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Suicide attempts often are impulsive, yet little is known about the characteristics
of impulsive suicide. We examined impulsive suicide attempts within a popula-
tion-based, case-control study of nearly lethal suicide attempts among people
13-34 years of age. Attempts were considered impulsive if the respondent reported
spending less than 5 minutes between the decision to attempt suicide and the actual
attempt. Among the 153 case-subjects, 24% attempted impulsively. Impulsive at-
tempts were more likely among those who had been in a physical fight and less
likely among those who were depressed. Relative to control subjects, male sex,
fighting, and hopelessness distinguished impulsive cases but depression did not.
Our findings suggest that inadequate control of aggressive impulses might be a
greater indicator of risk for impulsive suicide attempts than depression.

In 1999 suicide was the third most common
cause of death among adolescents and young
adults between the ages of 15 and 34 years
(National Center for Injury Prevention and
Control, 2002). Suicide attempts often are im-
pulsive (Williams, Davidson, & Montgomery,
1980), calling into question the utility of exist-
ing suicide prevention strategies which often
rely on the identification and referral of indi-
viduals at risk (Centers for Disease Control
[CDC], 1992; Potter, Powell, & Kachur,
1995). Preventing impulsive suicide attempts
may require different strategies.

Researchers have noted an increase in im-
pulsive behavior immediately prior to suicide
attempts (Hall, Platt, & Hall, 1999), as well as
a positive association between measures of

impulsivity and suicidal behavior (Kingsbury,
Hawton, Steinhardt, & James, 1999; Pfeffer,
Jiang, & Kakuma, 2000). Prior studies have
also found that many suicide attempts are
made impulsively (Brown, Overholser, Spiri-
to, & Fritz 1991; Kost-Grant, 1983;
O’Donnell, Farmer, & Catalan, 1996; Read,
1997; Williams et al., 1980). Estimates of the
proportion of suicide attempts that are made
impulsively vary widely depending on the def-
initions used and the sample studied. Some es-
timates are based on the characteristics of the
attempt and the amount of planning involved
(Brown et al., 1991; O’Donnell et al., 1996).
Another approach is to examine the amount
of time spent contemplating the suicide at-
tempt. For example, Williams and colleagues
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(1980) found that 40 percent of hospital pa-
tients treated for self-injury reported less than
5 minutes premeditation.

Although research has consistently shown
that a high percentage of suicide attempts are
impulsive, few studies have examined how the
characteristics of impulsive suicide attempts
differ from those of nonimpulsive attempts.
Additional information about the characteris-
tics of impulsive suicide attempts and those
making them is necessary for the development
of effective prevention strategies.

The current study employed the conserva-
tive criterion of less than 5 minutes premedita-
tion suggested by Williams and colleagues
(1980) to categorize survivors of nearly lethal
suicide attempts as impulsive or nonimpulsive
attempters. We examined the following char-
acteristics of the suicide attempts: time of day
the attempt was made, perceived likelihood of
discovery, type of method, consideration of
other methods, expectation of death, and
whether this was the first suicide attempt
made by the subject. We also examined differ-
ences in the medical treatment required, the
physician’s perceptions regarding the severity
of injuries or toxicity associated with the at-
tempt, and the likelihood of recovery.

We sought to test four hypotheses concern-
ing the characteristics of individuals who make
impulsive and nonimpulsive suicide attempts.
First, as indicated by previous research, we an-
ticipated that poor impulse control might serve
as a common link across multiple impulsive
and health risk behaviors (Cairns, Peterson, &
Neckerman, 1988). We hypothesized that im-
pulsive suicide attempts would be more likely
among those who engaged in other impulsive
behaviors such as fighting, ending employment
without another job, having multiple sex part-
ners, or being arrested. Second, we expected
that the disinhibiting effect of alcohol use im-
mediately prior to the suicide attempt might be
associated with impulsive suicide attempts
(Kendall, 1983). Third, the results from previ-
ous research suggest that individuals who
make impulsive suicide attempts are less de-
pressed than those who make nonimpulsive
suicide attempts (Brent, 1987; Brown et al.,
1991; Williams et al., 1980); consequently, we
expected depression and hopelessness to be in-

versely associated with impulsive attempts.
Finally, we tested for an association between
type of suicide attempt and help-seeking be-
havior prior to the attempt. If impulsive suicide
attempters are not planning suicide and are ex-
periencing less depressive mood, then we
would expect them to be less likely to have dis-
cussed suicide with others or to have sought
help for emotional problems. Once the charac-
teristics that distinguish impulsive attempters
from nonimpulsive attempters are identified, it
is important to determine whether these char-
acteristics also distinguish impulsive attempt-
ers from the general population. Therefore, we
also compared impulsive and nonimpulsive at-
tempters to control subjects.

