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Street Experiences

Suicide

Central Question:

“Could you tell me about your life on the street, maybe starting
with your life at home and how you came to leave it?”

Questions to embed within Central Question response:

(if not covered previously)
i) What was life at home like for you?
i) How old were you when you left?

iii) What kinds of places have you lived in since you left home?

iv) What are your thoughts about mainstream society? What is your
opinion of it? How do you think mainstream society views street
youth?

v) Why, out of the various lifestyles people have on the street, did
you choose the one you did?

vi) Are street experiences different for (whatever person is ~ woman,
native, gay etc.)

Central Question:

“If it is alright, we will talk about suicide now. You can tell me
about a person you know who has attempted suicide, and if you want you
can tell me about your own experiences with suicide.”

If reluctant:

“What do you think is happening in the life of someone who is
suicidal?”’

Questions to embed within Central Question response:
(if not covered previously)

i) Did your reasons for attempting suicide change when you came
to the street? How so?

ii) What kinds of experiences led you to attempt suicide? Were
there things that happened on the day you did it to push you over
the edge?

iii) What did you want from your attempt? Did you want to die
or...?



Subculture:
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iv) What is it like for you being really upset, what kinds of feelings
do you have? What kinds of feelings did you have when you
attempted suicide?

v) Did you have a plan when you attempted suicide, or was it more
of a spur of the moment thing?

vi) Why did you choose “method” as a way to attempt suicide?

vi)  How do you think (whatever person is: prostitute, native etc.) is
related to suicide?

viii) Do you think people that attempt suicide are doing something
different than those who complete suicide? How so?

ix) What was your reaction when you heard a friend
attempted/committed suicide?

General:

i) Do you think that a lot of people are killing themselves on the
streets? How often do you hear of people killing themselves on
the street?

i1) Are there particular kinds of street youth killing themselves? Do
you think suicide is different or occurring more often with
(whatever person identifies as, woman, gay, native etc.)?

iii) What do you think is the typical street youth suicide story? Why
are street youth killing themselves?

Reactions:

i) How do you think street kids react to hearing about a suicide?
What kind of reaction to suicide do you see among the people
you know?

ii) Do people react differently for attempts than completed suicides?
How so?

iii) Do you ever talk about suicide with your friends? How do
people talk about it?

iv) What kinds of experiences would you and your friends consider
really bad...in general?

Relatedness to Self:

i) When you hear of suicides, do their situations sound like your
own? Are there any stories that particularly struck home?

ii) When suicidal thoughts pop into your head do you think about

other people who have killed themselves? At what sort of times
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do these stories of suicides pop into your head? What kind of
“stories” are the ones that come to mind?

At end: ask them flat out: do you think that there is some kind of
a suicide contagion thing going on on the street? Like where, a
person is feeling real bad, and the first thing that pops into their
head is the stories they have heard about all of the other street
youth who kill themselves, and think “I’m gonna go the same
way.”?

Are a lot of the ideas you have about suicide coming from what
you have heard about street suicide, or do you think they are
coming more from stuff you had heard of when you were
growing up, or on t.v.?

If not previously addressed:

i)
ii)
iii)
iv)
v)

vi)
vii)

viii)

What is helpful:
i)
ii)
iii)
iv)

v)

Do you think problems with boy/girlfriends are related to

suicide? How so?

How about loosing/fighting with friends, does that make people

suicidal? What do you think happens there?

Do you think being GLB is related to suicide? How so?
separate experience at home, and on the street.

Do you think that the violence on the street is related to suicide?

How?

Do you think drugs or alcohol are related to suicide? How?
separate: as means, addiction, effects of drugs.

Do you think HIV/AIDS is related to suicide? How so?

How about having no money, is that related? Why do you think

that is?

Are there any other things having to do with suicide you think I

am missing?

What kinds of things stop you from trying to kill yourself, or
when you are feeling bad?

What sorts of things would you tell a suicidal person to help them
out?

In general, what do you think would reduce the rates of suicide
among street youth?

What do you think about the services and agencies available, are
they helpful? How could they improve?

Do you think that some kind of spirituality, religious or
otherwise, is helpful in preventing suicide? Like a belief in some
kind of grander scheme or plan, that there is something beyond
this life?



Wrap up:

Conclusion:

vi)
vii)

viii)

ix)
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How has it made you feel to talk about this stuff?

