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Article Title:

The power of hope for Maori youth suicide prevention: Preliminary themes from the
Aotearoa/New Zealand HOPE studies

Abstract

Hope is considered a protective factor for suicide prevention in Maori communities. In this
small study, twenty-one Maori youth in four at risk communities participated in a digital
media project on the constituents of HOPE. The preliminary results show that a positive
relationship with peers and family is critical for the maintenance of hope in the lives of these
Maori youth. The constituents of HOPE identified in this study include; a supportive non-
judgemental family, particularly important for queer/LGBTI Maori youth; stable family
relationships; knowledge of one’s cultural identity, exposure to opportunities to learn about
being Maori; faith and capacity to envisage a life beyond the immediate struggle for survival
and to set and achieve personal goals. This preliminary study will inform an extended study
with Maori youth and development of a Maori measure of HOPE to guide suicide prevention
efforts in the future.
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Introduction

Hope research in indigenous populations is a very under-developed field. Research
from the relevant general population hope literature informs this study of the relationship
between hope and suicide prevention in the Maori/Indigenous population of Aotearoa/New
Zealand. Overall, hope and indigenous suicide prevention research is almost non-existent.
The need to correct this knowledge gap underpins the Aotearoa/New Zealand hope study
which focuses on identifying the constituents of hope through the eyes and voices of twenty-
one Maori youth from four at risk communities where multiple evidenced risk factors for
suicide intersect (Lawson-Te Aho, 2015). Key findings from the literature have been
extrapolated for specific relevance for Maori youth suicide prevention. Hope is hypothesised
to be an important idea/construct with particularly critical applications for suicide prevention
(Lawson-Te Aho, 2014a; Rodriguez-Hanley & Snyder, 2000).

In psychological literature, hope is a construct, central to the developing field of
positive psychology (Snyder, 2000). Snyder’s (1994) theory of hope in which the ability to
have and hold hope is positively associated with agency and pathways thinking underpins
much of the hope scholarship (Tong, Frederickson, Chang & Lim, 2009). Overall, hope is
typically characterised by an expectation that life goals can and will be reached (Tong et al.,
2009) Agency (agentic) thinking in hope theory refers to the personal appraisal that a person
is capable of executing the means to attain desired goals (Tong et al., 2009:1207). Pathways
thinking relates to the appraisal that a person is capable of generating the means to achieve
desired goals. Snyder’s hope theory posits that “the experience of agency plus pathway
thinking is the experience of hope itself” (cited in Tong et al., 2007:1208). However, the
pathways component of Snyder’s theory is contested by some researchers who assert that ‘lay
people’ understand hope in terms of agency only and not pathways, that is, some people have
hope that they can achieve their goals even when they don’t have the means to achieve their
goals (Tong et al., 2009). For example, Bruininks and Malle, (2005) assert that Snyder’s
model of hope cannot explain why some people remain hopeful even when they cannot do
anything to achieve their goals. Hope is considered to be foundational to trauma work

(Sympson, 2000) which perhaps relates it to suicide risk where trauma histories are present.
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Maori and indigenous suicide is often attributed to a loss or absence of hope
(LaFromboise and Howard-Pitney, 1995; Lawson-Te Aho, 2014a) with hope implicated in
the will to endure regardless of life’s challenges (Hunter and Milroy, 2006); foundational to
the capacity for self-determination and cultural continuity which has been shown to reduce
suicide in indigenous communities (Chandler and Lalonde, 2008) and critical to
understanding the relationship between historical trauma and healing so that suicide is not
employed as a way to end suffering (Lawson-Te Aho, 2014b). Hope can flourish even in the
midst of trauma histories, inter-generational suffering, and where pathways to the

achievement of goals are unattainable (Lawson-Te Aho, 2015b).

O'Keefe, Tucker, Wingate and Rasmussen (2011) speculated that if hope is a
protective factor against suicidal thinking for Al students, interventions might teach students
about ways to accentuate hopeful-thinking. Farrelly (2007), Duran, Firehammer and
Gonzalez, (2010) and Lawson-Te Aho and Liu, (2010) assert the need for interventions and
research applied to indigenous populations to be cognisant of the parameters and limitations
of western psychological theories and practices (such as Snyder’s hope theory). Some
indigenous researchers advocate for an integrated approach to psychological treatments and
interventions using the best of both western psychology and cultural therapies (Bennett,
2007; Valentine, 2009).

