This fact sheet is one in a series that summarizes data and research on suicidal behavior among particular
racial and ethnic populations.* The Office of Management and Budget (OMB) defines Asian† as a person
having origins in any of the original peoples of the Far East, Southeast Asia, or the Indian subcontinent, and
Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander as having origins in any of the original peoples of Hawaii, Guam,
Samoa, or other Pacific Islands.1 In 2010, Asians comprised 4.8% of the U.S. population and Native
Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islanders comprised 0.2%. 2, 3
The national suicide mortality data set combines Asians, Native Hawaiians, and Other Pacific Islanders into
one group, which is why we present combined data below. Whenever possible, however, we present
separate data for each of these groups. However, we are not able to provide data on people in these groups
who are of multiple racial/ethnic backgrounds because the national suicide data sets put all people of
multiple races into a single category.
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Mortality Data
The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) reports the following statistics:4
At 6.19, the suicide rate for Asians/Pacific Islanders of all ages was approximately half of the overall
U.S. rate of 12.08.
Suicide was the 10th leading cause of death for Asians/Pacific Islanders and the 2nd leading

cause of death for youth ages 15 to 24.

*

Visit http://www.sprc.org for the other fact sheets on suicide among different racial/ethnic populations.
Because most of the Federal data sources used in this sheet use the term Asian rather than Asian American, we are using
Asian throughout the sheet.
†
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Suicide Deaths: Rates per 100,000
Age
Total
15–24
25–34
35–64
65–84
85+

Asian/Pacific Islander Rates
Males
Females
9.42
3.43
10.41
3.42
11.49
4.14
11.45
4.69
13.90
4.04
29.76*
6.57*

U.S. Rates
Males
Females
19.78
4.99
16.90
3.89
22.50
5.34
27.64
8.21
26.89
4.36
47.33
3.27

* Number of deaths too low for precision

According to a recent report, Native Hawaiians living in Hawaii who were between the ages of 15 and 44
had a significantly higher suicide death rate than the other three main racial/ethnic groups, but those over
45 had a much lower rate than Whites, the same rate as Japanese, and a higher rate than Filipinos.5
Suicidal Behavior
Adults
Asian, Native Hawaiian, and Other Pacific Islander adults ages 18 or older who responded to a national
survey reported similar rates of suicidal behavior compared to adults in the total U.S. population.6
Results of 2011 National Survey of Drug Use and Health
“In the past year have you:”
Had serious thoughts of suicide
Made suicide plans
Attempted suicide
Gotten medical attention for a
suicide attempt

Asians
2.9%
1.0%
0.9%
0.7%

Native Hawaiians &
Other Pacific Islanders
*
0.2%
0.2%
*

Total U.S.
Population
3.7%
1.0%
0.5%
0.3%

* No reliable estimate was possible due to an inadequate number of responses.

The lifetime prevalence of suicidal ideation and suicide attempts of Asians has been placed at 9.02% and
2.55%, respectively. Those rates are lower than in any other racial/ethnic group.7
Asians who immigrated to the United States as children have higher rates of suicidal ideation and suicide
attempts than U.S. born Asians. Asians who came as adolescents and adults have lower rates than either of
those groups.8
Youth
Asian and Native Hawaiian and Other Pacific Islander high school students report higher rates of suicidal
behaviors than the general population of U.S. high school students:9
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Results of 2011 Youth Risk Behavior Survey of high school students:
“In the past 12 months have
you:”
Had serious thoughts of suicide
Made suicide plans
Attempted suicide
Gotten medical attention for a
suicide attempt

Asians

Native Hawaiians &
Other Pacific Islanders
16.7%
13.4%
9.9%
*

18.9%
14.4%
10.8%
4.5%

Total U.S.
15.8%
12.8%
7.8%
2.4%

* No reliable estimate was possible due to an inadequate number of responses.

In addition, more Asian female students reported suicidal thoughts and behaviors than Asian male, White
female, or White male students. The numbers of Native Hawaiian and Other Pacific Islander female and
male students were too low to determine reliable rates.
“In the past 12 months have
you:”

Asians

Had serious thoughts of
suicide
Made suicide plans
Attempted suicide
Gotten medical attention for
a suicide attempt

