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Recommendation to Support Black, Indigenous, and Youth of Color
(approved by the Suicide Prevention Commission on April 30, 2021)

In Colorado, as well as nationally, health disparities among Black, Indigenous, and People of
Color lead to a lack of access, services, care, and research regarding behavioral health.'
Economic and racial segregation impact access to education, employment, and health care. In
the United States, injustice and segregation contribute to lasting mental health impacts.
Because suicidal despair, attempts, and deaths by suicide impact all races, ethnicities,
cultures, and communities, it is imperative that suicide prevention efforts support all
populations.

According to the 2019 Healthy Kids Colorado Survey, approximately 45 percent of Colorado
youth attending public high schools identify as a race/ethnicity other than white.? Three
indicators related to mental health and/or suicidal despair are indicative of disparities that
impact students who are Black, Indigenous, and Youth of Color here in Colorado:

Table 1. Mental Health Indicators as Reported by Students on the Healthy Kids Colorado Survey (2019)*

2019 Healthy Kids Colorado Survey Results
Percentages of students who
reported, in the past 12 months:
having at least
P making at . one trusted
Race/EtthIty least one feeling sad adult to ask
suicide Er less. ™ for help with
attempt. OPELESS- ™ | serious
problems.
Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander, non-Hispanic 15.8% 41.7% 66.3%
American Indian or Alaska Native, non-Hispanic 15.8% 37.4% 66.9%
Multiple Race or Hispanic Other Race 11.1% 40.0% 69.7%
Hispanic only or Hispanic White 9.4% 38.0% 68.4%
Black or African-American, non-Hispanic 8.6% 31.7% 66.6%
Asian, non-Hispanic 6.6% 29.5% 68.6%
White, non-Hispanic 6.1% 32.5% 76.5%

* cdphe.colorado.gov/center-for-health-and-environmental-data/survey-research/ healthy-kids-colorado-survey-data
** Complete indicator reads: “feeling so sad or hopeless they stopped doing usual activities almost every day for 2+ consecutive weeks.”

Nationally: Racial disparities within mental health are well-documented and show a
significant and lasting impact on a variety of health outcomes, including national suicide-
related indicators, such as suicidal despair, suicide attempts, and suicide deaths. For
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example, Black youth suicide fatalities rose from 2.55 per 100,000 in 2007 to 4.82 per 100,000
in 2017, and Black males between the ages of 5 and 11 years are more likely to die by suicide
compared to white peers.? Suicide death rates for Black youth (ages 5-11 years) have been
increasing faster than any other racial group. Hispanic youth (ages 10 to 14) have higher rates
of suicidal ideation compared to their white peers,* and Hispanic teenagers make up the
highest rates of suicide attempts compared to any other youth group.®> Among American Indian
and Alaska Native (Al and AN) communities, suicide rates are highest among youth and young
adults, ages 15-34. In 2019, the suicide rate among Al and AN youth (ages 10 to 24) was 2.5
times higher than the national average.® Asian-American college students were more likely
than white American students to have had suicidal thoughts and have attempted suicide.”

These health disparities reflect systems of discrimination, historical trauma, trauma as the
result of oppression and poverty, and institutionalized racism. It is necessary to have
culturally-informed support and programs to address racial disparities in order to prevent
suicidal despair, attempts, and deaths by suicide among Black, Indigenous, and Youth of
Color.?

The Youth-Specific Initiatives Work Group of the Suicide Prevention Commission puts forth the
following comprehensive recommendations to support Black, Indigenous, and Youth of Color
(ages 0-24) in Colorado.

e These recommendations apply to individuals working and volunteering at youth-serving
organizations, such as schools, after-school programs, workforce development centers,
faith-based organizations, parks and recreation departments, behavioral health
providers, recreation centers, libraries, human services, juvenile justice and child
welfare systems, first responders, and more. These recommendations are intended to
support all Black, Indigenous, and Youth of Color, as well as immigrant families. We
encourage communities to address your unique needs based on data, lived experience,
and community leadership.

e These research-based recommendations align with: the Congressional Report, Ring the
Alarm: the Crisis of Black Youth Suicide in America; the JAMA study, “Trends in Suicide
Among Youth aged 10-19 years in the United States, 1975 to 2016”, and with the lived
experience and expertise of Black, Indigenous, and People of Color in Colorado who
contributed to and informed these recommendations.
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Recommendation: Create supportive?’, inclusive, and safe communities,
especially for Black, Indigenous, and Youth of Color.

Sub-recommendations and strategies to support overarching recommendation:

1. Encourage adults, students, and community members to participate in educational
opportunities around equity and anti-racism that inform systemic practices, curriculum
development, school policies, and interpersonal interactions.

Research shows that anti-racism and social justice training help rectify interpersonal and
societal inequities within schools and mental health systems.'® Educational opportunities
regarding inequities can help adults understand disparities regarding suicide-related indicators
that Black, Indigenous, and Youth of Color experience.

2. Support workforce development to ensure that school-based workforces (including staff,
teachers, mental health professionals, administrators, and other potential trusted adults)
reflect the populations that they are serving.