Methods

A total of 21 Maori youth aged 16-22 years from four communities featuring a
preponderance of suicide related risk factors (Clark et al., 2011; 2013) were invited to
participate in this study. The study participants were recruited and supported by locally based
Maori youth leaders. Three methods were employed 1. Hui/group discussions on the
constituents of hope 2. Photo-voice in which the youth were asked to take images of their
ideas about hope and translate these into 1-3 minute digital stories (DS) and 3. DS
presentations and discussions with invited peers, family and community members completed
the community based part of the study. Thematic analysis was used to identify overarching
themes which are reported here. Three of the groups of Maori youth were living in rural
communities (Kawerau — population (p) = 6,660; Whanganui p= 46,000; Kapiti Coast
comprised of 7 distinctive geographically spread communities/towns with a total population
of 51,400). One of the groups was attached through family, to a Christian church and had
experiences of suicide in the family in 2012. The second group was comprised of young
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women, connected to each other, through a Maori language school (Kura Kaupapa Maori).
This group had knowledge of two completed suicides within the 4 weeks leading to the study.
The third group was situated in a town with a previously high suicide rate, high
unemployment and an involvement in suicide prevention work through a locally based tribal
health/mental health service. The fourth group, based in Wellington city with a population of
471,000 identified as takatépui/queer/LGBTIl. The takatapui group images reflected a strong
political analysis about the intersecting challenges of being Maori and queer with experiences

of homophobia and racism apparent in their projects.

The study served as an opportunity for Maori youth workforce development with the
employment of Maori Youth Research Assistants (MYRA) in the four sites and an overall
Maori youth support worker working alongside the Principal Investigator (PI). By way of
addressing any safety issues, the study took place in communities with pre-established youth
support programmes and networks?.

Results and Discussion

These results are preliminary only. Further analysis is currently underway. The
overarching major theme unanimous across the four communities was a relational theme with
positive whanau/family, peers and support networks being attributed as both ‘hope-giving
and ‘hope-undermining’. This finding is consistent with known protective factors for suicide
prevention (Clark et al.,, 2013) and risk factors for suicide (Lawson-Te Aho, 2014a).
Takatapui/queer youth often face discrimination relevant to being both Maori and
queer/takatapui (Kerekere, 2015). Moreover, this group is believed to be at highest risk of
suicide although further evidence is required as disclosure of sexuality and gender identities

are not always forthcoming and there are multiple under researched complex issues involved.

! Takatapui is a Maori word used to describe ‘intimate partners of the same sex’
% The workforce development focus of this study is the subject of a further academic paper and will not be
expanded upon in this article.
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Racism and discrimination are known risk factors for adverse health and mental
health outcomes for Maori (Lawson-Te Aho, 2014a). Sexual and gender identities are also
known risk factors for suicide particularly where there is a lack of acceptance by family
members (Lucassen et al., 2014; Lyte, DeLuca & Blosnich, 2014). Finally, judgemental
attitudes towards takatapui youth force them into compromised and unsafe situations. It also
drives them to find their communities and support networks often away from family. This
was discussed by the takatapui youth in this study and images of hope included friends and
other LGBTIQ/takatapui youth with whom they seek out common understanding and

solidarity.

Dysfunctional relationships with family are a risk factor for indigenous youth suicide
(Brave Heart, Chase, Elkins & Altschul, 2011; Hunter & Milroy, 2006). Parenting through
inter-generational trauma is a further threat to the emotional, psychological, physical and
spiritual security and wellbeing of indigenous youth and families (Tatz, 2004). Conversely
functional relationships help to prevent suicide (Lawson-Te Aho & Liu, 2010; Clark et al.,
2013). In this study, all of the participants commented on the importance of acceptance by
family and a secure family context as vital for hope. This is consistent with the indigenous
suicide prevention (Lawson-Te Aho & Gray, 2015, under review) and resiliency literature
(Wexler, 2014; Wexler, Gubrium, Griffin, & DiFulvio, 2014). All of the participants talked
about family relationships as a source of hope. Many of the images from the Kawerau,
Paraparaumu and Whanganui project sites showed inter-generational family relationships
including parents, grandparents and children/babies engaging in family events. Peers are a
source of relationship for Maori youth wellbeing (Clark et al., 2013). In this study,
peers/mates were named as a source of hope second to whanau/family. Selfies were in all of
the DSTs with these ranging from images of engagement with friends in protests and
activism; parties and other social events targeting youth except for the Wellington youth
images which were more symbolic depicting beneficiary status, poverty (rotten fruit),