METHOD

Sample

This study is part of a larger population-based,
case-control study of nearly lethal suicide at-
tempts occurring within a defined catchment
area of Houston, Texas. A brief summary of
the methods used in the study is provided here.
A more detailed description of the sample and
procedures is available elsewhere in this sup-
plement (see Kresnow et al.). The sample con-
sisted of 153 case and 513 control subjects
interviewed from November 1992 through
September 1995. Participation in the study was
limited to youths and young adults between the
ages of 13 and 34 years residing in the central
area of Houston, Texas, circumscribed by a
major highway (Beltway 8).

Case Identification. During the study pe-
riod, an evaluating psychiatric physician com-
pleted a form indicating the method and
severity of injury for all suicide attempters
presenting at three hospitals located within
Beltway 8. The form, described in detail else-
where (Potter et al., 1998), has been shown to
provide a reliable assessment of the medical
severity of the attempt. Nearly lethal suicide
attempts were those where the attempter was
likely to have died from suicide had they not
received emergency medical or surgical inter-
vention, or the attempter unequivocally em-
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ployed a method with a high case-fatality ratio
(i.e., gunshot wounds and hanging) and sus-
tained an injury, regardless of severity. Over
75% of cases were interviewed within 7 days
of their attempt, and all interviews were com-
pleted within 33 days. Kresnow and col-
leagues (this supplement) provide the details
regarding how the random sample of commu-
nity controls was selected and interviewed.

Measures

Impulsive Suicide Attempts. Case subjects
were asked, “How much time passed between
the time you decided to commit suicide and
when you actually attempted suicide?” Re-
sponses were recoded into a single dichoto-
mous variable (i.e., impulsive = less than 5
minutes, and nonimpulsive = 5 minutes or lon-
ger).

Characteristics and Consequences. A vari-
ety of characteristics of the attempt were ex-
amined, including the time of day the attempt
occurred, expectations of death at the time of
the suicide attempt, and whether other suicide
methods were considered. Notification of
other people also was assessed by asking “Be-
fore you attempted suicide, did you tell any-
one that you were considering suicide, or leave
any clues that you might be thinking about
suicide?” and “After you attempted suicide,
did you call anyone or tell anyone about it?”
We assessed prior suicide attempts by asking,
“Not counting this suicide attempt, have you
ever tried to take your life before?” Each of
these questions had “yes” or “no” response
choices. Perceived likelihood of discovery was
assessed by asking “Considering where and
when you attempted suicide, what did you
think the chances were that someone might
find you before you died?” The three response
choices (high, moderate or 50/50, and low)
were recoded as a dichotomous variable indi-
cating whether the respondent perceived a
“high” chance of discovery.

Physicians’ reports were used to assess the
consequences and type of suicide attempt.
Three consequences, each with three re-
sponses, were assessed. Physicians rated sever-

ity of the lesions/toxicity of the attempt (mild,
moderate, or severe), the likelihood of recov-
ery (good, complete recovery expected; fair,
recovery expected with time; or poor, residu-
als expected), and the type of treatment re-
quired (first-aid and emergency room care;
admission with routine treatment; or intensive
care or special treatment). Method of suicide
attempt also was determined by physician re-
port. Violent attempts included those involv-
ing firearms, hanging, cutting, burning,
jumping, or blunt instruments. Other at-
tempts included ingestion of poison, pills,
drugs, and stopping insulin.

Involvement in Other Impulsive Behav-
iors. Involvement in impulsive behaviors was
assessed with a series of yes/no questions in-
cluding the following: “Have you ever been
arrested?” “Have you been in any fights in the
past 12 months that came to swapping
blows?” and “Have you ever quit a job with-
out having another one to go to?” One ques-
tion assessed the number of sexual partners:
“How many different people have you had sex
with in the past year” (response coded to re-
flect 3 or more partners in past year—yes/no).

