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Note: This case study is 
presented due to greater 

availability of data for 
Northern Territory.

Suicide was 
not known in 

traditional 
Aboriginal 
societies1, 

pre-
colonisation 

(1788)

Aboriginal 
suicide first 
emerged as 

an issue2 Aboriginal 
suicide rates 
and suicidal 
behaviours 
increase1
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became 
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suicide 

included as a 
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In 1981, 
Northern 
Territory 

suicide rate for 
Aboriginal men 
was 1/3 the rate 
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men; no 
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recorded 
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women

1980 - 1990’s 
Northern 
Territory 
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suicide rate 
increased 

exponentially 
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0 to 12 for 
Aboriginal 

women, per 
100,000 
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By 2002, the 
Northern 
Territory 

Aboriginal 
suicide rates 
for both men 
and women 

were twice that 
of the 

non-Aboriginal 
population 
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Fact Sheet No. 1 
The Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Suicide Gap

Aboriginal peoples were first included in the Australian census in 19675. Aboriginal suicide data prior to the 2000s 
is limited and unreliable. Although it has improved, there are still major issues with the collection and governance 
of Aboriginal data today6. Here, we focus on Aboriginal suicide data over the last 20 years.

This fact sheet describes how and why Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander (hereafter, 
Aboriginal) suicide rates have increased over the past 50 years.
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Aboriginal Suicide Rates 1960 – 2020



Suicide rates (per 100,000) by Aboriginal status and gender 2001 - 2019 

Key characteristics of Aboriginal suicide in 20198
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AIHW National Mortality database and ABS causes of death, 2019, Australia

Cause of death - Adults Aboriginal non-Aboriginal

Suicide as percentage of all deaths 6% 2%

Suicide as the leading cause of death 5th 14th

- males 2nd 10th

- females 7th 23rd

Median age of suicide (years)

- males 31 44

- females 27 44

Cause of death – Youth (5 – 17 years) Aboriginal non-Aboriginal

Suicide as percentage of all deaths 7% 4%

Suicide as leading cause of death (2015 – 2019) 1st 4th

There is no gender di�erence in Aboriginal youth suicide with each gender accounting for 
approximately 50% of Aboriginal youth suicide.

For more information on suicide in Aboriginal children and young people see Fact Sheet 2.

The last 20 years7

In the last 20 years, the national suicide rate, and the suicide rates for non-Aboriginal males and females, has 
remained relatively stable. During this time the Aboriginal suicide rates in Australia increased 40% (see graph 1).
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Why has Aboriginal suicide increased?
It is now widely accepted that Aboriginal suicide and health inequity is associated with the experience of 
intergenerational and cumulative trauma. This is true for colonized Indigenous nations across the world, including, 
Māori, First Nations, Inuit, Sámi, American Indian and Alaska Native peoples9. Intergenerational trauma is a result of 
historical and political determinants (i.e., colonisation, dispossession of land, and assimilation policies), cultural 
determinants (i.e., systemic racism and discrimination), and social determinants (i.e., poverty and disadvantaged 
conditions) of health. These and other challenges many Aboriginal communities, families, and individuals continue to 
experience and resist10. Identifying and implementing culturally appropriate and safe solutions remains an ongoing 
challenge for Aboriginal researchers and communities.

What can be done to reduce Aboriginal suicide?

70% males

30% females

Aboriginal suicide by gender 

24% females

76% males

non-Aboriginal suicide by gender 

To be effective, suicide prevention 
approaches in Indigenous communities   
in Australia and worldwide, must empower 
communities to be self-determined, address 
social determinants of health, and recognise 
the role of cultural, social and emotional 
wellbeing in healing.6

We must acknowledge that Aboriginal suicide is different from non-Aboriginal suicide7.

It is also important to recognise groups within Aboriginal communities that are at greater risk, such as young people, 
people with lived experience of suicide, people who identify as LGBTQI+SB, people in the justice system, and people 
experiencing homelessness. 

To develop effective strategies that prevent suicide, Aboriginal governance, solutions governed and led by 
Aboriginal communities, including programs that build connection to culture, are an essential element of the 
response to Aboriginal suicide. This work is detailed in the ATSISPEP Solutions that Work11 report and outlined in Fact 
Sheet 4.

There also needs to be:
• a revision and implementation of the National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Suicide Prevention Strategy 

2013 (this work is progressing through Gayaa Dhuwi (Proud Spirit) Australia) 
• a commitment to implement the National Strategic Framework for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples’ 

Mental Health and Social and Emotional Wellbeing 2017-202312. 

More information about suicide prevention and additional fact sheets are available on the CBPATSISP website.
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