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Question: Does universal, initial psychiatric screening and treatment in inmates decrease suicide watch
expenses and inmate suicide rates?

Summary: Researchers have found that jailed individuals with serious mental illness are not cared for
due to the lack of evidence-based screenings and staff training in mental illness, slow access to
treatment, and limited coordination between community providers and jails (Choi et al., 2019). The high
rates of inmate suicides make the quality of care in correctional health facilities questionable.
Traditional suicide watch practices such as around the clock surveillance, while effective, come at a high
cost to the facility. Allowing nursing staff to screen inmates upon arrival can help identify inmates at
increased risk for suicidal ideation. Although the choice of universal screening plus intervention depends
on the value placed on the outcome by decision makers, results suggest that implementing such suicide
prevention measures can lead to significant cost savings (Dunlap et al., 2019). Data suggest that suicide
in jail is predominantly a male phenomenon, with early incarceration being a particularly vulnerable
period (Kucmanic & Gilson, 2016). This is likely due to heightened shock, shame, fear, and despair about
the situation at the time of and soon after incarceration and lack of appropriate mental health care or
social support. In addition, factors most strongly associated with suicide among prisoners were recent
suicidal ideation, history of attempted suicide, having a current psychiatric diagnosis, single cell
occupancy, prison environment, distrust of authority, and threats from other inmates (Choi et al., 2019).
Therefore, initial psychiatric screening and treatment could be beneficial to decrease suicide attempts
during inmates’ periods of adjustment.

Conclusion: As the leading cause of death in jail facilities, understanding and preventing jail suicide is
important for all public correctional facilities (Kucmanic & Gilson, 2016). Nursing staff at the facility can
assist physicians and guards in identification of possible risk factors and provide interventions when
necessary. Although more costly initially, early identification and treatment or resolution of suicide risk
factors in inmates can greatly decrease or eliminate the need for traditional methods of suicide watch in
the future. Universal screening plus intervention was more effective in preventing suicides compared
with universal screening added to treatment as usual and treatment as usual alone (Dunlap et al., 2019).
The implementation of this method can become the new norm, but involves collaboration of staff,
family members, and a variety of services to be truly successful.
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