Alcohol Use Prior To The Suicide At-
tempt. Alcohol consumption prior to the sui-
cide attempt was assessed by asking respon-
dents to report how many glasses of wine,
bottles or cans of beer, or drinks of whiskey or
liquor they consumed “in the three hours be-
fore your suicide attempt.” Responses were
recoded to indicate any alcohol consumption
during this period versus none. As described
by Kresnow and colleagues (this supplement),
self-reports of alcohol use were highly consis-
tent with the blood alcohol levels of those who
were tested at the hospital. Because only 54%
of the cases were tested for blood alcohol as
part of their hospital visit and these cases may
not be representative of the full sample, we
used the self-reports of recent alcohol use in
our analyses. As described by Powell et al.
(this supplement), self-reports of alcohol con-
sumption can include deliberate or uninten-
tional misreporting.
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Depressive Mood and Help-Seeking. The
Center for Epidemiologic Studies Depression
scale (CES-D) was used to assess depressive
symptoms. The 20-item CES-D has been
shown to have adequate test-retest reliability
and a high degree of internal consistency
(Radloff, 1977). Participants with CES-D
scores above 15 were considered depressed
(Radloff, 1977). Feelings of hopelessness
about the future were assessed with the
20-item true-false Beck Hopelessness Scale. A
dichotomous hopelessness variable was cre-
ated, with scores greater than 8 coded as hope-
less (Beck & Weishaar, 1990). This scale has
shown high internal consistency and a strong
agreement with clinical ratings of hopeless-
ness (Beck, Weissman, Lester, & Trexler,
1974; Pillay & Wassenaar, 1997). In the cur-
rent sample, respondents were asked to report
whether they experienced symptoms of de-
pression and hopelessness during the week be-
fore the suicide attempt (or the week before
the interview, for control subjects). Both mea-
sures were found to have a high degree of in-
ternal consistency (Cronbach’s αs were 0.93
for depression and 0.87 for hopelessness).

Lifetime and recent help-seeking behaviors
were assessed with two sets of yes/no ques-
tions. The first question asked if respondents
had “ever seen anyone for emotional prob-
lems, your nerves, or the way you were feeling
or acting before your suicide attempt.” The
second set of questions assessed whether re-
spondents “discussed suicide” in the “30 days
before your suicide attempt” with any of the
following: general physician, psychiatrist,
nurse, clergy, teacher or counselor, hotline
worker, other counselor or health profes-
sional, and friend or family member. Subjects
who reported discussing suicide with any of
these people were coded as “yes.”

Analysis

A dichotomous outcome variable was created to
indicate impulsive versus nonimpulsive suicide
attempts based on the 5-minute criterion. We
regressed the outcome variable on the charac-
teristics and consequences of the suicide at-
tempt. Separate logistic regression models were

used to calculate crude odds ratios (OR) and 95
percent confidence intervals (CI) for impulsive
attempts for each characteristic and conse-
quence. Next, we calculated separate bivariable
logistic regression models to test the statistical
significance of the demographic, behavioral,
and psychosocial characteristics of the attempt-
ers. Finally, we completed a series of three
multivariable logistic regression analyses to test
the effect of each variable shown relevant in the
bivariable analyses after adjusting for the influ-
ence of the other variables. In the first
multivariable model, impulsive attempters were
compared with nonimpulsive attempters on the
characteristics of the attempts and the attempt-
ers. The last two logistic regression models were
calculated to compare impulsive attempters to
control subjects, and nonimpulsive attempters
to control subjects on the characteristics of the
attempters.

RESULTS

Within this sample of survivors of nearly le-
thal suicide attempts, 5% (n = 7) reported
spending just 1 second and a total of 24% (n =
36) reported spending less than 5 minutes be-
tween the decision to attempt suicide and the
actual attempt (impulsive attempters). The
mean number of days between the attempt
and the interview was similar for impulsive
and nonimpulsive attempters (5.2 and 5.5, re-
spectively).

Bivariable Results

Characteristics of the Attempts. R e s p o n-
dents who attempted suicide between 7:01
p.m. and 6:59 a.m. and those who used a vio-
lent method such as firearms, hanging, cut-
ting, self-immolation, or jumping were
significantly more likely to have made impul-
sive suicide attempts (Table 1). The associa-
tion between perceptions of a high likelihood
of discovery and increased risk for impulsive
attempts approached statistical significance
(p-value = 0.07). Attempters who expected
that the attempt would be fatal were signifi-
cantly less likely to have made an impulsive at-
tempt. Although the percent of attempts that
involved less than 5 minutes planning was
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slightly lower among those who considered
another suicide method (15%) relative to
those who did not (27%), this difference was
not statistically significant (p-value = 0.14).

Demographic Characteristics. Males were
more likely than females to attempt suicide
impulsively (31% versus 16%; OR = 2.44;
95% CI, 1.10-5.42). Race/ethnic background,
age, years of formal education, and marital

status did not differentiate impulsive from
nonimpulsive attempters (all p-values greater
than 0.10).

