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This article summarizes a study conducted among female
prisoners incarcerated in institutions for women in

Quebec (two prisons and one penitentiary).2 To date, there
have been few studies of suicidal behaviour among female
prisoners. Notwithstanding existing differences between
men and women in the community in this regard, those
working in prisons for women generally agree that the
situation among female prisoners is very different. The
purpose of our study was to evaluate the magnitude of 
the suicide problem among women incarcerated in Quebec
in terms of the number of previous suicide attempts, the
severity of the attempts and the suicide risk potential. 
Two tools were used in this study: the Suicide Pro b a b i l i t y
Scale and the Lethality of Suicide Attempt Rating Scale. 

Magnitude of the problem

Few studies address the problem of suicide
among female prisoners. This is due in part

to the small female prison population, 
but also because it is difficult to measure the
magnitude of the phenomenon. The fact
remains, however, that the suicide rate among
female prisoners is abnormally high.3 It could
well be that, as with incarcerated men, the
suicide rate is about the same as the rate for
female offenders living in the community.4

It is estimated that almost half of all female
prisoners have made previous suicide
a t t e m p t s .5 Among this population, high levels
of psychological distress and despair manifest
themselves as self-injury and attempted
s u i c i d e .6 In fact, one of the reasons most
f requently cited by women for consulting a
worker is the need to discuss their desire to
harm themselves and die.7

In the prison environment in particular,
h o w e v e r, clinicians are unable to agree on 
how to distinguish between attempted suicide
and self-injury as a means of relieving stre s s ,
a n x i e t y, depersonalization and gaining contro l
of one’s enviro n m e n t .8 It is not necessarily any
easier to make this distinction at the scientific
level, given that we are referring either to

intent or to severity.9 Intent (intention to die) is
not easy to determine, especially in hindsight,
mainly because of the suicidal person’s
ambivalence, the various levels of conscience,
impulsiveness and so on. Evaluating the
severity of the act may be easier, namely by
identifying the means used. This approach has
a l ready been used quite successfully by Smith,
C o n roy and Ehler1 0 with their Lethality of
Suicide Attempt Rating Scale (LSARS) which is
based on the severity of the method used and
the circumstances surrounding the attempt.
This scale is one of the two best scales used 
to measure severity and is supported by a
significant amount of empirical data.11

H o w e v e r, in the prison environment, this
a p p roach may be biased, given that suicidal
prisoners do not have access to the full arsenal
of lethal means.1 2

In terms of the suicide risk, Cull and Gill’s1 3

Suicide Probability Scale (SPS) can be used to
determine the probability that an individual
will commit the act. This instrument has been
validated in Quebec by Labelle, Daigle,
P ronovost and Marc o t t e .1 4 It has already been
used in a study involving female prisoners in
O n t a r i o1 5 and men incarcerated in Quebec.1 6

Methodology

The purpose of our study was to assess the
magnitude of the suicide problem among
women incarcerated in Quebec in terms of the
number of past suicide attempts, the severity of
the attempts (measured using the LSARS) and
suicide risk potential (measured using the SPS).
We approached female inmates in three Quebec
facilities (two provincial detention facilities
and one federal penitentiary) responsibile for
ensuring the custody of female prisoners. At
the time of our re s e a rch, 130 women were
being accommodated in the two pro v i n c i a l
prisons; 103 w e re available and 60 a g reed to
meet with us. In the penitentiary, 67 women
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w e re incarcerated: 50 w e re available and
2 8 a g reed to participate. The participation 
rates (58% and 56% respectively) were deemed
satisfactory and comparable with those
obtained in similar studies. We met the women
initially in a group; they completed the SPS
and anonymously indicated whether they had
attempted suicide at least once. At that time, 
47 women indicated that they had made at
least one attempt. Of these, 34 agreed to meet
with us individually to provide additional
details on their history, thus enabling us to
complete the LSARS.

