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Since the abolition of Capital Punishment in 1976, a life 
sentence is the most severe penalty that can be imposed by 

the Canadian Criminal Justice System. “Lifers” pose unique 
challenges and concerns for correctional administrators and fro n t ­
line staff alike in terms of appropriate case management strategies. 
This article explores the risk and need issues surrounding this 
population with specific focus placed on life sentenced women 
offenders. A discussion will follow regarding how these findings 
relate to key policy issues for this specific offender population. 

Re c e n t l y, considerable attention has been placed on 
issues surrounding long-term off e n d e r s .2 Wi t h i n 

Canada, long-term offenders are defined as those 
who are serving life, indeterminate or determinate 
sentences of 10 years or more .3 A recent study4 

revealed that there are currently 3,805 long-term 
o ffenders in Canadian federal institutions, of which 
62% have been sentenced to life imprisonment. 

The increased attention to long-term off e n d e r 
re s e a rch may be considered a direct result of the 
g rowing proportion of this population over the past 
few decades5 and it appears that this trend will 
likely continue. Consequently, re s e a rch has focused 
on case management and programming issues for 
long-term offenders, their coping and adaptability 
skills, as well as the broader corre c t i o n a l 
implications of this phenomenon.6 

Despite the dramatic increase in the amount of 
re s o u rces committed to long-term offender re s e a rc h , 
t h e re is a paucity of re s e a rch devoted to women 
long-term off e n d e r s .7 This article will attempt to 
shed some more light on this relatively new area of 
scientific inquiry. 

We will explore whether women offenders who are 
serving life sentences have unique off e n d e r 
management issues that need to be acknowledged 
by the Correctional Service of Canada (CSC). To 
accomplish this goal, we compared an arc h i v a l 
sample of women lifers to a sample of women non-
lifers on several important variables, including 
o ffender risk, need and suicide risk potential. These 
analyses will closely explore women lifers and 
examine what unique challenges and concerns 
c o r rectional administrators and front-line staff face 
when dealing with this population. 

Sample 

The archival sample used for this study was originally 
extracted on October 1st, 1997, from the Corre c t i o n a l 
Service of Canada Offender Management System 
(OMS) and consisted of 326 women offenders. Study 
participants were classified as either lifers or non-lifers 
based on OMS information. This process re n d e red a 
g roup of 59 lifers and 267 non-lifers. 

Demographic information 

Several analyses were conducted on demographic 
variables comparing lifer and non-lifer women 
o ffenders to explore any between-group diff e re n c e s . 
Analyses revealed that the average age of lifers 
(38.8 years, SD=10.74) was significantly older than 
their non-lifer counterparts (32.98 years, SD=8.17), 
t(73.5)=4.67, p<.001. However, this was not 
surprising as past re s e a rc h8 has demonstrated that 
the average age of long-term offenders in Canada is 
a p p roximately 38 years old. 

Lifers and non-lifers were also compared on ethnicity 
and marital status. Results revealed that there was an 
equal proportion of Aboriginal offenders in both 
g roups (20%). Finally, in terms of marital status, 
although non-lifers had a slightly higher pro p o r t i o n 
of women offenders who were married or common 
law (32.1%) as compared to lifers (28.3%), this 
d i ff e rence was not statistically significant. 

Need level 

Both groups of women offenders were also compare d 
on their need levels using the Dynamic Factors 
Identification and Analysis (DFIA) component of 
the OIA process. These need areas are grouped into 
seven domains, with each domain consisting of 
multiple individual indicators. These domains 
include associates/social interaction (11 indicators), 
attitude (24 indicators), community functioning 
(21 indicators), employment (35 indicators), 
marital/family (31 indicators), personal/emotional 
(46 indicators) and substance abuse (29 indicators). 

The DFIA rates offenders on a four-point scale with 
the scores ranging from “asset to community 
a d j u s t m e n t ”1 0 to “significant need for impro v e m e n t . ” 
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The case management officers provide ratings for 
each of these variables following care f u l 
consideration of several sources of information. 