Impulsive Behaviors. Impulsive suicide at-
tempts tended to be more likely among at-
tempters who were in a physical fight in the
past year (OR = 2.14; p-value = 0.05). Respon-
dents’ reports of prior arrests, ending employ-
ment without having another position to start,
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TABLE 1. Prevalence and Crude Odds Ratios for Impulsive Suicide Attempts by Characteristics and
Consequences of the Suicide Attempt

n (% Impulsive) OR (95% CI)
Time of attempt
7:00 a.m.–7:00 p.m. 73 (15.1) 1.00
7:01 p.m.–6:59 a.m. 75 (32.0) 2.65* (1.19–5.93)

Told someone after the attempt
No 102 (25.5) 1.00
Yes 45 (22.2) 0.84 (0.36–1.92)

Told someone before the attempt
No 98 (22.5) 1.00
Yes 52 (26.9) 1.27 (0.59–2.76)

Perceived a high chance of discovery
No 90 (17.8) 1.00
Yes 51 (31.4) 2.11 (0.95–4.71)

Used a violent method1

No 101 (18.8) 1.00
Yes 48 (35.4) 2.37* (1.09–5.13)

Expected to die
No 39 (38.5) 1.00
Yes 102 (16.7) 0.32* (0.14–0.73)

Attempted suicide in the past
No 78 (26.9) 1.00
Yes 71 (21.1) 0.73 (0.34–1.55)

Considered another method
No 109 (26.6) 1.00
Yes 40 (15.0) 0.49 (0.19–1.28)

Lesions/toxicity
Mild/moderate 114 (22.8) 1.00
Severe 36 (27.8) 1.30 (0.56–3.05)

Reversibility
Good (full recovery expected) 99 (22.2) 1.00
Fair/poor 51 (27.5) 1.32 (0.61–2.88)

Treatment required
ER care/hospital admission 68 (23.5) 1.00
Intensive care/special treatment 82 (24.4) 1.05 (0.49–2.23)

Note. Cell sizes may not add to 153 due to missing data. *Denotes p–value ≤ 0.05, Wald χ2 test. 1Violent methods in-
clude firearms, hanging, cutting, burning, or jumping/blunt trauma. Other methods include ingestion of poison, pills,
drugs, and stopping insulin.



having multiple sex partners, and consuming
alcohol within 3 hours prior to the attempt did
not distinguish impulsive attempters from
nonimpulsive attempters (Table 2).

Depressive Mood. Attempters who scored
above 15 on the CES-D were significantly less
likely to have attempted impulsively (Table 3).
Hopelessness also tended to be associated
with lower likelihood of impulsive attempts;
however, this finding did not attain statistical
significance (OR = 0.53; p value = 0.11). Hav-
ing ever sought help for emotional problems
or having discussed suicide with someone in
the 30 days prior to the suicide attempt did not
distinguish impulsive attempters from
nonimpulsive attempters.

Multivariable Results

The correlates of impulsive attempts found
relevant in the bivariable models were in-
cluded in a series of three multivariable logis-
tic regression models. The first model
predicted risk for impulsive suicide attempts
among case subjects. Impulsive attempts were
more likely among those who had been in a
fight in the past 12 months (OR = 3.12; 95%
CI, 1.18-8.24) and less likely among those

who were depressed (OR = 0.17; 95% CI,
0.04-0.76). Gender, time of day, perceived
likelihood of discovery, violent method, and
hopelessness no longer differentiated impul-
sive attempters from nonimpulsive attempt-
ers. The inverse association between
impulsive attempts and expectation of death
approached, but did not attain, statistical sig-
nificance (OR = 0.38; 95% CI, 0.12-1.22;
p-value = 0.1).

The final two sets of logistic regression mod-
els compared control subjects to impulsive at-
tempters and to nonimpulsive attempters on
the characteristics of the attempters that were
statistically significant in the bivariable models
(i.e., gender, depression, hopelessness, and in-
volvement in a fight). Compared with control
subjects, impulsive attempters were more likely
to be male, have a high hopelessness score, and
have been involved in physical fights (Table 4).
Symptoms of depression did not distinguish
case subjects who made impulsive suicide at-
tempts from control subjects. Compared with
control subjects, nonimpulsive attempters
were more likely to have high depression scores
and high hopelessness scores. Gender and in-
volvement in physical fights did not distinguish
nonimpulsive suicide attempters from control
subjects.
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TABLE 2. Prevalence and Crude Odds Ratios for Impulsive Suicide Attempts by Impulsive Behaviors and Recent
Alcohol Use

n (% Impulsive) OR (95% CI)
Ever arrested
No 69 (20.3) 1.00
Yes 81 (27.2) 1.47 (0.68–3.15)