How do you feel about me doing this study and interviewing
you? Were there things you didn’t like?

Do you have any regrets in participating?

Is there anything you want to add, or think we have not covered?
What do you do for fun? What kinds of things make you happy?

Going to put what you have said together with what I hear from
others.

Try and get an idea about what is happening with street suicide.
Use that information to try and raise awareness about it, and help
with intervention and prevention programmes.

(if Toronto agency) I will be coming back in a few months once
I have looked at it all. If you are around, it would be great to hear
what you think.

[Give a brochure about resources available for those who are
suffering from mental health problems, and are considering
suicide.]
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Appendix C — Feedback Form

What this is:
This is a chance for anyone who did the interview on suicide in
August to give their thoughts and opinions on what was found.
Why this is important:

I want to make sure that in putting together the results of this
study I got the facts straight. What you tell me on this form will
be used to correct, change, and add to the findings.

What was found:
These are the main points that came out of 98 interviews with
street youth in Toronto and Vancouver. They are the main
ideas/themes from what they (and you) told me about why street
youth are killing themselves.

1. The suicidal person feels worthless and alone. These feelings come as they
think about those who have hurt them in the past, and those who are hurting
them now. This is made worse by the way that society looks down on them,
thinking of them as ‘street trash’.

2. Feeling alone and worthless is bad, but what makes it much worse is feeling
trapped and hopeless. The suicidal person feels that things will never get
better, and they are stuck on the street. They feel bad about themselves and
their situation. They have tried to make a better life but have been knocked
down again and again.

3. Hard drugs (crack, heroin, crystal meth, etc.) make it worse. The person
gets addicted, which makes them more trapped, feel more worthless and
more alone.

4. The street makes this whole situation worse because: (i) Street youth are
looked down on and are denied services/jobs/opportunities. (ii) They
usually don’t have family to help them, and finding people they can trust on
the street is hard. (iii) Hard drugs, which make them feel better for a little
while, are everywhere.

5. Suicide: Suicide takes many forms on the street. Sometimes the person
tries to kill themselves in the traditional way (gun, razor, hanging etc.), but
more often they stop caring about themselves. In other words, the person
starts doing harder and harder drugs, and gets involved in more and more
dangerous situations. It is like Russian roulette, and eventually they end up
dead. Like one person said ‘it is a toboggan ride off a cliff”.
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6. What helps: The opposite of everything above. The person finds things to
do and starts to think in ways that help them value and respect themselves.
They find people in their lives who will like them for who they are, who will
help and support them without wanting money, drugs or sex in return. The
person realizes they are strong for having survived so many bad experiences,
that they have options and a future.

Does this fit with what you think? Any comments?

Please pass this along to a staff member, and they will mail it back to me. If you
have access to email, feel free to send your comments to kidd@jet2.net I am going to
send the final version of the results in March which you can have a copy of. Thanks for
having done the interview and for taking the time to do this. I will make sure it gets to
people who will listen and use it to help improve the situation.
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Appendix D1 - Demographic Comparisons (gender)

Demographic female (n=31) male (n=49) female (n=31) male (n=49)
Age Range 15-24 17-24 15-24 17-24
Age mean 18.7 20.5 18.7 20.5
Age Median 18 20 18 20
Age Mode 17 19 17 19
Toronto agency 7 12 23% 25%
Toronto Street 8 13 26% 27%
Toronto Total 15 25 48% 51%
Vancouver agency 8 12 26% 25%
Vancouver street 8 12 26% 25%
Vancouver total 16 24 52% 49%
Street Total 16 25 52% 51%
Agency Total 15 24 48% 49%
Education 9.9 9.9 9.9 9.9
Education median 10 10 10 10
Education mode 9 9 9 9
Ethnicity:

Caucasian 27 42 87% 86%
Native 1 6 3% 12%
Other 3 1 10% 2%
Living Arrangement:

street 23 35 74% 71%
shelter 0 5 0% 10%
apantment 4 3 13% 6%
hotel 2 4 7% 8%
other 2 2 7% 4%
Income

panning 18 23 58% 47%
pan and squeegee 4 9 13% 18%
social assistance 3 2 10% 4%
part time wk 0 4 0% 8%
employment programme 2 3 7% 6%
prostitution 0 3 0 6%
other 4 5 13% 10%
Subgroup

none 27 38 87% 78%
punk 3 5 10% 10%

other 1 6 3% 12%



212

Appendix D2 — Demographic Comparisons (interview site)

