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Suicide and suicide prevention among gays and lesbians
(First published in the Norwegian journal Suicidologi 1998, no. 3.)
"Mom, Dad – I'm gay. But it's too tough." 
(Blikk 1995, Dagbladet 15 August 1995) 

The initial acknowledgement of being a lesbian or gay is not easy. Hardly anybody would rush home to their parents to present such news. Even if mom and dad are not on record as being negative to homosexuality, such news would rarely be received well. For many, it takes a long time to even "admit" this fact to themselves. The majority of gays and lesbians do not commit suicide. However, some do. 

It appears that young homosexual men in particular constitute a risk group. Research shows that compared to other samples they are two to six times more vulnerable to committing or attempting suicide (Offerdal 1995). In "Report of the Secretary's Task Force on Youth Suicide" (1991), it is estimated that out of 5 000 suicides among young men and women in the USA in 1989, young gays and lesbians account for as much as 30% of these suicides. This agrees with a statement from the Board of Health in Great Britain, which in its annual report for 1992 concerning health conditions among the young refers to the fact that one fourth of the young who commit suicide do so because they have been unable to accept their own homosexuality (Offerdal 1995). There has been little focus on lesbians and gays as a risk group in Norway, and no empirical studies have been undertaken. However, bearing in mind that the understanding of and attitudes on gender, family and sexuality in all probability are fundamentally the same in the western cultural sphere, it may be assumed that young gays and lesbians in Norway also constitute a high-risk group when it comes to suicide and suicide attempts (Offerdal 1995). 


Attitudes to lesbians and gays 
Attitudes to lesbians and gays are continuously changing in a positive direction, but the picture is not consistent, and many people still have negative attitudes. Offerdal (1995) means that young gays and lesbians are a high-suicide-risk group because of the prevalent negative attitudes, particularly among young people, and the lack of social support that many young homosexuals experience in our society. 

Two major studies conducted by Ungforsk in 1994 and 1995 with samples of respectively 5 400 and 4 000 young persons show that Norwegian young people express fairly negative attitudes to lesbians and gays. The studies showed that young people rank homosexual youths as the least liked (Andersen 1997).

Based on the studies referred to we may assume that today's young generally have a negative attitude to gays and lesbians. This may reflect the fact that young people have developed a negative attitude to homosexuals because they have grown up in a 
community that marginalizes gays and lesbians. This makes lesbians and gays an alien group. 
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The relationship between social acceptance and suicide was shown in an American study that found that black homosexuals are four to six times more prone to suicide than white homosexual youths (Offerdal 1995).


Gays and lesbians as a heterogeneous group; risk factors for suicide
Gays and lesbians are not a homogeneous group, and it would probably be more correct to speak about groups of lesbians and gays that are more vulnerable to suicide and suicide attempts.

Studies show that there is an inverted relationship between psycho-social problems and age when a person comes out of the closet to declare his or her homosexuality. The tendency is that the younger a person is, the harder it is to cope with being homosexual. Other risk factors appear to include atypical gender behaviour (femininity), abuse of drugs or alcohol, poor self-concept, family conflicts, rejection by family or friends, depression, low socio-economic status and prostitution. The studies moreover show that young homosexual men are more prone to suicide attempts than young lesbians (Offerdal 1995).


What makes young gays and lesbians a suicide risk group?
Our culture supports the heterosexual development of young persons through various customs, rituals and guidelines. The heterosexuality of the heterosexual child is reflected, idealized and developed. The sexuality of the homosexual child is not. Offerdal (1995) examines being homosexual in the light of Kohut's theories on narcissism and asks the following question: Might being different by being homosexual lead to narcissist deficiency needs, in the form of absence of reflection and confirmation? He also discusses greater risks of suicide and suicide attempts among young homosexuals in the light of being different and rejected, and the feeling of isolation and loss experience. (An example of a perceived loss is the reduced possibility of having children.) These challenges are not exclusive to young homosexuals, but they most likely encounter a number of them.

Parents of homosexuals are rarely homosexuals, and because so few homosexuals are visible in the community, young homosexuals will feel the lack of positive role models. There are currently very few persons in the public eye and "heroes" who stand up publicly as a gay or lesbian. 


Preventive schemes
The first stage for the prevention of suicides and suicide attempts in the group young lesbians and gays must be the recognition that lesbians and gays are a risk group. It is just as important that health personnel learn more about homosexuality, particularly about those issues that constitute potential stressors and which concern the group's 
minority status. The more knowledge that exists about these matters in the healthcare system, the smaller the danger of stigmatization and marginalization (Benum 1997).

If it is assumed that the proportion of homosexual clients is equal to the proportion in the general population, this means that approximately one out of twenty clients is a homosexual. Without knowledge it is probable that the therapist would assume, as most others do, that the client is heterosexual until the opposite has been proven (Green 1994). It is not certain that the client can tolerate not being seen yet another time. Therefore one must dare to inquire about sexual orientation. 

The most obvious suicide prevention scheme in relation to the group lesbians and gays is attitude changes in the general population. Here the central authorities must assume far greater responsibilities than they currently do. For a long period of time it was feared that positive information about homosexuality would contribute to making more people homosexuals. This anxiety is considerably less widespread today, but it continues to linger. 


How can LLH contribute?
One of the most important needs during the "coming-out" phase is to meet other homosexuals and find people to identify with. Homosexuals have grown up with the same cultural influences as heterosexuals, and are basically just as full of prejudices as heterosexuals. Precisely as for heterosexuals, meeting homosexuals is the best cure against "homophobia" and for changing attitudes. 


Landsforeningen for Lesbisk og Homofil frigjøring (LLH) (The National Association for Lesbian and Gay Liberation) is an interest organisation working politically and socially to enable gays, lesbians and bisexuals to live openly without fear of being socially rejected, discriminated or harassed. The organization consists of men and women representing different political platforms, religious convictions, ethical stances, lifestyles and age groups. 

LLH has local chapters in most Norwegian counties. According to their size and resources the local chapters organize various social events and activities. The aim is that meeting other gays and lesbians will strengthen self-perceptions and confidence. The youth group in Oslo operates a youth telephone for the whole country where people can call to establish contact and ask questions. In Oslo there is also a separate counselling service for gays and lesbians. Other programmes regrettably vary a great deal depending on the size of the district. In some cities there is absolutely no programme at all, while Oslo has a separate sponsor service for young persons, and a weekly "welcome-new-people (Norwegian acronym TIN)" café. 

For more information please call LLH's central office, tel. +47 22 36 19 48. 
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