In a physical fight (12 months)
No 103 (19.4) 1.00
Yes 47 (34.0) 2.14* (0.99–4.65)

Ever quit job without having another position
No 95 (20.0) 1.00
Yes 55 (30.9) 1.79 (0.84–3.83)

3 or more sex partners (12 months)
No 117 (24.8) 1.00
Yes 31 (22.6) 0.89 (0.35–2.27)

Consumed alcohol within 3 hrs. before attempt
No 109 (22.0) 1.00
Yes 39 (30.8) 1.57 (0.70–3.56)

Note. Cell sizes may not add to 153 due to missing data. *Denotes p–value ≤ 0.05, Wald χ2 test.



DISCUSSION

Our findings indicate that 24% of survivors of
nearly lethal suicide attempts spent less than 5
minutes between the decision to attempt sui-
cide and the actual attempt; which is consis-
tent with other research on hospitalized
survivors (Williams et al., 1980). Also, the
pattern of associations between the character-
istics of the attempt and impulsive nature of
the attempt is what might be expected when
very little time is spent planning the attempt or
contemplating the consequences. Those who
made their attempt within 5 minutes of decid-
ing to attempt suicide tended to be less likely
to have considered another method of suicide,
perceived a greater likelihood of discovery,
and had a lower expectation of death. These
findings are consistent with the description of
such attempts as impulsive.

One notable exception to this pattern was
for reports of telling anyone that they were
considering suicide or leaving clues that they
might be thinking about suicide. Contrary to
what one would expect, impulsive attempters
were as likely as nonimpulsive attempters to
report leaving clues or telling someone that
they were considering suicide. Unfortunately,
the nature of this communication is unclear. It
is possible that the impulsive attempter may
have called someone or otherwise communi-
cated their intentions within the 5 minutes be-
tween the point that they decided to attempt

and their actual attempt; Or, more likely, this
communication took place before the impul-
sive attempter actually decided to attempt sui-
cide. The fact that approximately one third of
impulsive and nonimpulsive attempters re-
ported telling someone that they were consid-
ering suicide raises the question of whether
this communication may be an opportunity
for intervention. Additional research is
needed to understand what those who go on
to make impulsive attempts actually say to
their confidante about their suicidal thoughts,
how the confidante interprets this informa-
tion, and how they respond.

The bivariable association between use of a
violent method and impulsive attempts sug-
gests a paradox between expectations and
method choice. Impulsive attempts that in-
volve a violent method such as firearms, jump-
ing, or hanging may result in death, regardless
of the expectations and likelihood of discov-
ery.

It is reasonable to expect that those who
consider alternate methods for suicide, secure
a location that is less likely to permit discov-
ery, and have a higher expectation of death
have more severe injuries following a suicide
attempt. However, the impulsive attempters
in our sample were just as likely as the
nonimpulsive attempters to experience severe
lesions/toxicity, have less than good revers-
ibility of their condition, and require special
treatment or intensive care. These findings are

SIMON ET AL. 55

TABLE 3. Prevalence and Crude Odds Ratios for Impulsive Suicide Attempts by Depression, Hopelessness, and
Help–Seeking Behavior

n (% Impulsive) OR (95% CI)
Depressed
No 20 (50.0) 1.00
Yes 130 (20.0) 0.25* (0.09–0.66)

Hopelessness
No 45 (33.8) 1.00
Yes 101 (20.8) 0.53 (0.24–1.15)

Ever seen anyone for emotional problems
No 97 (24.7) 1.00
Yes 51 (21.6) 0.84 (0.32–1.88)

Discussed suicide (in 30 days before the attempt)
No 106 (27.4) 1.00
Yes 44 (15.9) 0.50 (0.20–1.25)

Note. Cell sizes may not add to 153 due to missing data. *Denotes p–value ≤ 0.05, Wald χ2 test.



consistent with the use of a violent method
and suggest that, despite a relative lack of
planning and lower expectations of death, im-
pulsive suicide attempts present a clear risk for
serious injury and do not appear less harmful
than planned attempts. This finding is consis-
tent with estimates suggesting that 50% or
more of suicides and nonfatal violent attempts
are impulsive (Hoberman, & Garfinkel, 1988;
Kost-Grant, 1983; O’Donnell et al., 1996; Pe-
terson, Peterson, O’Shanick, & Swann,
1985).