To ease interpretation of the findings, these ratings can 
be converted into dichotomous variables. More 
s p e c i f i c a l l y, ratings of “asset to community adjustment” 
and “no need for improvement” were categorized as 
not re p resenting a problem area whereas ratings of 
“some need for improvement” and “significant need 
for improvement” were categorized to re p resent a 
p roblem area for the off e n d e r. The percentage of lifers 
and non-lifers who had an identifiable problem in any 
of the seven domains are presented in Table 1. 

Table 1 clearly indicates that both groups of 
o ffenders show difficulties in a large number of need 
a reas at intake. Intere s t i n g l y, the non-lifer gro u p 
evidenced significantly more problems in four of 
these domains (associates, community functioning, 
employment and marital/family). The lifer and non-
lifer groups were also compared on the number of 
needs identified at intake through the DFIA pro c e s s . 
The results revealed that the non-lifer group had a 
significantly higher mean number of needs (as 
determined by the DFIA) identified at intake (3.59 
needs, SD=4.4) than the lifer group (2.67 needs, 
SD=1.38), t(286.7)=2.80, p<.001. There f o re, it appears 
that lifers have less problem areas than non-lifers. 

C o n c o m i t a n t l y, these findings raise an intere s t i n g 
question re g a rding the appropriate allocation of 
c o r rectional re s o u rces. If non-lifers have more 
p roblems in these core criminogenic need are a s , 
should they get more re s o u rces committed in terms 
of correctional treatment pro g r a m m i n g ? 

Flanagan (1998) noted that long-term inmates 
gravitate to the lower end of the priority list for the 
allocation of correctional re s o u rces as a result of the 
s c a rcity of program re s o u rces within corre c t i o n a l 
agencies. He suggests that this occurs because the 
needs of long-term prisoners are not an immediate 
concern as they are unlikely to be released for a long 

Overall Need Ratings Women Lifers and Non-Lifers 

Type of need Lifers Non-lifers 
(N = 58) (N = 261) 

E m p l o y m e n t * * * 5 2 . 5 % 8 3 . 5 % 

M a r i t a l / F a m i l y * 6 2 . 7 % 7 6 . 4 % 

A s s o c i a t e s * * * 5 0 . 8 % 8 2 . 0 % 

Substance Abuse 5 0 . 8 % 6 1 . 4 % 

Community Functioning** 5 5 . 9 % 7 5 . 3 % 

P e r s o n a l / E m o t i o n a l 8 4 . 8 % 9 1 . 4 % 

A t t i t u d e s 3 3 . 9 % 2 4 . 3 % 
* p<0.05; **p<0.01; ***p<0.001 

Table 1 

time. Thus, program re s o u rces may be deferred for 
delivery more proximal to release eligibility. An 
alternative explanation to this perspective is, of course, 
that lifers indeed have fewer needs than non-lifers. 

P reliminary support for this latter interpretation was 
found in this study as analyses demonstrated that 
non-lifers had a significantly higher number of 
o ffences in their criminal history (M=12.8, SD=23.4)

as compared to non-lifers (M=4.3, SD=7.2), 

t(293.3) = 4.95, p<.001. This suggests that non-lifers

may be more entrenched in a criminal lifestyle, thus

evidencing more criminogenic need.


Suicide risk potential 

A recent study conducted by the CSC revealed that 
federal male offenders who had attempted suicide 
w e re more likely to be serving life sentences11 

than non-attempters. However, these results 
w e re taken from a sample of male offenders 
and thus we were interested to explore whether 
or not women offenders serving life sentences 
endorsed significantly more suicide risk potential 
items than those women not serving life sentences. 

Nine separate indicators of suicide risk potential 
a re assessed during the OIA process. These include: 
1) may be suicidal, 2) has previous suicide attempts, 
3) has had recent psychiatric/psychological 
intervention, 4) has had recent loss of relationship or 
death of close relative, 5) excessively worried about 
problems, 6) is under the influence of alcohol or 
drugs or showing signs of withdrawal, 7) showing 
signs of depression, 8) has expressed suicide intent, 
and 9) has plans for suicide. It should be noted that 
these data were only available for 30 of the lifers 
and 233 of the non-lifers. 

