Attempted suicide in a MNorthern town of

Sri ianka.

I T Ganesvaran M.B.B.S. (Ceylon) M.R.C. Psych (Eng.)
DPM, R.C.P. (Lond.) R.C.S. (Eng.)

z R, Rajarajeswaran M.B.B.S. (Ceylonm

Jaffna Medical Journal 1989 24,
Summary
Epidemiological analysis of 308

patients admitted for attempted suicide
to a general hospital in Northern Sri
Lanka is presented. The majority are
from the 15-34 age group and from
social class 4 and 5 The commonest
method was self-poisoning by agro-
chemicals and insecticides of the orga-
nophosphate type. More patients from
non - farming families used“the above
poison than the farmers themselves.
or their family members. Premeditation
was also higher in the non- farming
families. Intention score on the Pierce’s
scale was avaiiabie for 289 patients.
An attempt was made to review all
patients at the end of three years.

Introduction :
Previous studies on attempted
suicide in Sri Lanka have Dbaen

catried out in the souihern districts
of the country when conditions were
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comparatively peaceful !, 2 Apart
from a study of self-poisoning? in

the Genera! Hospital, Jaffna, there
has not been any detail study of
attempted suicide in the northern
districts of the island. The present

study relates to 328 patients who were
admitted for ‘‘attempted suicide” to
the General hospital, Jaffna, Sri Lanka
during the year 1984. Twenty-twe of

these patients sucumbed to their
injuries and  they are reported
eisewheret. The followlng is an

epidemioclogical analysis of the 306
SUFVIvVOrs.

fiathod :

All patients were seen by the
house - officers in the medical or
surgical wards on admission. They
were also seen by the house officer
in paychiatry within twenty - four
hours of admission; these who sur-
vived a longer period were ssen by
the author (T. G.) . Socio-demogra-
phic data, previous history of physical
of mental illness and wherever possi-
ble, either a partial or a full inten-
tion scora was obtained. The inten
tion scale used was that of Pierce’
items of self-report were voluntary
information from patients or thair
regponses to routine questions on
admission. The patients or their fa-
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milies were contacted by letter 3 years
after admission.

Results :
Age, Sex, and Marital Status -
(Table 1)

Males and females are equally

represented with a predominance of
the younger age group. One-hundred
and ninteeen of the males and 127 of
the females were in the 15-34 age
group. There were 91 males and 84
femaies in the never married group
Amongst the widowed, separated or
divorced category, 15 femalss attemp-
ted suicide; while none of the males
in this category showed this behavi-
our.

Social Class (Table 2)

Patients from social class I}, IV
and V formed 837, of the total. Social
class V, the category of unskilled
workers, formed 46 7% of the total
attempted suicides.

Methods of Atiempted Suicide
(Table 38)

Dangerous agrochemicals and in-
secticides of the organophosphate
groups were used predominantly by
males. while the females tied medi-
cally prescribed drugs and other chemi-
cal agents and plant poisons. The
commonest chemical agent was kero-
sene oil. Seeds of vellow oieander
included under cther non - drugs was
used by 18 males and 35 females.
Only 5 patients tried hanging, burn-
ing and drowning themselves

Use of OCrgancphosphate Com-

pounds (Table 4)
Organophosphate forms

group of agrochemicals used in

Lanka. Eighty - nine patients

a major
Sri
from
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non - farming families used organo-
phosphate in their attempts compared
to 29 from the farming families. Ma-
jority of the farmers who used orga-

naphosphate agrochemicals in thair
attempts had little or no premadita-
tion. Majority of patients from non-

farming families had higher premedi-
tation scores, Malathion is an orga-
nophoaphate though mainly used by
farmers is also used as an insecti-
cide by non - farming families.

Diagnosis (Table 5)

Of the many diagnoses possible
in any one patient, the chief or the
most significant one is listed in the
tahle. Majority of patients suffered
from depression, grief reaction, chro-
nic alcoholism or marital, social and
economic stress reaction. In the ma-
ies, the diagnosis of depression was

less than ihe females, but this was
compensated by a higher incidence
of chronic alcoholism. Alcoholism

was uncommon in females.

intention (Table 6)

0f the 289 patients on whom

the intention scores were obtained,
120 had a score of 10 or mora. Sex

differance is not remarkabls.