The current finding that 24% of the cases
were considered impulsive is somewhat lower
than what others have observed (e.g., 40% re-
ported by Williams et al., 1980). In particular,
as mentioned above, the studies of suicide vic-
tims and violent attempters often report that
the majority of attempts were impulsive. This
discrepancy suggests that, although our sam-
ple consists of those who survived nearly le-
thal suicide attempts, it most likely provides
an underestimate of the proportion of fatal
suicide attempts that were made impulsively.
Moreover, even within comparable studies of
a range of attempters there is considerable
variability in the proportion of attempters
that are considered impulsive. Additional re-
search is needed to identify the best criteria to
use for classifying an attempt as impulsive. By

standardizing these criteria we can better un-
derstand the impulsive nature of attempts
within different populations and across differ-
ent outcomes.

Involvement in physical fights was the only
impulsive behavior studied that was associ-
ated with impulsive suicide attempts. Impul-
sive suicidal behavior and involvement in
physical fights differ from the other types of
behaviors examined in the amount of aggres-
sion associated with the behavior. Perhaps im-
pulsive suicide attempts are more strongly
associated with the inability to control aggres-
sion-specific impulses than generalized
impulsivity. Additional research is needed to
replicate these findings with other measures
that distinguish between general and aggres-
sive forms of impulsivity.

Contrary to our hypotheses, alcohol use
prior to the suicide attempt was not signifi-
cantly associated with risk for impulsive sui-
cide attempts. Among the attempters who
reported drinking alcohol within 3 hours
prior to their attempt, 30.8% of the attempts
were impulsive. Among those who had not
consumed alcohol immediately prior to their
attempt, 22% of the attempts were impulsive.
This difference was not statistically signifi-
cant. Perhaps the causal sequence of the asso-
ciation between alcohol use and suicide
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TABLE 4. Adjusted Odds Ratios for Impulsive and Nonimpulsive Suicide Attempts from Multivariable1 Analyses
of Depression, Hopelessness, Physical Fights, and Gender

Impulsive Cases Nonimpulsive Cases
Adj.OR (95% CI) Adj. OR (95% CI)

Depressed
No 1.00 1.00
Yes 2.18 (0.86–5.55) 7.17* (3.34–15.38)

Hopelessness
No 1.00 1.00
Yes 8.95* (3.71–21.55) 11.91* (6.69–21.19)

Physical Fights
No 1.00 1.00
Yes 3.07* (1.38–6.82) 1.50 (0.79–2.86)

Gender
Female 1.00 1.00
Male 3.15* (1.38–7.18) 1.63 (0.94–2.84)

Note. Cell sizes may not add to 153 due to missing data. *Denotes p–value ≤ 0.05, Wald χ2 test. 1The comparison group
for both sets of models consisted of the 513 control subjects.



attempts may differ by type of attempt.
Whereas impulsive attempts might be a direct
consequence of the disinhibition caused by al-
cohol consumption (Kendall, 1983), individu-
als who are planning to attempt suicide might
intentionally consume alcohol to increase
their “conviction” to complete the suicide at-
tempt (Khantzian, 1985).

Overall, the majority of the attempters
scored high on the depression scale. Although
impulsive attempts occurred among both de-
pressed and nondepressed attempters, the de-
pressed attempters were significantly less
likely to have attempted impulsively. These
findings are consistent with the results from
other studies of suicide survivors (Brent,
1987; Brown et al., 1991; Williams et al.,
1980). Whereas planned suicide attempts of-
ten result from chronic mental health prob-
lems such as depression, researchers have
noted a tendency for impulsive suicide at-
tempts to be immediately preceded by inter-
personal conflicts and have suggested that
impulsive suicide attempts might be a re-
sponse to these conflicts rather than an actual
desire to die (Kost-Grant, 1983; Smith &
Crawford, 1986; Williams et al., 1980). The
finding that impulsive attempts are more
likely to occur at night may reflect the fact that
this is the time when these interpersonal con-
flicts are most likely to occur. Additional re-
search is necessary to describe the
circumstances that facilitate impulsive and
nonimpulsive suicide attempts.

The hypothesis that impulsive attempters
are less likely to discuss suicide or seek help for
emotional problems prior to their suicide at-
tempt was not supported by the data. Al-
though the percentage of attempters who were
impulsive was considerably lower among
those who had sought help or discussed sui-
cide, these differences were not statistically
significant. If future research with larger sam-
ples also finds no association, it would suggest
that impulsive attempters might be identified
before the attempt by their help-seeking be-
havior, just as nonimpulsive attempters may
be so identified. However, only 34% of the en-
tire sample of attempters reported ever seeing
someone for emotional problems before the
suicide attempt, and less than 30 percent re-

ported discussing suicide with anyone in the
30 days before the attempt. To the extent that
early identification and referral can reduce
risk for suicide, efforts to improve accessibil-
ity of mental health care and to reduce the
stigma associated with discussing suicide
might reduce risk for nonimpulsive and im-
pulsive suicide attempts.

