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SUICIDE & YOUTH: OFFICIAL ASSESSMENT OF EQUIVOCAL DEATH
Dennis L. Peck, University of Alabama

INTRODUCTION
The limited utility of official suicide statistics

for accurately measuring the extent of suicide
has long been recognized among scholars
and practitioners. This healthy skepticism, en
hanced by the results of government funded
research during the 1960's, led to inquiries
which demonstrated what long had been sus
pected; suicide is more common than previ
ously indicated in the official mortality records.
More recently a few analysts have recognized
that official statistics may also be used as
measures of the behavior of public officials
rather than deviant behavior (Altheide &
Johnson, 1980; Peck & RUbin, 1982). Thus,
bureaucractic decision making within police
departments (Maxwell, 1980) and a medical
examiner's office dictate policy that reflect in
vestigator responses that result in creation of
official data. The extent of public knowledge is
dependent, in turn, on the nature of decision
rules applied to determine whether or not to re
cord an incident as an officially verified fact.

KnOWledge of the problems involved in re
cording official data have been known for over
two-hundred years (Douglas, 1967). Perhaps
it is appropriate to assume that recent bureau
cratic decisions have been effective in estab
lishing new recording procedures. Such
change, no doubt, result from criticisms based
on past results of survey research and pro
gram evaluations of organizational policies
and assumptions in areas such as juvenile de
linquency and suicide (Porterfied, 1943; Nye,
Short &Olsen, 1958; Kitsuse &Cicourel, 1963;
Clark &Tifft, 1966; Maris, 1969).

The research data reported in this paper, al
though preliminary, are offered as indicators of
bureaucractic decision making within one
Medical Examiner's Office. No assumption is
made that all such offices operate in a similar
manner. However, it is noteworthy that the
Medical Examiner and other office staff mem
bers take pride in their current knowledge and
efforts to employ the latest professional tech
niques and strategies for investigating cases
of equivocal death. Examination of the official
assessment of several cases of equivocal
deaths provides some evidence that reflect
bureaucratic decisions to record cases of

equivocal death as suicide may be questiona
ble. Each case selected for presentation in
clude information as recorded by investigators
and utilized by the Medical Examier to assess
the cause of death. In each instance, a portion
of the information suggest that death may
have occurred through means other than
suicide.
Overreporting: An Official Response to Criti
cisms of Underreporting.

Whatever distinctions exist between black
victims of homicide and their perpetrators ac
cording to Curtis, "...are often blurred and
mostly a function of who got whom first, with
what weapon, how the event was reported,
and what immediate decisions were made by
police" (Curtis, 1974: 597). Elsewhere, the
issue of overreporting of suicide attributed
deaths among blacks has also been raised
(Peck, forthcoming). In that report official data
were utilized to demonstrate that a considera
ble discrepancy between the pUblic world of
fact pertaining to black suicide and its relation
to the actual amount of suicide deaths con
tinues as a result of the official recording pro
cess. Similar to underreporting, overreporting
begs the question regarding the validity of
suicide data albeit in an opposite direction
from the past. Overreporting is also viewed as
a major issue among scholars and other inter
ested persons who seek understanding of
suicide by utilizing official data.

Considering the large number of unknowns,
no striking differences can be inferred when
comparing white and black homicides or
suicides. Still, in each instance, the black con
text does merit special consideration because,
as noted by Curtis (1974:597), "...the majority
of reported American homicides are framed by
it." Further, Davis' claim that a substantial rise
in suicide among professional blacks has oc
curred suggests that this group may be at
greater risk of being evaluated in this manner
by public officials responding to previous criti
cisms of the official recording process.

The suicide label serves to eliminate the
need for further investigative activities by legal
authorities. In many instances, the investiga
tion process is limited to a single on-site in
spection and/or a few telephone calls. In other
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words, this suggests that the workload is re
duced when a decision is made that death re
sulted from an act of suicide. When inves
tigators or the medical examiner decide to re
cord incidents as suicide, the space of work is
reduced through case closeout even if a re
cording bias in official data is sustained.

A number of taken-for-granted assumptions
held by investigators of equivocal death ap
pear to affect the validity of the investigative
procedure. Perhaps self-serving;' one belief is
that little can be accomplished by pursuing
certain investigations even if death were not a
result of suicide. Although not easily resolved,
at least the problem can be avoided through
the suicide label. This situation is no less palat
able, however, when the decision to over
report is made since this act profoundly affects
knowledge of the suicide problem. Similar to
underreporting, the tendency to overreport
does not provide a viable alternative for
analysts as they search for clues into the social
and psychological constellations of suicidal
behavior. Indeed, overreporting may also lead
to incorrect knowledge and treatment mod
alities used by clinicians as these are based on
supposed new trends in suicide behavior.
OFFICIAL DOCUMENTATION

