
Table 1: Effect of the Scope of Tort 

Liability Laws on Suicide Rates 

Scope of Liability (1) (2) 

 

Narrow: Psych Only 

 

0.128‡ 

 

0.161‡ 

(0.023) (0.026) 

Wide: All Doctors -0.038 -0.030 

(0.038) (0.024) 

Widest: Everybody 0.000 -0.003 

(0.038) (0.025) 

Controls   X 

Sample Size 1683 1683 

R Squared 0.891 0.917 

 

BACKGROUND 
To our knowledge, this article is the first to examine whether 
tort liability rules affect suicide rates.  The traditional rule is 
that one cannot be liable for negligence that causes another’s 
suicide (the lightest shade below).  Some states have expanded 
potential liability to psychiatrists (next darker shade), other 
states to all doctors (still darker), and some states to all types of 
defendants (darkest).  

HYPOTHESES 
With expanded liability . . . 
(1) Quality of care will improve and suicide rates will fall, or 
(2) Quantity of care will decline and suicide rates will rise. 

DATA 
Outcome 
Suicide Rate from CDC Death Certificate Data 1981-2013 
Controls  
•Demographics: % rural, % male 45 to 64, unemployment rate 
•Mental Health: Accidental poisoning death rate, real mental 
health expenditures, institutionalization rate, 
minimum/maximum commitment laws  
•Politics: % state house/senate democrat, tort reform caps on 
damages 
 

CONCLUSION 
There is some support for both of our original hypotheses.   
Suicide rates rise when psychiatrists only are potentially liable, 
but go back to baseline when other doctors are included. 
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ROBUSTNESS CHECKS 
Test One 
We hypothesized that the psychiatrist effect would be more 
pronounced in jurisdictions with comparative rather than 
contributory negligence because the person who commits 
suicide will usually be viewed as  at least partially to blame. 
That prediction was supported by the results of models 
matching those in Table 2 but adding the interaction of 
psychiatrists liable and comparative negligence. 
 
Test Two 

Table 2: Effect of Tort Liability of 

Providers on Suicide Rates 

(1) (2) 

 

NPMDs Liable -0.075† -0.107‡ 

(0.037) (0.041) 

 

Psychiatrists Liable 0.058 0.093‡ 

(0.042) (0.037) 

 

Everybody Else Liable 0.034 0.035 

(0.029) (0.020) 

 

Controls   X 

Sample Size 1683 1683 

R Squared 0.890 0.917 

IMPLICATION 
The best rule might be one no state has tried: potential tort 
liability for non-psychiatrist doctors only. 

RESULTS 