Among the attempters, multivariable analy-
ses indicated that impulsive attempts were
more likely for subjects who scored relatively
lower on depression and were involved in
physical f ights. Moreover, in the
multivariable analyses comparing impulsive
attempters and nonimpulsive attempters to
control subjects, involvement in physical
fights was associated with risk for impulsive
suicide attempts but was not associated with
nonimpulsive attempts. Depression, on the
other hand, was significantly associated with
risk for nonimpulsive attempts but not impul-
sive attempts. Hopelessness was positively as-
sociated with both impulsive and
nonimpulsive suicide attempts. Perhaps a
sense of ambivalence about the future is a
component of most impulsive and
nonimpulsive suicide attempts. For most sui-
cide attempters a sense of hopelessness com-
bined with the pain of depression might have
increased the person’s desire to die, contribut-
ing to suicidal ideation and more premedi-
tated suicide attempts. A minority of suicide
attempters may be experiencing fewer symp-
toms of depression but have an ambivalence
about the future combined with a difficulty
controlling aggressive impulses that increases
their risk for impulsive suicide attempts. This
perspective is consistent with the hypothesis
proposed by Apter et al. (1995) that there are
at least two types of suicidal behaviors: “a
planned desire to die (depression) and feelings
and thoughts of the moment (impulse con-
trol)” (p. 917).

There are at least three limitations of this
study that should be considered. First, with
the exception of severity of injury, these data
are from self-reports and are therefore vul-
nerable to misreporting. Because the data
were collected after the suicide attempt, it is
possible that the experience of the attempt in-
fluenced responses. Nonetheless, self-report
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data are the most direct way to estimate im-
pulsiveness of suicidal behavior. Also, the
fact that the interviews were confidential and
most were completed within 7 days of the at-
tempt is likely to bolster the validity of partic-
ipants’ reports. Relatedly, the finding that
the length of time between the attempt and
interview was similar for both types of at-
tempters eliminates the possibility that dif-
ferential lag times could account for the
differences observed between impulsive and
nonimpulsive attempters. Second, subjects
who were considered impulsive attempters
based on the criteria of less than 5 minutes
planning might have planned previously how
they could commit suicide without actually
deciding to make an attempt until immedi-
ately before the attempt. However, as sug-
gested by Williams and colleagues (1980),
the fact that less than five minutes was avail-
able between the decision and the actual at-
tempt suggests that the impulsive suicidal act
was not the result of a plan. Finally, the rela-
tively small sample of cases limited the statis-
tical power for detecting differences between
impulsive and nonimpulsive attempters and
for examining behaviors such as illicit drug
abuse. Efforts to replicate these findings with
larger samples are needed.

In summary, the percentage of suicide at-
tempts that are impulsive and the risk for injury
associated with these attempts indicate a clear
need for strategies to prevent impulsive suicide.
These data also suggest the need to broaden the
scope of suicide prevention strategies beyond
our current, somewhat limited ways of think-
ing about mental health. For example, suicidal
ideation among impulsive attempters may be
more transient and temporary than that experi-
enced by persons with chronic depression. By
limiting our approach to the identification and
treatment of depressive symptoms, we may
miss many preventable suicides. Existing sui-
cide prevention strategies such as screening
programs, crisis centers and hotlines, educat-
ing gatekeepers, and peer support programs
may need to expand their conceptualization of
suicide risk factors to include those related to
impulsive attempts. In our study, hopelessness
and involvement in physical fights differentiate
impulsive attempters from control subjects,
and time of day the attempt occurred is associ-
ated with impulsive attempts. These findings
suggest that additional effort is needed to un-
derstand the interpersonal and situational fac-
tors, as well as the psychological
characteristics, that influence risk for impulsive
suicide attempts.

REFERENCES

Apter, A., Gothelf, D., Orbach, I., Weizman, R., Ratzoni,
G., Har-Even, D., & Tyano, S. (1995). Correlation of
suicidal and violent behavior in different diagnostic
categories in hospitalized adolescent patients. Journal
of the American Academy of Child & Adolescent Psy-
chiatry, 34, 912-918.

Beck, A., & Weishaar, M. (1990). Suicide risk assessment
and prediction. Crisis, 11, 22-30.