gambling (lotto ticket); student ID card (aspirations for the future and goal setting) etc.
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Cultural identity and opportunities to learn about who they are and to strengthen
existing ‘cultural knowledge and competency’ was a further hope-related theme from the
initial conversation about the meaning of hope. However, when translating this theme into
images for a DS format, only three of the 21 participants included cultural images such as
marae® and kapa haka* cultural performance or cultural iconography such as koru®. Faith and
spirituality are both protective factors for suicide prevention (Fleming & Ledogar, 2008;
Osafo, Knizek, Akotia, & Hjelmeland, 2013). Church and a relationship with God and Christ
were named as constituents of hope in two of the sites whereas the imagery did not match up
with the DS’s although music glorifying God was used in two of the DS’s. Finally, the
capacity to set and achieve goals was associated with hope for most of the youth in this study
with two thirds of the youth voicing their own goals and hopes for the future. The association
between agency thinking and pathways thinking was not examined in this study. However,

the capacity to imagine a future was a source of hope for all of these youth.

Although the conceptualisation of hope as a critical construct for suicide prevention in
indigenous populations is widely assumed further evidence is required. Such evidence has to
move beyond the association between hopelessness, depression and suicide (Lawson-Te Aho,
2014). Bolland et al. (2005) found that hopelessness in youth is either positively or negatively
associated with disrupted life events such as traumatic stress and exposure to violence and
social connectedness such as a sense of community. Research with Indigenous communities
has identified the importance of factors such as connectedness and self-determining strategies
for suicide prevention generally (Chandler & Lalonde, 2008). Maori suicide prevention has
tended to support a risk reduction approach with the accentuation of known protective factors
(Lawson-Te Aho, 2014a). However, this has been problematic. For example, suicide
prevention related talk has been framed as high risk by clinical researchers, potentially
undermining the power of cultural conversations and narratives for Maori suicide prevention
(Milne, 2010).

® Marae is a Maori meeting house, especially as a social or ceremonial forum.

* Kapa haka is the term for Maori performing arts and literally means to form a line (kapa) and dance (haka).
Kapa haka is an avenue for Maori people to express and showcase their heritage and cultural Polynesian identity
through song and dance.

> The koru, which is often used in Maori art as a symbol of creation, is based on the shape of an unfurling fern
frond. Its circular shape conveys the idea of perpetual movement, and its inward coil suggests a return to the
point of origin.
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The silencing of indigenous histories is implicated in the demise of those identities
and knowledge, distancing indigenous communities from their own histories and
opportunities to look to the past for the solutions to the present and the future (Pihama et al.,
2014). Some of the indigenous suicide prevention literature points to inter-generational
historical trauma as explanatory of hopelessness leading to an elevated suicide risk (Duran,
2006). This points to the need to consider collective impacts of ‘disrupted life events’ through
generations. Maori researchers report that cultural identity constructs are critical for positive
Maori youth development and psychological resiliency (Clark et al., 2011). However, some
scholars working in suicide prevention do not take into account the realities of Maori youth
as a colonised population, legacy bearers of generational historical trauma advocating instead

for future focused research.

Maori scholars assert the need for Maori to understand our colonial histories and the
impacts on successive generations of cultural loss, land loss, impoverishment and
subjugation. Finding the capacity and will to live might be found in the extensive stories and
cultural narratives of survival and resilience thereby offering a source of hope for young
people in the present and future. This has yet to be comprehensively researched. However, in
this small study, generational survival and the role of family and other significant social

relationships, faith and spirituality, were considered to be foundational elements of hope.
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