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Why more needs
to be done to help
LGBTQ youth

Studies show they are at greater risk of
poorer mental well-being and suicides

Anthea Ong
and Rayner Tan

For The Straits Times

News broke recently abouta Hwa
Chong Institution (HCI)
counsellor who presented
anti-LGBTQ (lesbian, gay,
bisexual, transgender and queer)
content to students and was
subsequently reprimanded and
suspended from sexuality
educationat the school.

HCl said the staff member had
“incorporated content outside the
scope of the Ministry of
Education’s sexuality education
curriculuminto his slides”.

While this may have been true, is
this the only cause for concern in
thisincident?

More could have been said or
done torecognise the harm that
suchanti-LGBTQ content can do
to students who may identify as
being LGBTQ, or are struggling to
come to terms with their sexual
orientation.

Such content may also
perpetuate and/or encourage
discrimination and bullying.

The HCIincident presentsan
opportunity to discuss, asa society
aspiring to be inclusive, why
vulnerable groups like LGBTQ
youth need targeted interventions
within the broader framework to
address mental well-being in
Singapore.

SUICIDE AND MENTAL HEALTH
RISKS
Howand why are LGBTQ youth
considereda “vulnerable” groupin
the context of suicide?

The Trevor Project’s 2022
National Survey on LGBTQ Youth

i Mental Health polled 34,000

LGBTQyouthin the United States

LGBTQteens (aged13t017)
urveyed seriously considered

uicide in the past year, which is
bout twice the rate of suicide
ttempts among all American
eens.

These findings are notjusta

Studies in China, South Korea
nd among university studentsin

youthwere more likely toreport
depression and suicide-related

non-LGBTQ peers.

Indeed, suicide is a highly
omplex issue with multiple
ontributing factors, but research
has shown that LGBTQyouthare
more susceptible than the general
population tosuicide, which canin
urn be attributable to stressors
ssociated with their sexual
dentities.

Arecent study among 469 LGB
oung adults published by the
National University of Singapore
ocial Service Research Centre
ound that past experiences of
discrimination, microaggressions,
nternalised homophobia (that s,
negative attitudes towards oneself
due to one’s sexual orientation)
nd rejection anticipation were
ssociated with higher levels of
psychological distress.

Another recent study among 570
exual minority menaged 18 to 25
by researchers from the NUS Saw
wee Hock School of Public Health
ound that 59 per centreported

per cent had attempted suicide.
Those who reported higher
evels of experienced homophobia

: were more vulnerable.

nd found that about 50 per cent of

ttempting suicide in the past year.
About18 per centhadattempted :

Asean havealso found that LGBTQ :
: as Sayoniand Oogachaga have also
i ledimportantresearchin thisarea. :
behaviours as compared with their :
: may have recordeda decrease last
: year.Itisalso not known how

: many among them were of youth

: whoidentifyas LGBTQ, butthe

: factremains that the increase in

: the proportionandabsolute

: number of deaths by suicide

: amongyouthisagrowingand

: disturbing trend, one that merits

: greater preventiveaction.

ontemplating suicide, whereas14 :
: sexuality education in schools,

¢ including on LGBTQ-related

: topics, shouldbe reviewedand
: updatedto ensure the students’

LGBTQ community groups such

Deaths by suicide in Singapore

Inthe #AreWeOkay public

¢ consultationamong 561

: participants conducted by SG

: Mental Health Matters last year,

: about 74 per cent of respondents

: agreedthat LGBTQindividualsare
i atgreater mental healthrisk,and

: thattheyshould be given

: additional support.

PREVENTION AND POLICIES

: What then can be done? Studies

: have found that supportive

: environments such as more family
: supportand feelingasense of

: belonginginschoolare helpful.

Inthelight of the HCI incident,

i Minister Ong Ye Kung in response
: toaparliamentary questionin

i 2020: “Sexuality educationin our
: schools focuses on imparting

: knowledgeandsocialand

: emotionalskills for positive

¢ self-developmentand

: self-identity, and developing

¢ healthyand rewarding

: relationships.”

i competentsupportreadily
: available for youthand their
: parents.

: community groups suchas

: Oogachaga and The T Project,

: which supports the transgender
i community, as professional

: training vendors to conduct

: capacity building and sensitivity
: training for those working with

: LGBTQyouth.

i self-developmentandself-identity :
: areachieved.

As stated by then Education

There should be appropriate and

Awhole-of-government

: approachis needed to ensure that
: mental healthcare personnel

i acrossall sectors, including school
: counsellorsand teachers,are

: trained and competent in

i LGBTQ-related vulnerabilities.

One way is by engaging LGBT

Diversity officers supporting

: minoritiesisa common practice in
: the business sector.

Suicide is a highly complex issue with multiple contributing factors, but research has shown that lesbian, gay, bisexual,
: transgender and queer youth are more susceptible than the general population to suicide, which can be attributable to
: stressors associated with their sexual identities, say the writers. ST PHOTO: KELVIN CHNG

By having them within respective

: agencies,across healthcare,

: educationand social service

i sectors, they can serveasaresource
: forprofessionals to better

: understand LGBTQ-related issues,
: help to develop competenciesin

: serving LGBTQ individualsand

: ensure dissemination of

: LGBTQ-specificresources.

Given our whole-of-society

: mental health effort with the

: recentlaunch of SG Mental

¢ Well-being Network, public

: funding programmes should

¢ includeinitiatives to address

: LGBTQyouth mental healthand
i well-beingin Singapore.

The recent budget debate

: broughtup the potential

: formation ofa permanent mental
: well-beingagency and hopefully,
: theagency willbe placed under

: the Prime Minister’s Officeasa

: whole-of-government priority,

: which was one of the 2021

i #AreWeOkay recommendations.

Sucha dedicated national

i coordinating body will ensure that
: targetedstrategies, suchasthose

: suggestedabove, are implemented
: forvulnerable groupsacross the

: population, including the LGBTQ

: community.

Mental health is not merelya

i healthissue. How we treat one
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HELPLINES

National Care Hotline:
1800-202-6868 (8am to 8pm)
IMH Mental Health Helpline:
6389-2222 (24 hours)
Samaritans of Singapore:
1800-221-4444/1-767 (24 hours)
Singapore Association for
Mental Health: 1800-283-7019
Silver Ribbon Singapore:
6386-1928

Tinkle Friend: 1800-274-4788,
www.tinklefriend.sg

C ity Health A
Team:6493-6500/1,
www.chatmentalhealth.sg
TOUCHIine (Counselling):
1800-377-2252

TOUCH Care Line (for seniors,
caregivers): 6804-6555

Care Corner Counselling Centre:
1800-353-5800

: another contributes alarge part to
: ourmentalwell-beingas

: individuals, especially and most

¢ significantlyin our formative

: years. There cannot be an honest

i and complete conversation on

: youth mental well-being without

i addressing LGBTQ stigma and

: discrimination.

Law Minister K. Shanmugam put

¢ itbestwhen he said: “LGBTQ

: persons,non-LGBTQ persons, we
: areallequal. Wearenotany lesser
¢ byreason of our sexual

: preferences.”

We should all do our part to make

¢ sure that our children, family,

: friendsand colleagues whoidentify
: asLGBTQare not made to feelless

: inthe diverseandinclusive society
i thatwe wanttobecome.
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