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Abstract: It has been assumed that impaired intellectual capacity could act as a buffer to suicidality in the population of
persons with intellectual disability (ID), developmental disability or mental retardation. The few studies conducted
contest this assumption and in fact findings show that the characteristics of suicidality in that population were very
similar to that in persons without intellectual disability. This paper reviews the studies conducted and describes the
symptomatology in this population, risk factors, screening and intervention. Professionals working with this popula-
tion should therefore be aware of and assess for this behavior, since in one study it was found that many caregivers were
unaware of suicidality in their clients. Only two studies had systematically examined differences between suicidal and
non-suicidal individuals with ID with regard to risk factors. Risk factors found were history of prior psychiatric hospi-
talization, comorbid physical disabilities, loneliness, sadness, depression or anxiety. There is limited research on inter-
vention for suicidal behavior in the ID population, but professionals should consider risk factors for suicide in this
population and intervene when suicidal risk/behavior is found.

Introduction

Suicide is today ranked as the 11th leading cause of
death in the United States, where data from 2002
showed a rate of 11.0 per 100,000 population (1)
with an estimate that about one-third of all people
have suicidal ideation at some time during their life-
time (2). With this in mind, it is interesting to find
little attention in the scientific literature to suicidal
behavior in persons with intellectual disability (ID),
developmental disability or mental retardation, since
children, adolescents and adults with ID are at high
risk for developing mental health problems with a
prevalence of psychopathology approximately four
times higher than that found in the general popula-
tion (3–5). There still seems to be a tendency to
underdiagnose psychiatric disorders in this popula-
tion, which could be due to diagnostic overshadow-
ing, lack of appropriate diagnostic criteria or
appropriate assessment measures. Since people with

ID have a higher incidence of depression (6, 7), we
have found it interesting that the issue of suicide in
this population has received very little interest by re-
searchers (7). Prevalence rates of suicide and suicide
attempts in this population seems much lower, but
they do occur (6, 7). This paper will review research
on suicidal behavior in the population of persons
with intellectual disability.

Suicidal Behavior in Children and
Adolescents

There is only a handful of papers concerned with
suicide in children and adolescents with ID, which
for the most part are case reports. Sternlicht et al. (8)
reviewed the charts for all residents of a state school
for persons with ID and found 12 adolescents (mean
IQ 63, range 48–79), who had attempted suicide or
revealed suicidal ideation. Kaminer et al. (9) re-
ported on three adolescents with mild/moderate ID
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with suicidal ideation with one a 16-year-old with
mild ID and schizoaffective disorder, who threat-
ened to kill himself, since he was seeing and hearing
scary things. They also speculated that maybe intel-
lectual disability with its intellectual and adaptive
limitations could work as a “buffer” against suicidal
behavior, because of the lack of cognitive sophistica-
tion to conceptualize, plan or carry out suicide.

Menolascino et al. (10) described eight persons
with suicidal behavior out of 305 persons referred to
an inpatient psychiatric facility, where one 19-year-
old with mild ID was referred after his parents found
him in his apartment with a knife and a suicide note.

A 35-year follow-up study on suicide mortality in
a Finnish national cohort of 2,369 persons with ID
(11) found 10 cases of suicide and eight cases of un-
determined external causes (UEC) of death, but
none below the age of 25 years. Besides the above
case reports we have only found two other studies,
which we will describe in more detail.

Suicidal behavior in children and adolescents,
Rhode Island Study
Walters et al. (12) studied 90 consecutive admissions
to their dual diagnosis specialty unit at a children’s
psychiatric hospital: 19 adolescents (10 males) with a
mean age of 15.75 years and a mean IQ of 59 (range
37–86) were identified as suicidal (21% of the sam-
ple). As part of the extensive assessment, coding and
observation during the hospitalization (mean length
11.3 months) description of suicidality were classi-
fied as:

• Ideation as verbal statements about death, dying or
killing oneself, but without expressed intent to do
so (like: “I do not want to be in this world anymore.
I want to be dead”).

• Threat as verbal statements about intent to hurt or
kill oneself with no associated behavior (like: “I am
going to choke myself until I die”).