90% of US public school teachers are white, middle-class, and native English speakers."" 87% of
Colorado teachers are white and 70% of school districts do not have any Black teachers.?
About 40% of Colorado students identify as Black or Hispanic. Research has shown that many
white educators are underprepared to meet the needs of an increasingly diverse youth
population.

3. Encourage schools to facilitate data collection through state-wide resources and
instruments, such as the Healthy Kids Colorado Survey and Smart Source, to inform
systematic change.

The Healthy Kids Colorado Survey (HKCS) and Colorado Healthy Schools Smart Source (Smart
Source) are Colorado’s only comprehensive surveys on the health and well-being of young
people and school health policies and practices that support youth health. Statewide, regional
and local results are widely used by public, private, and community organizations to better
understand the youth they serve and support youth in making healthy choices. In 2019, over
100,000 youth took HKCS in 503 schools across Colorado and 695 schools participated in Smart
Source. Increasing participation and trust in both surveys can help communities identify
prevention priorities.

4, Support restorative justice and transformative justice practices and responses to youth
substance use, misconduct, and behavioral health situations.'3 Restorative responses
should include educational workshops or resources highlighting information, alternative
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responses, and support for youth, parents/guardians, teachers, staff, administrators, and
school resource officers (if applicable)/local law enforcement.

School administrators are more likely to see Black students as problematic, and they are more
likely to punish Black students compared to their white peers.* Discriminatory practices or
unconscious biases from school administrators have lasting effects on students.® According to
Ring the Alarm (2019),® Black youth may express symptoms of depression (such as through
behavioral and conduct behaviors) differently than do white youth. Black youth are more likely
to be pushed into the juvenile justice system, where there is even less adequate treatment
available for mental and behavioral concerns. Research shows that restorative justice reduces
post-traumatic symptoms compared to customary justice procedures.’

Alternatives to policing and incarceration can support mental health and prevent suicidal
despair; for example, certain discriminatory events, such as police abuse or being discouraged
from education independently increased the odds of someone reporting lifetime suicidal
thoughts and behaviors.'®1° Additionally, police stops are related to a higher number of
symptoms of depression among both white and Black young adults, even after controlling for
prior depression; among white young adults, the association was fully explained by self-
reported criminal behavior, whereas, for Black young adults, the association persisted after
controlling for criminal behavior and justice contact.?

Restorative practices are on the rise.?' House Bill 12-1345, enacted in Colorado schools in
2012, required school districts to remove zero-tolerance school discipline policies and
encourage the use of restorative justice practices instead and implement training and
education in restorative practices.?

5. Increase collaboration between youth-serving organizations throughout the community
with intentional support for Black, Indigenous, and Youth of Color who identify as LGBTQ+
(Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Queer or Questioning).

LGBTQ+ youth populations of any race and ethnicity are likely to report higher rates of poor
mental health than their cisgender, heterosexual peers.?> LGBTQ+ African American
populations are more likely to face discrimination and victimization compared to any other
group in the United States.?* According to a study by Mueller et al as cited in Ring the Alarm
(2019), white and Latinx LGB youth are significantly more likely to be bullied than their white
heterosexual peers. Additionally, Black LGB youth are more likely to report suicidal thoughts
than their white heterosexual peers.
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6. Encourage community organizations to intentionally seek out input, participation, and
leadership from Black, Indigenous, and People of Color by building authentic relationships
to promote partnership and to strive to strengthen diversity, equity, and inclusion.
Encouraging children and teens to seek social support from peers, family members, and
community leaders can promote emotional well-being and help to reduce the negative health
impacts of race-related stress.?> Studies show that a strong social network can help reduce
stress, isolation and loneliness.?® Recent research has also shown that high-achieving university
students attribute their success to having a support system made up of same-race peers and
same-race leadership.?” These same-race support systems understand racial oppression and
tend to not carry internalized racism towards each other.

7. Support the expansion of peer support and peer-led services to help establish positive
peer associations that can foster a sense of acceptance and belonging.
Research shows that peer support interventions are positive youth development tools.?® Peer
support intervention also helps establish positive peer association.

8. Encourage organizations to raise awareness of suicide prevention and provide community
education around mental health through culturally appropriate methods that are based on
a community perspective.
Many current mental health systems are based on Western cultural traditions and Western
understandings of the human condition, so cultural practices are often missed.?® Community-
based ethno-cultural services are a positive resource in the community and can help improve
culturally appropriate practices for mental health services.

9. Support workforce development to ensure that professionals providing mental and
behavioral health services in Colorado reflect the populations they serve.
Mistrust is common in mental and behavioral health systems because Black, Indigenous, and
Youth of Color are more likely to receive misdiagnoses and treatments that do not reflect their
needs.3' Very often health care providers unfamiliar to their patient’s lived experience ignore
their symptoms. Mental and behavioral health providers tend to be primarily white; however,
these white providers often serve a diverse population. Health systems that welcome cultural
competence education and diverse hiring practices help reduce behavioral health disparities.?
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