Beck, A., Weissman, A., Lester, D., & Trexler, L. (1974).
The measurement of pessimism: The Hopelessness
Scale. Journal of Consulting and Clinical Psychology,
42, 861-865.

Brent, D. (1987). Correlates of the medical lethality of
suicide attempts in children and adolescents. Journal of
the American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psy-
chiatry, 26, 87-91.

Brown, L., Overholser, J., Spirito, A., & Fritz, G. (1991).
The correlates of planning in adolescent suicide at-
tempts. Journal of the American Academy of Child and
Adolescent Psychiatry, 30, 95-99.

Cairns, R., Peterson, G., & Neckerman, H. (1988). Sui-

cidal behavior in aggressive adolescents. Journal of
Clinical Child Psychology, 17, 298-309.

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (1992).
Youth suicide prevention programs: A resource guide.
Atlanta: Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.

Hall, R., Platt, D., & Hall, R. (1999). Suicide risk assess-
ment: A review of risk factors for suicide in 100 pa-
tients who made severe suicide attempts: Evaluation of
suicide risk in a time of managed care. Psychosomatics,
40, 18-27.

Hoberman, H., & Garfinkel, B. (1988). Completed sui-
cide in children and adolescents. Journal of the Ameri-
can Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry, 27,
689-695.

Kendall, R. (1983). Alcohol and suicide. Substance & Al-
cohol Actions/Misuse, 4, 121-127.

Khantzian, E. (1985). The self-medication hypothesis of
addictive disorders: Focus on heroin and cocaine de-
pendence. American Journal of Psychiatry, 142,
1259-1264.

Kingsbury, S., Hawton, K., Steinhardt, K., & James, A.

58 IMPULSIVE SUICIDE ATTEMPTS



(1999). Do adolescents who take overdoses have spe-
cific psychological characteristics? A comparative
study with psychiatric and community controls. Jour-
nal of the American Academy of Child & Adolescent
Psychiatry, 3, 1125-1131.

Kost-Grant, B. (1983). Self-inflicted gunshot wounds
among Alaska Natives. Public Health Reports, 98,
72-78.

National Center for Injury Prevention and Control
(2002). Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.
Statistics compiled by the Office of Statistics and Pro-
gramming, using National Center for Health Statistics,
Vital Statistics System for number of deaths.
http://www.cdc.gov/ncipc/wisqars/

O’Donnell, I., Farmer, R., & Catalan, J. (1996). Ex-
plaining suicide: The views of survivors of serious sui-
cide attempts. British Journal of Psychiatry, 168,
780-786.

Peterson, L., Peterson, M., O’Shanick G., & Swann, A.
(1985). Self-inflicted gunshot wounds: Lethality of
method versus intent. American Journal of Psychiatry,
142, 228-231.

Pfeffer, C., Jiang, H., & Kakuma, T. (2000). Child-Ado-
lescent Suicidal Potential Index (CASPI): A screen for
risk for early onset suicidal behavior. Psychological As-
sessment, 12, 304-318.

Pillay, A., & Wassenaar, D. (1997). Family dynamics,
hopelessness, and psychiatric disturbance in
parasuicidal adolescents. Australian & New Zealand
Journal of Psychiatry, 31, 227-231.

Potter, L. B., Kresnow, M., Powell, K. E., O’Carroll, P.
W., Lee, R. K., Frankowski, R. F., Swann, A. C., Bayer,
T. L., Bautista, M. H., & Briscoe, M. G. (1998). Identi-
fication of nearly fatal suicide attempts: Self-inflicted
injury severity form. Suicide and Life-Threatening Be-
havior, 28, 174-186.

Potter, L., Powell, K., & Kachur, S. (1995). Suicide pre-
vention from a public health perspective. Suicide and
Life-Threatening Behavior, 25, 82-91.

Radloff, L. (1977). The CES-D scale: A self-report depres-
sion scale for research in the general population. Ap-
plied Psychological Measurement, 1, 385-401.

Read, G. (1997). Trends in an adolescent and young adult
parasuicide population presenting at a psychiatric
emergency unit: A descriptive study. International
Journal of Adolescent Medicine & Health, 9, 249-269.

Smith, K. & Crawford, S. (1986). Suicidal behavior
among “normal” high school students. Suicide and
Life-Threatening Behavior, 16, 313-325.

Williams, C., Davidson, J., & Montgomery, I. (1980). Im-
pulsive suicidal behavior. Journal of Clinical Psychol-
ogy, 36, 90-94.

SIMON ET AL. 59