• Behavior as potentially harmful actions with/with-
out verbal statements (like running from the unit
towards a busy street after saying that he/she wants
to be dead).

A large proportion (79%) of these 19 adolescents had
prior psychiatric hospitalizations (mean of 2.4) and
their psychopathology could be classified into three
categories: behavioral disorders (six cases), affective

disorders (five cases), psychotic disorders (one case)
and family conflicts (seven cases). In fact 10% of the
adolescents had been physically abused, 10% sexu-
ally abused and 26% both physical and sexually
abused; 32% had a history of suicidality prior to or at
the time of admission, 26% were suicidal only during
hospitalization and 42% were suicidal both prior and
during hospitalization.

Out of the 19 adolescents, six were suicidal prior
to admission and all expressed suicidal ideation, four
made suicidal threats and three demonstrated sui-
cidal behavior. Of the other 13, who were suicidal
only during hospitalization or both prior and during
hospitalization, 12 (92.3%) expressed ideation, 11
(84.6%) made suicidal threats and nine (69.2%)
demonstrated suicidal behavior.

This sample of 19 adolescents with mild-moder-
ate intellectual disability showed suicidality charac-
teristics similar to adolescents without intellectual
disability. There was a high prevalence of physical or
sexual abuse of the adolescents with intellectual dis-
ability prior to hospitalization, which could be the
trigger of suicidal behavior also seen in the general
population (13). Another earlier study (14) found
that 39% of multihandicapped children admitted to a
psychiatric hospital were reportedly abused prior to
the hospitalization.

Suicidal behavior in children and adolescents,
Pittsburgh Medical Center Study
Hardan and Sahl (15) conducted a retrospective
study of 233 patients over a 12-month period in their
special program for children and adolescents with
developmental and comorbid psychiatric disorders
(including a school partial hospitalization program,
summer intensive treatment program, school-based
partial program, a 24-bed inpatient unit and an out-
patient clinic).

They found that 47 (20%) (34 males, 13 females,
mean age 10, range 4–18 years) had a past or present
history of suicide ideation or attempt (SI/SA). Of the
47, 44 had thoughts of suicide, eight had made
threats, and eight had made a suicidal attempt. Of
the 47 there were 12 (25.5%) with borderline, 17
(36%) with mild and five (11%) with moderate intel-
lectual disability. There were 22 in the total sample of
233 with severe/profound intellectual disability, but
none had SI/SA. Only eight had attempts. In only
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four cases could it be said that the patient had an un-
derstanding of the concept of death and only one had
a clear comprehension. Their diagnoses were mostly
behavioral disorders (28 cases), affective disorders
(16 cases), psychotic disorders (one case) and family
conflicts (17 cases). In this study there was no men-
tion of past or present physical or sexual abuse, but
that does not mean that it did not take place.

Eight adolescents (17%) had suicidal ideation on
admission or experienced ideation during hospital-
ization and in 23 cases (49%) an acute psychosocial
stressor was associated with SI/SA (there was no
mention of what this psychosocial stressor was, but
could very well be abuse as found in other studies
[12, 14]). The most observed behaviors in the sui-
cidal group were impulsivity, poor concentration,
hyperactivity, sadness, aggression and sleep distur-
bances. The three most often reported symptoms
were sadness, somatization and eating disturbances.

Suicidal Behavior in Adults with
Intellectual Disability

Suicide in adults with intellectual disability (ID) has
been reported (6, 10, 16–20), but very few in-depth
studies have been undertaken. A retrospective out-
patient study of the first psychiatric diagnostic eval-
uation for 100 adults with mild ID, 100 patients with
moderate, severe or profound ID compared with 100
matching patients without ID (N-ID) showed that
N-ID were significantly more likely to present with
mood complaints, anxiety complaints and suicidality
(14 patients) (6). When mild ID was compared with
moderate, severe and profound ID it was found that
mild ID was significantly more likely to present with
anxiety complaints and suicidality (six cases with
mild ID and none with moderate, severe or profound
ID).