Most of the women in the total sample were
francophones (86.4%). On average, they 
w e re 33 years old (SD = 9), with 11 years of
education (SD = 2). In the provincial facilities,
28.1% of the women had been charged but not
yet sentenced. No one fell into this category 
in the federal penitentiary, given that it
accommodates only women who have been
sentenced to two or more years. Taking into
consideration the diff e rences in the mandates
of the institutions, the average sentence was
3 7 weeks (SD = 29.6) in the provincial facilities
and 345.8 weeks (SD = 281.1) in the federal
p e n i t e n t i a r y. On average, the provincial clients
w e re serving their fifth period of incarc e r a t i o n
(M = 5.02; SD = 6.7), compared with the third
(M = 3.3; SD = 7) for federal clients. This is not
a significant diff e re n c e .

Number of women who had already
made one suicide attempt 

In the provincial prisons, 60% of the women
indicated that they had attempted suicide at
least once, compared with 39.3% in the federal
penitentiary (a barely significant diff e rence 
(p < 0.1). These results seem to indicate that
women incarcerated in provincial facilities had
had a more difficult past, even though the
federally sentenced women had obviously
committed more serious offences and re c e i v e d
longer sentences. Overall, 53.4% of the women
(47 of the 88 who responded) had alre a d y
attempted suicide at least once, a result that is
comparable with the findings of other studies
(see above). This rate is clearly higher than the
f i g u res generally reported among their male
counterparts; for example, 13% in England,1 7

23% in two Alberta prisons1 8 and 30% in
Quebec prisons.1 9 H o w e v e r, among women, 

as among men, the situation in prisons and
penitentiaries might be quite diff e rent. Upon
admission to federal penitentiaries in Quebec,
only 9.4% of male inmates (some of whom 
had been incarcerated in the past) admitted
that they had attempted suicide. More o v e r, 
for comparison purposes, it has been found
that only 5% of adult students have a history 
of suicide attempts.2 0 It should also be noted
that in our sample of incarcerated women 
only seven of the 47 recent attempts had taken
place in secure custody: two in a prison, 
t h ree in a police station and two in a juvenile
detention centre. To a certain extent, this
would confirm the data from other studies that
i n d i rectly show that the problem of suicide is
associated with a life of delinquency, suff e r i n g
and disorganization, rather than with life 
in prison.

During one-on-one interviews, the women
with a history of attempted suicide told us 
that that they had attempted suicide an
average of three times (SD = 3.3), two women
had attempted suicide up to fifteen times 
(see Ta b l e 1). This figure was higher, but not
significantly so, for the women in pro v i n c i a l
prisons (M = 3.3; SD = 3.5) than for those
i n c a rcerated in the federal penitentiary 
(M = 1.8; SD = 0.8).

Severity of the attempts

Also during the one-on-one interviews, the
re s e a rchers evaluated the severity of the 
most recent self-injury or suicide attempt to
attempt to diff e rentiate them. On average,
these suicidal behaviours scored 4 (SD = 2.8)
on the LSARS, which ranges from 0 to 10.
S c o res from the two types of custodial facilities
w e re almost identical. This figure is quite 
high given criteria 3.5 and 5 on the scale (see
Ta b l e 2). Another way to look at things is to
consider the proportion of serious attempts,
that is, those that scored higher than 5 on 
the LSARS. Overall, 29.4% of the attempts
(32.1% for provincial prisons) obtained 
such high score s .

Suicide risk

The average suicide risk, estimated using 
the SPS, was 63.2 (see Ta b l e 3) for all women.
Based on test standards, this score was
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assessed as fairly high; the score for women
i n c a rcerated in a provincial prison was even
higher (significant diff e rence). More o v e r, 
based on these test standards, 39.1% of the
women should have been re f e r red to a
clinician, given that a moderate suicide risk
was identified among 27.6% of them and 
a high suicide risk among 11.5%. In the
p rovincial system, 46.7% of the women 
should have been re f e r red to a clinician
(equally significant diff e re n c e ) .