The recorded increase in youthful suicide
and corresponds to the dramatic increase in
drug use among youths and youthful adults
throughout the 1960's and 1970's (Emory,
1981). Thus, while the propriety of the suicide
label is often framed within this pattern of
heavy drug use, the more important issue
rests on the suicide intent of the deceased.
Previous threats or attempts, communication
of the death wish and suicide notes are useful
in this regard. Often, however, this kind of evi
dence is not found during the course of an in
vestigation. The fact that a level of drugs found
during an autopsy sufficient to induce a com
otose state does not always sway official con
sideration that death may have been acciden
tal. The tendency to record equivocal death a
suicide when physical evidence of heavy drug
use is established, and the tendency to as
sume violence as a distinctive feature of the
balck life style, are two intriguing aspects of the
recording process involving official data.

PROCEDURES
The data for this report are part of a larger

study of official suicide records garnered from
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a County Medical Examiner's Office located in
a large city. The cases reported represent a
portion of a youthful population of recorded
suicides investigated by one office during a fif
teen year period. No attempt is made to re
create individual life histories or to reconstruct
situational meanings from the perspective of
the victim. But the data do provide some in
sight into the bureaucratic manner in which
cases of equivocal death are handled in one
Medical Examiner's Office.

One critical issue is the nature of the data.
The data reported are derived from available
information recorded in the official file. While
the possibility exists that some information
available to the Medical Examiner did not get
documented in the case files, the files,
nevertheless represent the official resource.
That is, the case files include investigative
data gathered and utilized to make an official
determination of death. With respect to the offi
cial process, then these data must be consid
ered representative of the bureaucratic deci
sion making and organizational policies re
sponsible for the recording procedures.

EQUIVOCAL DEATH CASE STUDIES
The information that follows is drawn directly

from officially documented case files of
"suicide victims." Some case studies were
more comprehensive than others, but each file
included information gathered during the
course of an official investigation into the
cause of death conducted by representatives
of a Medical Examiner's Office. In all in
stances, investigative procedures continue
until officials become satisfied that the cause
of death had been determined.

The case selected for presentation should
not be construed as representative of the
gamut of investigators conducted by the Office
from which they are drawn or similar offices.
Further, this report is not intended to suggest
that staff members of the Office under consid
eration are incompetent or that the recording
process would always lead to similar informa
tion being used in the same manner. Rather,
the intent of this report is to point out that, in
some instances, the decision to categorize
questionable death as suicide may be inap
propriate in light of information available. Fi
nally, certain extra legal factors may intervene
into this recording process.
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Case Study Number 134
A combination of alcohol and other drugs in

cluding barbiturates slow down body functions
and may lead to respiratory failure. The first
case being considered exemplifies a situation
where this combination was found in the vic
tim's blood stream. No suicide notes were
found and no history of previous threats or at
tempts were uncovered during the course of
the investigation, but the case was neverthe
less designated an act of selfdestruction.

A twenty-three year old, white, single male
employed as an accountant was listed as a
"probable suicide." The official reason cited for
this suicide was that the victim expressed "ac
cute depression" apparently brought on by a
guilt complex over his homosexuality. The de
ceased was found to be "... active practicing
homosexual (as) verified by a notebook by the
officers among his possessions which recount
his homosexual adventures." Further, the vic
tim has an excessive drinking problem, re
ceived treatment "... for an anxiety problem ..
." and took tranquilizers. Finally, a medical
doctor was quoted as stating that the de
ceased was greatly depressed by his inability
to pass a states accountant's examination.
Based on these findings, the victim was as
sumed to be a suicidal and was so designated
by the investigator. Factors not related to the
case but are perhaps characterisitic of a per
sonal life style thus appear to intervene in the
investigation process. While no real evidence
in support of the suicide hypothesis is found in
the case file, the victim's alledged homosexu
ality was used to proscribe the reason for
suicide.
Case Study Number 194

A twenty-eight year old white, single female
employed as a school teacher died as a result
of excessive alcohol comsumption and bar
biturate ingestion brought on, according to the
investigator, by "acute depression." The young
lady in question had been visiting her mother
for the summer. Having arrived from a distant
city only one week prior, this suicide victim ap
parently drank a fifth a vodka and emptied a
vial of prescription pills. Three other full vials of
pills were found alongside the empty con
tainer.