A recent study from Toronto (7) included 98
adults with borderline to moderate ID from several
community (eight service agencies for persons with
ID in Southern Ontario) and one outpatient clinical
setting (University of Toronto Centre for Addiction
and Mental Health) and showed that 26 reported
that they thought that life was not worth living
“sometimes” (three with borderline, 18 with mild
and five with moderate ID), while seven reported
that they thought about that “most of the time” (six

with mild and one with moderate ID). Of this total of
33 persons (34% of the sample), 23 told the inter-
viewer that they thought about killing themselves
and 11 said that they knew how they would do it
(three with an overdose of pills, three slashing wrists,
four with a jump, one with knife and one shooting).
A total of 11 reported earlier suicide attempts. An in-
teresting finding was that 16 of the persons, who had
self-reported feeling suicidal, were not rated as so by
the informants, meaning that for 23% of the cases
family/staff were unaware of the presence of these
thoughts.When the different groups were compared
the suicidal adults were more likely to be unem-
ployed, have dual diagnosis, under greater stress,
lonely, depressed and with increased anxiety. They
also reported less family support, less reciprocity in
relationships and less overall social support. A re-
view of the clinical charts revealed that the death of a
relative or abuse history were common precursors to
suicidal behavior (20, 21).

Persons with Down Syndrome

A study of 164 adults with Down syndrome found
nine cases of depression with one who had suicidal
ideation, a 23-year-old female with moderate intel-
lectual disability (ID), who lived with her recently di-
vorced, depressed and hostile mother (22).

Another study (18) includes two case reports of
suicide attempts, both of which occurred during
major depressive periods. One was a 26-year-old
male, who from adolescence had approached fe-
males without disability for dates, but was mostly re-
jected. With these rejections he started suicidal
ideation, burning himself with lighter and finally
jumped from a second story building, but was only
slightly injured. The second case was a 25-year-old
female, who ran away from home in a depressive
state and attempted to throw herself in front of a car,
which missed her.

Suicide

One study from the United Kingdom (23) of 204
sudden deaths in residential care for persons with ID
over a 50-year period found one case of suicide
(jumping off a bridge). Another study of mortality
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over 60 years from a large U.S. residential care center
in California (24) did not report any case of suicide.

A 35-year follow-up study from Finland (11)
based on a national cohort of 2,369 people with ID
reported 10 cases of suicide with most of them (six)
residing in mental hospitals. Social support was lack-
ing in all cases and one case of sexual abuse. The
overall suicide rate was 16.2 per 100,000 persons in
this population, which was less than one-third of the
rate in the general Finnish population.

A study of mortality and morbidity among older
adults with ID from the 1984–1993 period in New
York (2,752 deaths of adults 40 years and older)
showed a 9.5 per 100,000 rate for accidents, suicides
and homicides (25).

In Israel the Division for Mental Retardation
(DMR) of the Ministry of Social Affairs provides ser-
vice to about 25,000 persons with intellectual dis-
ability in Israel (26). About 6,500 are provided
service in residential care centers, about 2,000 in
community living (hostels, protected apartments),
while the rest are provided service, but live with their
family (25). The Office of the Medical Director re-
views every case of death in residential or commu-
nity care and for the 1991–2005 period there has
been no case of suicide in this population (27, 28).

Risk Factors for Suicidality

In order to prevent suicide in the ID population, it is
important to identify relevant risk factors for such
behavior. Clinical studies describing samples of indi-
viduals with ID who were suicidal have identified
sexual abuse, family instability, stress, and lack of so-
cial support as risk factors. In the general popula-
tion, gender has been identified as a risk factor, with
women being more likely to attempt suicide, but less
likely to succeed, while men less likely to attempt,
but more likely to succeed (21). The majority of case
studies of attempted and completed suicide in ID
tend to focus on men, but further research is war-
ranted (21).