Whites

Females
21.1%

Males
17.1%

Females
18.4%

Males
12.8%

15.6%
15.0%
5.1%

13.3%
7.0%
4.0%

13.7%
7.9%
2.2%

10.6%
4.6%
1.5%

In a national population-based study, about 62% of Asians who attempted suicide reported that their first
suicide attempt occurred when they were under 18 years of age.10
In a survey of students attending high schools in Hawaii, Native Hawaiians had a significantly higher
lifetime prevalence rate for suicide attempt (12.9%) than non-native Hawaiian students (9.6%).11 In
another survey of Hawaiian high school students, Native Hawaiians (11.5%) and Filipinos (13.6%) had
more than twice the rate of suicide attempts in the past 12 months than Caucasians (5.6%).12
Strengths and Protective Factors
Across all populations, some of the most significant protective factors are:13, 14
Effective mental health care
Connectedness to individuals, family, community, and social institutions
Problem-solving skills
Contacts with caregivers
In addition, research has shown the following to be among the most significant protective factors in Asian,
Native Hawaiian, and Other Pacific Islander populations:
Cultural identification: Among Asians, higher levels of identification with Asian culture, such as a sense of
belonging and affiliation with spiritual, material, intellectual, and emotional features of Asian culture, have
been associated with a 69% reduction in the risk of suicide attempt.15
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Family relationship: Among Native Hawaiian and Other Pacific Islander youth, strong and supportive family
relationships and higher levels of family cohesion, family organization, and parental bonding have been
related to lower risk of lifetime suicide attempt.16
Among Asians, family cohesion and parental support were associated with lower levels of suicidal ideation.
17,18

Help seeking with native healers: Although Native Hawaiian youth do not seek help for their mental health
problems from physicians as often as other groups, they do seek help from Native Hawaiian healers more
often than other groups.19 Youth who had stronger Hawaiian cultural identification were more likely to use
Native Hawaiian healers for mental health issues.20
Risk Factors
Across all populations, some of the most significant risk factors are:21, 22
• Prior suicide attempt(s)
• Alcohol and drug abuse
• Mood and anxiety disorders
• Access to a means to lethal means
For individuals who are already at risk, a “triggering” event causing shame or despair may make them more
likely to attempt suicide. These events may include relationship problems and breakups, problems at work,
financial hardships, legal difficulties, and worsening health.
In addition, research has shown the following to be among the most significant risk factors in Asian, Native
Hawaiian, and Other Pacific Islander populations:
Family conflict: High levels of family conflict, such as witnessing family violence or experiencing low levels
of family support, have been associated with suicide risk in Asian and Native Hawaiian populations.23, 24
Among Asian youth and college students, family problems and conflict, especially parent-child conflict, play
a very significant role in increasing risk for suicidal ideation.25, 26
Family conflict created greater risk for suicidal behavior among less acculturated Asian adolescents
compared to those who were very acculturated.27
Acculturation: A study of Native Hawaiian youth found a small but statistically significant risk for
attempting suicide in adolescents who had greater affiliation with Hawaiian culture. This may be due to
increased cultural conflict and stress of being culturally Hawaiian in a Western environment.28
One 10-year study of high school youth found that the high rate of suicidal behavior among Pacific
Islanders, including Native Hawaiians may be related to cultural conflict and stress in acculturating. NonHawaiian Pacific Islanders living in the United States have had to deal with cultural barriers that cause loss
of ethnic identity. Native Hawaiians have had to deal with colonialism similar to other native peoples,
which has led to a significant change in values and a negative effect on family structure, health, and wellbeing.29
Discrimination: Asians reporting that they are racially discriminated against have been found to be more
likely to have a psychiatric disorder.30
Immigrant Asian populations may be hampered in the U.S. mental health system by discriminatory
attitudes and language proficiency issues.31
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Asian college students who perceive discrimination report higher rates of suicidal ideation32 and suicide
attempts,33 and Asian adults who perceive discrimination have also reported higher rates of suicidal
ideation and attempts.34
Mental health services access and use: Due in large part to their cultural beliefs and values, Asians are less
likely to seek professional help for psychological distress, and they are less likely to disclose suicidal
thoughts. Two studies found that Asian adults and college students were less likely than other racial groups
to seek professional psychological help for suicide ideation35, 36
Asians also are less likely to get a diagnosis of mental health problems because they tend to experience
their problems through physical rather than emotional symptoms. Lack of access to treatment that is
sensitive to their culture is also a barrier. When they do obtain professional help Asians generally drop out
of treatment sooner than Whites.37 Asians are more likely to use informal support systems than formal
services for help with mental health problems.38
In a large national survey, Asians/Pacific Islanders who reported suicidal thoughts or attempts were less
likely than Hispanics, Blacks, or Whites to seek or receive psychiatric services.39
Percentages of adults who did not seek or receive any psychiatric services in the year prior to having
suicidal thoughts or attempts:

Suicidal Thoughts
Suicide Attempts

Asian/Pacific
Islanders
84.1%
70.1%

Hispanics

Blacks

Whites

61.6%
45.7%

59.7%
57.8%

42.8%
24.1%

The “model minority” myth that Asians are the most successful (academically, economically, and socially)
of all the racial/ethnic minority groups in the United States not only hides the racism and discrimination
that many experience, but it also masks the psychological issues Asians deal with and perpetuates the
stigma that keeps them from seeking mental health services.40
Poor academic achievement: Two studies of Asian college students in the United States found that poor
academic performance and anxiety about performing well enough was a major risk factor for suicidal
ideation.41, 42