The victim's mother stated that the de
ceased was not ordinarily a drinker, but had
been under the care of a psychiatrist. Based
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on this information and with total disregard for
the mother's statement that the deceased had
been cheerful during her short visit, cause of
death was attributed to suicide. No indication
is found that the deceased had a history of pre
vious attempts or even threatened to take her
life. No suicide note was found at the scene.
Case Study Number 435

The following information and the designa
tion of suicide are based solely on an interview
with the brother of a nineteen year old male.
Thought to have taken his life by over-dosing
on methodone, the deceased did, however,
have "... a history of drug abuse ..." Two
months prior to his death, the victim walked
away from a state hospital where treatment for
drug abuse was being administered. Accord
ing to the limited information the "...deceased
had been on heroin, cocaine, amphetamines
and anything he could get his hands on." The
victim also established a criminal record for
various offenses including burglary. The victim
also was quoted as stating his suicide intent
because"...there was no point in going on and
that this time he would succeed in taking his
own life." The victim experienced drug over
doses in the past which, according to the inter
viewee, represented previous suicide at
tempts.

Based on this information only, a decision
that a suicide took place was made. No suicide
note was found. Other than the brother's
.evaluation of the deceased's behavior, no
futher evidence of previous suicide attempts,
search of hospital records, or additional inter
views were sought. No indication of further in
vestigation of the circumstances surrounding
this death is found in the records. The inves
tigator assigned to this case failed to pursue
other leads or to solicit information from state
or local officials, friends, acquaintances, or rel
atives. Thus, the official decision was that
death resulted from a willful act of self-destruc
tion caused by an overdose of methodone.
Case Study Number 157

Asphyxiation caused by carbon monoxide
poisoning is also lethal to atlliving things. The
death of a twenty-four year qJd; single, white
female, who taught the second grade, was offi
cially designated as suicide after the victim
was found behind the wheel of her automobile
that was parked in a closed garage with the en
gine running. Visiting with her parents while in
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attendance at a teacher's convention, the de
ceased was described by her parents as a
well-adjusted individual who had been in good
spirits. No other information was gathered. Al
though a note was not found and no previous
history of suicidal behavior was established,
the investigator designated death as a result of
a self destructive act.
Case Study Number 46

A thirty-four year old army sargeant died as
a result of carbon monoxide poisoning. Des
cribed as always in good spirits the deceased
never had attempted nor spoke of suicide. A
suicide note was not found. The wife also
stated the deceased"...had a habit of going to
sleep ofter several bottles of beer." Based on
this limited information, death was attributed to
suicide. No further investigation pertaining to
activities of the deceased was done and no ad
ditional interviews were conducted.
Case Study Number 16

A white twenty-eight year old female had
been married only one week when she died as
a result of strangulation of the neck. According
to her husband, the couple was"...very happy
with no discord of any type." The deceased did
have a history of treatment of "mental dis
eases," but had never threatened or attempted
to take her own life. Based on the information
pertaining to treatment for a mental disorder,
the deceased was deemed to have strangled
herself to death. No further inquiry was made.
Case Study Number 390

A young women supposedly stabbed her
self in the heart while in the bedroom apart
ment of a female friend shortly after they both
had returned from a shopping trip. This case
gained considerably notoriety in the local
newspapers because evidence existed to
suggest that a homicide had taken place. The
interest surrounding this case was based on
the fact that the deceased, a 25 year old
female, had been a prostitute who also acted
as an informant for the Federal bureau of In
vestigation. The deceased was also known to
fraternize with a group who had been indicted
by a federal grand jury investigating organized
crime.

The victim, a sister of a local law enforce
ment official, was characterized as a user of
cocaine who recently became depressed for
several reasons: first, the suicide of a female
friend (who died of a drug overdose); second,
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she felt distrust for the F.B.I. agent working
with her to expose highly placed members of
organized crime network operating in a two
state area; third, "...her boyfriend was through
with her" (boyfriend was allegedly involved in
drug rackets); fourth, she had been indicted
and was awaiting sentencing for perjuring her
self during a grand jury investigation of or
ganized criminal activity in a resort town; fifth,
she thought she had emotional problems (she
had been a patient at the County hospital five
years prior); and finally, she was unable to col
lect back pay from a community center and
was behind in her bills and rent.

Perhaps it was coincidental that finger prints
were not found on the knife supposedly used
by the victim to take her own life. Further, the
deceased "...died on the same day that she
C1etermined to become a government witness
for the federal government in a pending grand
jury probe of rackets and prostitution in. .
.county:' Perhaps even more of a coincidence,
the staff investigator initially assigned to this
case was later to be replaced by none other
than the Assistant Medical Examiner. The re
sultant report filed by the Assistant Medical
Examiner was a total contradiction of the origi
nal report filed. As a case in point, the Assis
tant Medical Examiner reported that the de
ceased had never served as an F.B.I. infor
mant. This statement alone undermined the
original report filed by the first investigator.
Other information was also methodically con
tradicted on every point previously
documented. Based on the results of the sec
ond investigation, the first staff member was
informed that he filed an inadequate report.
The final result of the entire process was that a
suspected case of homicide was designated
as suicide and the original investig~tor as
signed to this case earned a reputation'wi!hin
the office of"...not being one of our best inves"
tigators."
Case Study Number 311

