
Preventing 
rainbow suicide





an umbrella term to describe people who 

- have sexual identities, behaviours or attractions 
other than heterosexual, 

- do not fit typical gender norms, and/or 

- were born with bodies that do not match 
common biological definitions of male or female.

“rainbow"



rainbow populations in New Zealand experience 
higher lifetime risk for suicidal behaviour 

as well as self-harm and depression, anxiety, 
substance misuse and eating disorders 
which are key risk factors for suicide. 



Same/both-sex-attracted and transgender students 

had 4-5 times higher rates of suicidality.



International research shows similar patterns



“Discrimination and 

exclusion are the key 

causal factors of LGBTI 

mental ill-health and 
suicidality”



“More than half of 
transgender students 
were afraid someone 
at school would hurt 
or bother them.”



“When you grow up 
in a hetero-normative 
environment and you 
are gay, you don’t feel 
as if you have a sense 
of belonging or 
community.”

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=k0CfuwhkEBw


internal (shame, fear and internalised discrimination)

interpersonal (violence, bullying, insults and verbal abuse, sexual 

assault and coercion, social rejection, exclusion from families and 

whānau, secrecy and shame associated with intersex status)

within communities (marginalisation or invisibility through difference 

from community norms, delayed or inadequate access to health and 

mental health care)

and structural (legal and public policy discrimination) 

discrimination and exclusion – risk factors



Thomas Joiner’s 
model of suicide risk



belonging and inclusion - protective factors

internal (sense of belonging, positive sense of identity, high self-

esteem and personal coping mechanisms)

interpersonal (rainbow friends, supportive community connections, 

positive friendships and romantic relationships, family acceptance, 

connection with support groups) 

within communities (supportive school environments) 

and structural (positive stereotypes and representations in media)



Rates of attempted suicide in young people when supported or rejected by family 
(Hillier et al. 2011)



promote social inclusion and acceptance

reduce discrimination and judgement

to prevent rainbow suicide:



- remove barriers to appropriate health 
and mental health care

- address violence

- promote positive visibility

- remove legal discrimination

- develop inclusive workplaces and 
schools

- strengthen rainbow peer support and 
build rainbow sector capacity

- build community understanding and 
acceptance in a range of settings

- cease unnecessary medical 
procedures on intersex children

- target research to areas where there 
are gaps in knowledge.



1. Include rainbow populations in strategies and policies



2. Develop inclusive services with confident, competent staff



“And the question that I 
have for all of us is, how 
many more of our family 
have to die before we do 
something? 
Really do something.”

- Mani Bruce Mitchell
LGBTTI Wellbeing and Suicide: What do we need to 
change? Symposium, 2012 

3. Involve rainbow community leaders in service design and evaluation 



moira.clunie@mentalhealth.org.nz