Demographic Street (n=41) Agency (n=39) Street (n=41) Agency (n=39)
Age Range 15-24 16-24 15-24 16-24
Age mean 19.7 20 19.7 20
Age Median 19 20 19 20
Age Mode 19 19 19 19
Toronto Total 21 19 51% 49%
Vancouver total 20 20 49% 51%
Education 9.8 9.8 9.8 9.8
Education median 10 10 10 10
Education mode 9 9 9 9
Ethnicity:

Caucasian 38 33 93% 85%
Native 3 4 7% 10%
Other 0 2 0% 5%
Living Arrangement:

street 34 25 83% 64%
shelter 3 3 7% 8%
apartment 1 6 2% 15%
hotel 3 3 7% 8%
other 0 2 0% 5%
income

panning 25 16 61% 41%
pan and squeegee 11 3 27% 8%
social assistance 1 4 2% 10%
part time wk 1 4 2% 10%
employment programme 1 4 2% 10%
prostitution 0 3 0% 8%
other 2 5 2% 13%
Subgroup

none 32 34 78% 87%
punk 7 2 17% 5%

other 2 3 5% 8%
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Demographic Toronto (n=40) Vancouver (n=40) Toronto (n=40) Vancouver
(n=40)

Age Range 16-24 15-24 16-24 15-24
Age mean 20.2 19.5 20.2 19.5
Age Median 20 19 20 19
Age Mode 17 19 17 19
Street Total 21 20 83% 50%
Agency Total 19 20 48% 50%
Education 10 9.8 10 9.8
Education median 10 9 10 9
Education mode 10 9 10 9
Ethnicity:

Caucasian 33 36 83% 90%
Native 4 3 10% 8%
Other 3 1 8% 3%
Living Arrangement:

street 31 27 78% 68%
shelter 5 0 13% 0
apartment 2 5 5% 13%
hotel 0 6 0 15%
other 2 2 5% 5%
Income A

panning 23 18 57% 45%
pan and squeegee 8 5 20% 13%
social assistance 1 4 3% 10%
part time wk 2 3 5% 8%
employment programme 2 3 5% 8%
prostitution 0 3 0 8%
other 3 4 8% 10%
Subgroup

none 32 Kk} 80% 63%
punk 4 4 10% 10%
other 4 3 10% 8%



Appendix E — Code Summary

Family Background (n=80)
Do not want to talk about it (17)
Problematic (48)
No major problems (6)
No major problems, but rebelled (6)
In Context of Suicide
Central Feelings
Trapped (27)
Worthlessness (19)
Feel Alone (20)
Hopelessness (9)
Reasons For Being Suicidal
Abuse and Neglect (7)
Death and Loss (9)
Giving Up (33)
Drug Addiction (53)
Drugs as Slow Suicide (16)
Drug Effect Makes Person Suicidal (12)
[General Danger of Overdose (9)]
(Hard vs. Soft Drugs (26)]

Reasons for Being Suicidal
Stigma (35)
Problems with Police (24)
Minor Categories
Lack of Money (20) vs. Money Not Necessary (6)
Street Life is Stressful (13)
Prostitution (8)
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(Appendix E cont’d)

Bad Weather (3)

Negative School Experiences (8)
Suicide Spoken of Generally

Suicides of People Known (35)

Drug-Related (10)

While Living at Home (6)

Reactions to Loosing Someone to Suicide (23)

Suicides Attempts a Cry for Help (6)

Those Who Complete Suicide Don’t Talk About it (8)

Young Runaways at Risk (12)

Suicide is Stupid (11)

Suicide is Easy/Cowardly (14)

Social Sphere
Friends as Support (20)

Friendships Superficial (9)
Importance of Partners (7)
Problems Related to Partners (11)
Family Support (10)
Views and Beliefs
Important to Value the Self (14)
Agency/Efficacy (27)
Need to Look to the Future (13)
Positive Progress (4)
Learned/Survived (15)
Anger and Non-Conformity (13)
Spirituality (14)
Behaviours [see Table 4 for breakdown]

Agencies and External Help
Negative Experience with CAS (7)
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(Appendix E cont’d)
Problem with Welfare (5)
Negative Experiences with Mental Health Professionals (5)
Services are Adequate (5)

Never Use Services (3)

What Would Help {See Table 5 for breakdown]
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