The final case selected for description in
volved a 29 year old white male who previously
worked in a state accounting office. The victim
died as a result of a drug ingestion shortly after
writing eleven suicide notes to relatives and
friends. Normally this kind of evidence would
be filed away along with other information per
tinent to a case. In this instance, however, the
letters were allowed to remain in the posses-
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sion of a lawyer/friend of the deceased. This
particular case was also unusual because the
jewelry worn by the deceased (these included
two gold wedding bands, a gold ring with five
white stones, a gold ring with a snake enblem
and small diamond chips, another gold ring, a
v-shaped ring with white stones, a gold
necklace with a medallion, and a gold ring
bracelet) were locked in a vault and held "as
evidence" along with the black floor length
night gown and black bikini panties worn by the
deceased. Two of the eleven sealed letters
read by the deceased's lawyer in the presence
of investigators supposedly contained state
ments indicating "...the victim intended to
commit suicide." However, this information
could not be confirmed since the notes were
still not available three years later when the re
search project was conducted.

The deceased had apparently been receiv
ing psychiatric counseling for a 14-15 year
period and recently confided to a psychiatrist
that he was experiencing anxiety and difficulty
sleeping. This worry was caused by anticipa
tion of a prison sentence for the embezzelment
of approximately $122 thousand dollars from
state welfare agency office where the de
ceased had worked as the head clerk. Infor
mation offered by a roommate indicated that
the deceased became inebriated the previous
night and, when checked on, had been resting
comfortably. According to the attorney of the
deceased, several suicide attempts had been
made in the past.

For some unknown reason the suicide notes
were released to the lawyer. The argument
posed by the lawyer was that since the en
velopes were sealed, were addressed, and
stamps "may have been affixed," the letters
should become the property of the addres
sees. When questioned about this matter, the
Assistant Medical Examiner became ex
tremely uncomfortable and somewhat defen
sive about the missing notes. Although the
Medical Examiner's Office holds the power to
subpoena and to impound evidence deemed
to be essential to making a determination in
the case, the Assistant Medical Examiner did
not exercise this prerogative since the adver
sary in this instance was a lawyer. Further, ac
cording to the Assistant Medical Examiner, the
lawyer in question was also a "very close
friend" of the deceased.
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SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION
In response to criticism similar to Black's

(1970) charge regarding the acceptance and
use of government data by social scientists,
more recent approaches to the use of official
data now make problematic the production of
suicide rates. Recent evaluation of data pro
ducing organizations conclude that political
constraints and organizational need dominate
the recording process.

In the past, investigations of deviance and
other phenomena were known to be con
stricted by bias reflected in the recording of of
ficial statistics. Inadequate investigations
along with improper recording procedures are
responsible for this problem. Perhaps under
reporting of suicide remains problematic. It is
likely that social, legal and religious factors
continue to influence official decisions which
bear directly on the recording process. Over
reporting is probably as much a problem in the
current production of suicide rates.

Discrepancies in the data, whether the re
sult of underreporting or overreporting, lead to
inaccurate measures. In either case, recording
bias procedures discrepancies between the
public world of fact and the actual world. Data
are manufactured to meet bureaucratic exi
gency. Apparently instances do occur where
decision rules are applied in support of organi
zation need. Examples abound in which im
proper recording of equivocal death contami
nate the state of knowledge with respect to the
true extent of suicide.
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education, then with respect toatienation, so
cial class, the objectivemeafll.lf& seems to
hold better. Some psychologi$tS,havemain
tained that alienation is psychoJ()gioall.y~~sed

having little to do with socialstruc:ture, describ
ing personality disorders and the Inability to
cope. (Fromm-Reichman 1959)This research
would indicate that if alienation is a function of
an objective social class measure then the
genesis of the problem, especially fortl'l@:@gEKi
lies in the contraints of an imput~~al

stratum. Though psychological aCCOlJn~I1¥lY
accurately diagnose symptoms of nOfrl\I~lil~7

ness, meaninglessness, and social isoJEj,!i9Q,
the pathology of alienation would seell1t9,f~lil!

in external structural constraints. Ifwe~l.l~'
that all persons engage and disengage,·rr9rtJ
society at many times in their life course,~fl

we must also ask why the elderly inle$$i~~
trialized countries score lower on meas~$Qf
alienation. (Shanas, 1968). The impli~tiOf)S

that are structural changes must bernadeifof
the reduction of alienation in persOI'llS, particu
larly, the aged. For not only must the ageq
cope with the physiological processesofgr'oW
ing old, but they must also cope.withthestruc
turally imposed alienation intensitjed,.Wlthln
their age cohort. Future research shollid dif
ferentiate between generic structlUral prob
lems and generic personality problems Which
effect alienation. A synthesis of both is desira
ble.
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