Table 2 presents the proportion of women off e n d e r s 
in the lifer and non-lifer groups who endorsed 
each of these indicators. The analyses revealed two 
significant between-group diff e rences with the lifer 
g roup experiencing more problems in each case. 
Not surprisingly, the lifers were significantly more 
likely to be excessively worried about their pro b l e m s 
(41.9%) than non-lifers (10.0%), χ2=23.28, p<.001. 
This intuitively makes sense as these ratings are 
given at intake and these offenders clearly re c o g n i z e 
that they will be incarcerated for a very long period 
of time so life decisions appear more daunting. 

A more disturbing finding was the fact that lifers 
have expressed suicide intent (16.1%) more 
f requently than non-lifers (5.1%), χ2=5.56, p<.02. 
This finding has important offender management 
implications as it suggests re s o u rces should be more 
heavily concentrated for these offenders during the 
initial stages of their incarceration where they are 
clearly vulnerable to adjustment pro b l e m s . 
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Suicide Indicator Endorsement for Lifers and Non-Lifers 

Type of need Lifers Non-lifers 
(N = 30) (N = 232) 

Inmate may be suicidal 1 2 . 9 % 6 . 9 % 

Previous suicide attempts* 4 6 . 7 % 3 1 . 3 % 

Recent psychiatric/psychological 
i n t e r v e n t i o n 3 3 . 3 % 2 3 . 7 % 

Recent loss of relationship 
or death of close relative 2 2 . 6 % 1 5 . 8 % 

Excessively worried 
about problems *** 4 1 . 9 % 1 0 . 0 % 

Under influence of alcohol or drugs / 
signs of withdrawal 6 . 7 % 5 . 2 % 

Showing signs of depression* 2 5 . 8 % 1 3 . 4 % 

Has expressed suicide intent** 1 6 . 1 % 5 . 1 % 

Has plans for suicide 3 . 2 % 1 . 3 % 
* p<0.10; **p<0.05; ***p<0.001 

Table 2 

Several other findings are also important to note. 
In particular, it appears that lifers have more 
previous suicide attempts and demonstrate more 
symptoms of depression at intake than non-lifers 
do. However, it should be noted that these 
between-group differences were not found to be 
statistically significant. Once again, these findings 
highlight the importance of assigning adequate 
resources to these offenders at intake, particularly 
in the area of mental health. 

Each of the aforementioned suicide indicators was 
scored dichotomously (absent or present). In order 
to obtain a more comprehensive examination of 
the degree of suicide risk potential for this sample 
of offenders, these items were summed to have a 
composite measure with a potential range from 
0 to 9. Comparing the lifers and non-lifers on 
this composite variable revealed that the women 
serving life sentences endorsed a significantly 
higher mean number of suicide indicators 
(2.17 indicators, SD=2.35) than their non-lifer 
counterparts (1.02 indicators, SD=1.50), 
t(31.1)=2.57, p<.02. This provides even more 
support for the more focused attention of mental 
health resources at intake for women offenders 
sentenced to life imprisonment. 

Discussion 

The present study has explored whether women 
o ffenders serving life sentences have unique case 
management issues when compared to their non-
lifer counterparts. The results clearly indicate that 

this is in fact the case and these distinctions may 
have important implications for the delivery of 
mental health service. 

The most important findings for the Service were 
found within the need and suicide risk potential 
analyses. More specifically, although women lifers 
do not exhibit as many problems in the core need 
a reas as non-lifers, areas involving suicide risk 
potential appear particularly important. As such, 
mental health re s o u rces for women offenders should 
be allocated more intensively to this area and be 
made immediately available to these women upon 
their admission to federal custody. 

Clearly more work needs to be done. Specifically, 
the area of prison adaptability for long-term women 
o ffenders needs further investigation. There f o re, 
f u t u re studies could examine the effective coping and 
adaptability skills employed by women long-term 
o ffenders who have been incarcerated for an extended 
period and develop these into a skills training pro g r a m 
for incoming long-term women offenders to ease their 
transition to the institutional environment. This 
suggestion has merit as others have found that the 
early period of incarceration is particularly stressful 
or long-term off e n d e r s .1 2 A program specifically 
designed to aid women long-term offenders in 
e ffectively coping with their institutional surro u n d i n g s 
could ease their transition to prison life. ■ 
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