For comparison purposes, only 16.2% of
federally sentenced males re p resented a
moderate or high risk (see Ta b l e 4). This figure
was approximately 6% among male and female
university students.2 1 N a t u r a l l y, the suicide
risk among incarcerated females who had
a l ready attempted suicide at least once was 
much higher; 53.2% of them re p resented a
moderate or high risk (see Ta b l e 5 ) .

Conclusion

The data we collected on women who had
a l ready attempted suicide at
least once was already an
indication of the magnitude 
of the problem. However, the
majority of these attempts took
place somewhere other than a
penal institution, hence the
need to recognize that this
p roblem is not unique to the
system. Individuals who end up
in prison are already part of a
g roup with a high suicide risk.2 2

M o re o v e r, several of these
women had attempted suicide
n u m e rous times, thus
supporting the hypothesis that
the attempts may be a cry for
help. This by no means implies
that the behaviour might be
self-injury of no significance; in
fact, at least 29% of the attempts
could have been fatal (that is,
they scored between 6 and 10
on the LSARS).

Generally speaking, the
re s e a rch also revealed that
female inmates, especially 
those in the provincial 

system (serving short sentences or awaiting
sentencing) are at a higher risk than male
inmates and the general population. Based 
on the benchmarks of the SPS, 39% of the
women (and perhaps as high as 48% at the
p rovincial level) should be re f e r red for clinical
assessment. However, our re s e a rch did not
allow us to verify whether they had, in fact,
eventually been clinically assessed within the
framework of the various screening pro c e s s e s

Frequency of Suicide Attempts

Number of times Number of women

1 attempt 9 women

2 attempts 13 women 

3 attempts 4 women

4 attempts 4 women

5 attempts 2 women

15 attempts 2 women

Table 1

Benchmark Criteria for the Severity of Suicide Attempts (LSARS) 

3.5 Death is improbable so long as first aid is administered by victim or other agent.
Victim usually makes a communication or commits the act in a public way or takes
no measures to hide self or injury.

5.0 Death is a fifty-fifty probability directly or indirectly, or in the opinion of the
average person, the chosen method has equivocal outcome.

7.0 Death is the probable outcome unless there is “immediate” and “vigourous” first 
aid or medical attention by victim or other agent.

Table 2

Level of Suicide Risk — Comparison Between Federal and Provincial
Institutions

Provincial Federal TOTAL

Total score 65.2 (7.3) 58.9 (9.2) 63.2 (8.4)*

Risk: *

sub-clinical 10.0% 40.7% 19.5%

low 43.3% 37.0% 41.4%

moderate 35.0% 11.1% 27.6%

high 11.7% 11.1% 11.5%

* p < .01

Table 3
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in place in federal and
p rovincial institutions. In 
any case, whether or not
s c reening or intervention 
took place, the continued
existence of the problem 
seems obvious. This leads 
us back to our earlier
observation: these clients are 
at risk, whether or not they 
a re incarcerated, as
demonstrated by the fact 
that they have, in many 
cases, attempted suicide 
m o re than once in several
d i ff e rent enviro n m e n t s .
M o re o v e r, one should 
not ignore the fact that 
these clients may have
personality disorders.  ■

Level of Suicide Risk — Comparisons with Other Groups 

Female Male Female Male 
Inmates Inmates Students Students

Sub-clinical risk 19.5% 31.7% 57.6% 63.6%

Low risk 41.4% 52.2% 36.8% 30.3%

Moderate risk 27.6% 12.4% 4.9% 6.1%

High risk 11.5% 3.8% 0.7% 0.0%

Table 4

Level of Suicide Risk — Comparisons Between Women with and
without a History of Attempted Suicide

History of Attempted Suicide No History of Attempted Suicide

Sub-clinical risk 4.3% 37.5%

Low risk 42.6% 40.0%

Moderate risk 36.2% 17.5%

High risk 17.0% 5.0%

Note: All values p < .001

Table 5
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