Only two studies have systematically examined
differences between suicidal and non-suicidal indi-
viduals with ID with regard to risk factors. Benson
and Laman (16) reported that suicidal individuals
were more likely to be higher functioning, to have a
history of hospitalization, and to have comorbid

physical disabilities. The two groups did not differ in
terms of where they lived or worked, family involve-
ment, family history of psychiatric issues, or
comorbid substance abuse. Lunsky (7) and Lunsky
and Canrinus (21) reported, based on a larger sam-
ple, that suicidal individuals with ID were more
likely (than non-suicidal individuals with ID) to be
unemployed, have a psychiatric diagnosis, and en-
dorse greater stress, loneliness, depression and anxi-
ety. They also reported less family support, less
reciprocity in their relationships and less overall so-
cial support compared to individuals with ID, who
were not suicidal. A review of the clinical charts re-
vealed that the death of a relative and abuse history
were common precursors to suicidal behavior. Simi-
lar reports of abuse history have been found in
studies with adolescents (12).

Intervention

There is limited research on intervention for suicidal
behavior in the ID population. Treatments for de-
pression include medication, cognitive behavior
therapy, behavioral and psychodynamic approaches,
but no large scale studies have targeted suicidality
specifically.

Two recent case reports on combined approaches
for individuals with parasuicidal behaviors and bor-
derline personality disorder reported significant re-
ductions in parasuicidal behaviors in individuals
with ID (29, 30). It is possible that some of these
strategies have utility with individuals who have
made several suicide attempts, but who do not have a
borderline personality disorder diagnosis. Again,
further research on treatment is warranted.

Intervention should consider risk factors for sui-
cide and intervene in relation to such factors. If the
person is very stressed, for example, intervention
could focus on reducing such stress. If the person is
isolated, intervention could target increasing that
person’s social support. For any client with suicidal
issues, a crisis plan should be developed that is
agreed upon by the client, his or her caregivers, and
all service providers. Consistency is very important
in this area. With regard to behavioral strategies, un-
derstanding the function of the suicidal behavior is
critical (30). When these behaviors have an atten-
tion-seeking component, it is important to reward
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alternative strategies to gaining attention rather than
providing attention to such behaviors (see Esbensen
and Benson [30] for a clear example). When the
function of the behavior is to escape from the cur-
rent demands of life, the person may benefit from
medical intervention to treat the underlying depres-
sion. If it is possible to help that person escape cer-
tain stressful demands without trying to end their
life, such efforts should be made (31).

Discussion

Suicide and suicide attempts in persons with intellec-
tual disability (ID) is a topic that has barely been
studied by professionals working with this popula-
tion and, therefore, thought to be a rare phenome-
non. The two studies discussed above (12, 15) from
two psychiatric settings in the United States catering
for the population of children/adolescents with in-
tellectual disability from the 1995–1999 period
showed a frequency of 20–21% with suicidal behav-
ior (thoughts, threats and behaviors, but rare at-
tempts). These studies also showed that this
behavior was more frequent in the inpatient setting,
as a consequence of the worst cases getting hospital-
ized or maybe learned behavior during hospitaliza-
tion.

In both studies (12, 14) the characteristics, sex
distribution and methods of suicide ideation and at-
tempts were similar to that of adolescents without in-
tellectual disability, but both studies had no case of
completed suicide. The first study (12) had a high
number of adolescents abused prior to admission,
while the second study did not report on abuse, but
this information (as in the general adolescent popu-
lation) should alert every professional to investigate
every case of attempted suicide in an adolescent for
possible prior abuse (physical or sexual).

In adults with ID, from a community and outpa-
tient sample in Canada, 34% reported that “life was
not worth living” sometimes, 23% were thinking
about killing themselves and 11% reported that they
had attempted to kill themselves in the past (7),
while an outpatient psychiatric sample from the U.S.
(6) reported a finding of 6%. It seems that suicidal
thoughts, threats and behaviors are common in per-
sons with mild-moderate ID, while extremely rare in
persons with severe-profound ID (6, 7).

Most of the studies described a life event (family
member death, abuse, rejection), dual diagnosis or
depression as important risk factors. It therefore
seems important to be able to diagnose depression, a
separate problem in this population (21, 32). For
those with mild-moderate ID there is consensus that
standardized diagnostic criteria be used, but for per-
sons with severe-profound ID there is still doubt
concerning the method of diagnosis (32).

