote a
suicide note to his family, packed away all of his possessions,
and tied a ligature to the window bars in his cell. By chance, a
prison officer walked past CD’s cell just as he was beginning
to lose consciousness, and was able to rescue him.

CD had never previously self-harmed, attempted suicide or even
contemplated doing so, either in prison or outside. Furthermore,
like almost 70% of prisoners who take their own lives in cus-
tody,31,32 he had not been deemed to be ‘at risk’ of suicide at the
time of his attempt. The opportunity to speak with him directly
about this incident may thus not only increase our understanding
of the factors and events that pose individuals at heightened risk of
suicide, but also contribute to improving the identification and
assessment of said risk in prisons. Moreover, CD suggested that
the very experience of being involved in this type of research can
be a positive one, as it allows prisoners to discuss issues and fears
that they may not have previously disclosed.

However, and despite having been used with success in differ-
ent settings and populations,25,33–35 this approach has been ne-
glected in prison research. Although prisoner self-harm has been
used as a proxy indicator for suicide, what may constitute a ‘seri-
ous’, ‘severe’ or ‘near-lethal’ incident has been variously and poorly
defined, if at all. With a few notable exceptions,36,37 it is question-
able, and often difficult to establish, whether the prisoners in-
volved in these studies may be considered to be ‘‘virtual suicide
victims”.38 Whilst it is important to avoid making artificial distinc-
tions between different types and levels of self-harm, the study of
such complex and dynamic behaviour(s) requires some clear and
replicable criteria, which previous research has seldom included.
The use of small samples, often drawn from only one population
or one type of establishment, further limits the comparability
and generalisability of these studies.

Another limitation of previous research on ‘serious self-harm’
in prisons is that, whilst focusing on factors associated with
offending behaviour and the prison environment, it has tended
to overlook the role of other clinical and psychological factors.
Thus, notwithstanding noteworthy empirical and conceptual ad-
vances regarding social and environmental influences on prison
suicide,39,40 theoretical models of the psychological process (or
processes) involved remain under-developed. Also, despite numer-
ous studies highlighting psychiatric morbidity as a possible risk
factor for suicide in prisoners,41,42 previous research has mostly fo-
cused on reports of service use, rather than prevalence of disorder,
or lacked the power to investigate specific diagnostic categories.

4. Current research on near-lethal self-harm in prisons

In an effort to address a number of the shortcomings of previous
research, the authors are currently conducting the first comprehen-
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