Endnotes
Office of Management and Budget (OMB). (1997). Revisions to the standards for the classification of federal
data on race and ethnicity. Retrieved from http://www.whitehouse.gov/omb/fedreg_1997standards
1

2

U.S. Census Bureau. (2010a). The Asian population: 2010. Retrieved from
http://www.census.gov/prod/cen2010/briefs/c2010br-11.pdf
U.S. Census Bureau. (2010b). The Native Hawaiian and other Pacific Islander population: 2010. Retrieved
from http://www.census.gov/prod/cen2010/briefs/c2010br-12.pdf
3

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC). (2010). Web-based Injury Statistics Query and Reporting
System (WISQARS). Retrieved from http://www.cdc.gov/injury/wisqars/fatal.html
4

5

5

Hawaii State Department of Health, Injury Prevention and Control Section. (2012). Injuries in Hawai‘i
2007–2011. Retrieved from http://hawaii.gov/health/healthy-lifestyles/injury-

prevention/PDF/Databook%20FINAL%20Sept%202012.pdf
6

Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA). (2012). Results from the 2011
National Survey on Drug Use and Health: Mental health findings. Rockville, MD: Author. Retrieved from
http://www.samhsa.gov/data/NSDUH/2k11MH_FindingsandDetTables/2K11MHDetTabs/NSDUHMHDetTabsSect1pe2011.htm
Borges, G., Orozco, R., Rafful, C., Miller, E., & Breslau, J. (2012). Suicidality, ethnicity and immigration in the
USA. Psychological Medicine, 42(6), 1175–1184. doi:10.1017/S0033291711002340
7

8

Ibid.

9

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC). (2011). High School Youth Risk Behavior Survey data.
Retrieved from http://apps.nccd.cdc.gov/youthonline
10

Cheng, J. K., Fancher, T. L., Ratanasen, M., Conner, K. R., Duberstein, P. R., Sue, S., & Takeuchi, D. (2010).
Lifetime suicidal ideation and suicide attempts in Asian Americans. Asian American Journal of Psychology,
1(1), 18–30.
11

Yuen, N. Y., Nahulu, L. B., Hishinuma, E. S., & Miyamoto, R. H. (2000). Cultural identification and
attempted suicide in Native Hawaiian adolescents. Journal of the American Academy of Child & Adolescent
Psychiatry, 39(3), 360–367.
12

Goebert, D., Else, I., Matsu, C., Chung-Do, J., & Chang, J. (2011). The impact of cyberbullying on substance
use and mental health in a multiethnic sample. Maternal and Child Health Journal, 15, 1282–1286.
doi:10.1007/s10995-010-0672-x
U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (HHS) Office of the Surgeon General and National Action
Alliance for Suicide Prevention. (2012, September). 2012 National strategy for suicide prevention: Goals and
objectives for action. Washington, DC: Author. Retrieved from
http://www.surgeongeneral.gov/library/reports/national-strategy-suicide-prevention/full-report.pdf
13

14

Suicide Prevention Resource Center (SPRC), & Rodgers, P. (2011). Understanding risk and protective
factors for suicide: A primer for preventing suicide. Newton, MA: Education Development Center, Inc.
Retrieved from http://www.sprc.org/sites/sprc.org/files/library/RandPPrimer.pdf
15

Cheng et al., Lifetime Suicidal Ideation

Else, I. R., Andrade, N. N., & Nahulu, L. B. (2007). Suicide and suicidal-related behaviors among indigenous
Pacific Islanders in the United States. Death Studies, 31(5), 479–501.
16

17

Cho, Y., & Haslam, N. (2010). Suicidal ideation and distress among immigrant adolescents: The role of
acculturation, life stress, and social support. Journal of Youth and Adolescence, 39(4), 370–379.
18

Wong, Y. J., Uhm, S. Y., & Li, P. (2012). Asian Americans’ family cohesion and suicide ideation: Moderating
and mediating effects. The American Journal of Orthopsychiatry, 82(3), 309–318. doi:10.1111/j.1939–
0025.2012.01170.x

6

19

National Center on Indigenous Hawaiian Behavioral Health (NCIHBH). (2012). Requests for access to the
database can be made to Dr. Deborah Goebert, director of NCIHBH at GoebertD@dop.hawaii.edu
20

Bell, C. K., Goebert, D. A., Andrade, N. N., Johnson, R. C., McDermott, J. F., Hishinuma, E. S., . . . Miyamoto, R.
H. (2001). Sociocultural factors influencing adolescent preference and use of native Hawaiian healers.
Complementary Therapies in Medicine, 9(4), 224–231.
21