Conclusions

The clinical implication of the studies reviewed are
that suicidal ideation and attempts do occur among
persons with intellectual disability and professionals
should therefore be aware of and assess for this be-
havior. Sadness or depression are symptoms that
could indicate later suicidal behavior and should be
recognized, and subsequently diagnosed and treated
accordingly. Hurley and Sovner (33) published rec-
ommendations for the assessment and treatment of
suicidal behavior in individuals with ID in 1982, still
relevant today. They outlined several essential ques-
tions related to risk of suicide (e.g., history in indi-
vidual or family member of suicide attempts or
mental illness, increase in stressors, impulsivity, sub-
stance abuse, precautions taken against discovering
suicidal behavior, suicide note, lethality of past at-
tempts, hopelessness in future) and key events asso-
ciated with suicide (recent dramatic loss of
relationship or home, recent event considered
shameful, diagnosis or experience of extreme medi-
cal condition, and expectation of death from medical
condition).

The assessment of suicidality in those with ID
covers similar content to what is assessed in the gen-
eral population. What complicates such an assess-
ment is that the person with ID often has
communication impairments that make obtaining
such information difficult. The individual may be
hesitant to disclose such information, because of fear
of being punished for such feelings or because he or
she is eager to please and give the “right answer” to
the clinician (for general suggestions on how to facil-
itate this type of interview, see Bradley and Lofchy
[34]). They suggested, for example, finding a com-
fortable place for the assessment, using visual aids,
comfort objects, explaining procedures clearly, in-
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volving caregivers as much as possible. A clinician
may opt to avoid potential reporting biases by asking
a caregiver about suicidality, but such a strategy will
also have bias, since many caregivers are unaware of
suicidality in their clients (7). Speaking with care-
givers is an important part of the assessment, and
identifying discrepancies important, however, infor-
mation from one informant cannot replace the per-
spective of another.

References

1. CDC/NCHS, National Vital Statistics System. Website:
http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/dvs/LCWK9_2002.pdf

2. Bongar BM. The suicidal patient: Clinical and legal
standards of care, 2nd Ed. Washington, DC: Am
Psychol Ass, 2002.

3. Rush KS, Bowman LG, Eidman SL, Toole LM,
Mortenson BP. Assessing psychopathology in individ-
uals with developmental disabilities. Behav Modif
2004;28:621–637.

4. Gustafsson C, Sonnander K. Occurrence of mental
health problems in Swedish samples of adults with in-
tellectual disabilities. Soc Psychiatry Psychiatr
Epidemiol 2004;39:448–456.

5. Richards M, Maughan B, Hardy R, Hall I, Strydom A,
Wadsworth M. Long-term affective disorder in people
with mild learning disability. Br J Psychiatry 2001;179:
523–527.

6. Hurley AD, Folstein M, Lam N. Patients with and with-
out intellectual disability seeking outpatient psychiat-
ric services: Diagnoses and prescribing pattern. J
Intellect Disabil Res 2003;47:39–50.

7. Lunsky Y. Suicidality in a clinical and community sam-
ple of adults with mental retardation. Res Dev Disabil
2004;25:231–243.

8. Sternlicht M, Pustel G, Deutsch MR. Suicidal tenden-
cies among institutionalized retardates. J Ment
Subnorm 1970;16:93–102.

9. Kaminer Y, Feinstein C, Barnett RP. Suicidal behavior
in mentally retarded adolescents: An overlooked prob-
lem. Child Psychiatry Hum Dev 1987;18:82–86.

10. Menolascino FJ, Lazer J, Stark JA. Diagnosis and man-
agement of depression and suicidal behavior in persons
with severe mental retardation. J Multihandicap Pers
1989;2:89–103.

11. Patja K, Iivanainen M, Raitasuo S, Lonnqvist J. Suicide
mortality in mental retardation: A 35-year follow-up
study. Acta Psychiatr Scand 2001;103:307–311.

12. Walters AS, Barrett RP, Knapp LG, Boden MC. Suicidal
behavior in children and adolescents with mental re-
tardation. Res Dev Disabil 1995;16:85–96.