Review of patients after three
Years (Tabls 7)

The tamilies of 306 patients were
contacted by letter. Forty - six fami-
lies rasponded by replying the letter
or by attending the clinic in person.
0Of this 46, one patient suffering from
schizophrenia, was shot dead, while
working in his paddy field, by the
Sri Lankan army. Another had com-
mitted suicide during this period. Of
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Tabla 2: Patients seen in General Hospital, Jaffna in 1984
after attempted suicide by social class

Social Class Males Famales Total

| -— Professional and business etc. 3 5 8 (02.6%)
Il — Nurses, teachers, clerks 8 14 22 (07.2%)
11l — Sales and service 16 24 40 (13,0%)
IV — Skilled workers 52 23 75 (24.6%)
V — Unskilled workers 68 74 142 (46.7%)
Not available 6 13 19 (06.0%)

Total 153 153 306 (100.0%)

Table 3: Methods of attempted suicide seen in General Hospital
Jaffna in the year 19384

Methods Males Females Total

Poisoning :
Agrochemicals and insecticides 90 44 134
Drugs 27 40 67
Other non-drugs 30 61 91
Unknown 2 3 B

Others :

Hanging 0 2 2
Burns 0 2 2
Drowning 0 1 1
Suicide on railways 0 0 0
Cutting 4 0 4
Total 153 153 306

Jaffna Medical Journal



Attempted suicide in a Northern town of Sri Lanka. 7

Table 4: Use of Organophosphate compounds

Organo- Impulsive-no Considered Considered Considered
Occupation phosphate premeditation act for act for act for Total

compou- less than less than more than

nds one hour one day one day
Farmers Agro- 15 2 5 3 25

chemicals

Non-agro— 3 0 1 0 4

chemicals
Non-Farmers Agro- 19 y 14 17 57

chemicals

Non agro- 8 3 11 10 32

chemicals

Total 45 12 31 30 118

Table 5: Diagnosis of 306 Patients who attempted suicide

Diagnosis Male Female
Depressions and grief reaction 25 58
Chronic alcoholism 43 2
Schizophre nia 2 1
Other mental disorders 3 5
Marital, social and economic stress reactions 57 55
Physical illness 7 13
Impulsive acts 8 16
No diagnosis made 8 )

Total 153 163

Table 6: Intention Scores of 289 patients who attempted suicide

Sex of patients Pierce’s Intention Scores | Total number
admitted for 2 ) - S T of patients
attempted suiclde || o4 ' ‘g 10414 1619 20-26
___._! | _
Male | - iBnon A s d? 10 0 148
Female 32 48 50 13 0 ! 143
Total 67 102 97 23 0 289
Vol. 24. No. 1, June, 1989
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Table 7: Intention score of patients reviewad after 3 years

Intention Scare
Sex % = i g " Total
0-4 5-9 10-14 15-19 20-25
Male 10 3 7 i 0 21
Female 4 6 10 2 ] 22
the 46 patients reviewed, intention tion was low. When the non - farming

score was available for 43 patients.
The 2 deaths could not have been
predicted on the score obtained.
Table 7 shows the intention scores of
43 patients who were reviewed at
the end of 3 vears. The distribution
of the scores in males and females
are similar. Twenty patients had ob-

tained a score of 10 or above.
Discussion :
Majority of attempted suicides

come from the 15-34 age group. Most.
of them were never married. Absence
of this behaviour in males who were
widowed, separated or divorced and
the appearance of the behaviour in
the females who were divorced, wi-
dowed or separated indicate that ma-
rital failure is a greater stress on
the life of the females in Jaffna. As
reported in other studies 6, attem-
pted suicide was over-represented in
social class IV and V. Use of agro-
chemicals still remain the chisf me-
thod. The analysis of the use of
organophosphate compounds, which
form a large proportion of the agio-
chemicals, shows such use is mainly
resorted to by non - farming families,
It is interesting to note that when
farmers used these compounds, the
act was impulsive or the premedita-

families used this poison for suici-
dal purposes, premeditation was high.
This suggests that, a greater control
over the sale and distribution of
agrochemicals, particularly to non -
farmers, may have a beneficial effect
on the trend of the rate of suicide
in Sri Lanka. Majority or patients
suffered from depression, grief reac
tion and chronic alcoholism. Amongst
the males, there were 25 who suffe.
red from depression and grief reaction
compared to 58 in the females. How-
ever there were 43 alcoholics, com-
pared to 2, among the females. Whan
depression and grief reactions were
added to the diagnosis of chronic
alcoholism, there was no difference
between the males and females of
the population. It is probabie that
many chronic alcoholics may in fact
be suffering from depression. One.
hundred and twenty patients had an
intention score of more than 10. They
were equally distributed in the two
sexes. When patients were contacied
by lstter afier 3 years, only 46 fami-
iies responded to the questionnaire
The two deaths amongst them could
not have been predicted on the basis
of their intention score As expected,
the rasponse was low because of the
ethnic violence and disturbance of

Jaffna Medical Journal
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civil life dus to Sri Lankan and In-
dian army opsrations in this part of
the country. Many left their home,
as refugees to other parts of the world-
The number is too small to make any
valid inferences.

Conclusion :

0f the 306 patients seen for at
tempted suicide, 134 used agroche-
micals and insecticides for self - poi-
soning, Organophosphates farmed a
major propartion of the ahova group
of poisons. Patisnts who used them
were more often males and most of
them came from non - farming fami-
lies and had a long period of pre-
meditation before the act. Significant
proportion had an intention scors of
more than 10. This has to be con-
sidered in relation to the high sui-
cide rate already reporied for Jaffna’.
Stricter control of sale and distribution
of agrochemicals of the organopho-
sphate type is expected to alter this
trend in suicide,
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