HHS, 2012 National Strategy

22

SPRC and Rodgers, Understanding Risk and Protective Factors

23

Cheng et al., Lifetime Suicidal Ideation

24

Else, Andrade, and Nahulu, Suicide and Suicidal-Related Behaviors

Lau, A. S., Jernewall, N. M., Zane, N., & Myers, H. F. (2002). Correlates of suicidal behaviors among Asian
American outpatient youths. Cultural Diversity & Ethnic Minority Psychology, 8(3), 199–213.
25

Wong, Y. J., Brownson, C., & Schwing, A. E. (2011). Risk and protective factors associated with Asian
American students’ suicidal ideation: A multicampus, national study. Journal of College Student
Development, 52(4), 396–408.
26

27

Lau, Correlates of Suicidal Behaviors

28

Yuen et al., Cultural Identification

29

Wong, S. S., Sugimoto-Matsuda, J. J., Chang, J. Y., & Hishinuma, E. S. (2012). Ethnic differences in risk
factors for suicide among American high school students, 2009: The vulnerability of multiracial and Pacific
Islander adolescents. Archives of Suicide Research, 16(2), 159–173. doi:10.1080/13811118.2012.667334
Gee, G. C., Spencer, M., Chen, J., Yip, T., & Takeuchi, D. T. (2007). The association between self-reported
racial discrimination and 12-month DSM–IV mental disorders among Asian Americans nationwide. Social
Science & Medicine, 64, 1984–1996.
30

31

Spencer, M. S., Chen, J., Gee, G. G., Fabian C. G., & Takeuchi, D. T. (2010). Discrimination and mental healthrelated service use in a national study of Asian Americans. American Journal of Public Health, 100(12),
2410–2417.
32

Hwang, W-C., & Goto, S. (2008). The impact of perceived racial discrimination on the mental health of
Asian American and Latino college students. Cultural Diversity & Ethnic Minority Psychology, 14(4), 326–
335.
Gomez, J., Miranda, R., & Polanco, L. (2011). Acculturative stress, perceived discrimination, and
vulnerability to suicide attempts among emerging adults. Journal of Youth and Adolescence, 40(11), 1465–
1476. doi: 10.1007/s10964-011-9688-9
33

34

Cheng et al., Lifetime Suicidal Ideation

Chu, J. P., Hsieh, K., & Tokars, D. A. (2011). Help-seeking tendencies in Asian Americans with suicidal
ideation and attempts. Asian American Journal of Psychology, 2(1), 25–38.
35

7

Wong, Y. J., Brownson, C., Rutkowski, L., Nguyen, C. P., & Becker, M. (in press). A mediation model of
professional psychological help seeking for suicide ideation among Asian American and White American
college students. Archives of Suicide Research.
36

37

Leong, F. T., & Lau, A. S. (2001). Barriers to providing effective mental health services to Asian
Americans. Mental Health Services Research, 3(4), 201–214.
38

Spencer, Discrimination and Mental Health-Related Service Use

39

Ahmedani, B. K., Perron, B., Ilgen, M., Abdon, A., Vaughn, M., & Epperson, M. (2012). Suicide thoughts and
attempts and psychiatric treatment utilization: Informing prevention strategies. Psychiatric Services, 63(2),
186–189.
40

Africa, J., & Carrasco, M. (2011, February). Asian-American and Pacific Islander mental health: Report from
a NAMI listening session. Arlington, VA: National Alliance on Mental Health (NAMI). Retrieved from
http://www.nami.org/Template.cfm?ContentID=115279&Section=Multicultural_Support1&Template=/Co
ntentManagement/ContentDisplay.cfm
41

Noh, E. (2007). Asian American women and suicide: Problems of responsibility and healing. Women &
Therapy, 30(3–4), 87–107.
42

Wong, Y. J., Brownson, C., & Schwing, A. E. (2011). Risk and protective factors associated with Asian
American students’ suicidal ideation: A multicampus, national study. Journal of College Student
Development, 52(4), 396–408.
This fact sheet was produced by the Suicide Prevention Resource Center (SPRC) which is supported by the U.S.
Department of Health and Human Services, Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA)
under Grant No. 1 U79 SM059945. The opinions, conclusions, and recommendations expressed are those of SPRC, and
do not necessarily reflect the views of SAMHSA or any of the reviewers.
Cite as: Suicide Prevention Resource Center. (2013). Suicide among racial/ethnic populations in the U.S.: Asians, Pacific
Islanders, and Native Hawaiians. Waltham, MA: Education Development Center, Inc.

Suicide Prevention Resource Center

www.sprc.org * info@sprc.org* 877-GET-SPRC (438-7772)
Supported by Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration
U.S. Department of Health and Human Services

8