13. Tiet QQ, Finney JW, Moos RH. Recent sexual abuse,
physical abuse, and suicide attempts among male veter-
ans seeking psychiatric treatment. Psychiatr Serv 2006:
57:107–113.

14. Ammerman RT, VanHasselt VB, Hersen M,
McGonigle JJ, Lubetsky MJ. Abuse and neglect in psy-
chiatrically hospitalized multihandicapped children.
Child Abuse Neglect 1989;13:335–343.

15. Hardan A, Sahl R. Suicidal behavior in children and
adolescents with developmental disorders. Res Dev
Disabil 1999;20:287–296.

16. Benson BA, Laman DS. Suicidal tendencies of mentally
retarded adults in community settings. Aust NZ J Dev
Disabil 1988;14:49–54.

17. Grossi V, Brown RI. Suicide attempts among mentally
handicapped individuals. A pilot study. Alberta
Psychol 1985;14:12–13.

18. Hurley AD. Two cases of suicide attempt by patients
with Down’s syndrome. Psychiatr Service 1998;49:
1618–1619.

19. Walters RM. Suicidal behaviour in severely mentally
handicapped patients. Br J Psychiatry 1990;151:444–
446.

20. Hurley AD. Potentially lethal suicide attempts in per-
sons with developmental disabilities: Review and three
new case reports. Ment Health Aspects Dev Disabil
2002;5:90–95.

21. Lunsky Y, Canrinus M. Gender issues, mental retarda-
tion and depression. In: Sturmey P, editor. Mood disor-
ders in people with mental retardation. Kingston, NY:
NADD, 2005: pp. 113–129.

22. Myers BA, Pueschel SM. Major depression in a small
group of adults with Down syndrome. Res Dev Disabil
1995;16:285–299.

23. Carter G, Jancer J. Mortality in the mentally handi-
capped: A 50 year survey at the Stoke Park Group of
Hospitals. J Ment Defic Res 1983;27:143–156.

24. Chaney RH, Eyman RK. Patterns in mortality over 60
years among persons with mental retardation in a resi-
dential facility. Ment Retard 2000;38:289–293.

25. Janicki MP, Dalton AJ, Henderson CM, Davidson PW.
Mortality and morbidity among older adults with intel-
lectual disability: Health services considerations.
Disabil Rehab 1999;21:284–294.

26. Merrick J. Trends in the population served by the
Divison for Mental Retardation, 1985–2003. Jerusalem:
Office Med Dir, Min Labour Soc Affairs, 2004.

27. Merrick J. Mortality of persons with intellectual dis-
ability in residential care in Israel, 1991–1997. J Intell
Dev Disabil 2002;27:265–272.

28. Merrick J. Trends in cause of death for persons with in-
tellectual disability in residential care in Israel 1991–
2003. Jerusalem: Office Med Director, Min Soc Affairs,
2005.

JOAV MERRICK ET AL. 263



29. Wilson SR, A four-stage model for management of bor-
derline personality disorder in people with mental re-
tardation. Ment Health Aspects Dev Disabil 2001;4:68–
76.

30. Esbensen AJ, Benson BA. Cognetive variables and de-
pressed mood in adults with intellectual disability. J In-
tellect Disabil Res 2005;49:481–489.

31. Sturmey P. Suicidal threats and behavior in a person
with developmental disabilities: Effective psychiatric
monitoring based on a fundamental assessment. Behav
Intervent 1994;9:235–245.

32. McBrien JA. Assessment and diagnosis of depression in
people with intellectual disability. J Intellect Disabil
Res 2003;47:1–13.

33. Hurley AD, Sovner S. Suicidal behavior in mentally re-
tarded persons. Psychiatr Aspects Ment Retard 1998;1:
35–38.

34. Bradley E, Lofchy J. Learning disability in the accident
and emergency department. Adv Psychiatr Treatment
2005;11:45–57.

264 A REVIEW OF SUICIDALITY IN PERSONS WITH INTELLECTUAL DISABILITY


