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Appendix 1: Research protocol 
 
[Note to Ethics Committee: This is a brief version of the research protocol. The longer version is 
available should you wish to see it. Key elements of the longer version are already incorporated 
into the ethics application form and the attached materials. The title of the project shown here is 
the formal title, under which funding was granted. The title ‘On the Edge’ is a new development 
that we are employing for networking purposes.] 
 

The cultural context of youth suicide:  
Identity, gender, and sexuality 

 
Katrina Roen, Lancaster University  

Jonathan Scourfield, Cardiff University 
Elizabeth McDermott, Lancaster University 

 
Introduction 
There is growing international evidence that young people struggling with issues of sexuality and 
gender identity face increased likelihood of attempting suicide [1] [2] [3] [4]. This has been raised 
repeatedly as an issue in the U.K. [5] [6] though not yet researched in detail. The proposed study 
will explore the cultural context of youth suicide in England and Wales, with a focus on the 
significance of gender identity and sexuality. 
 
Issues of sexuality and gender present particular kinds of challenges to young adults. Particular 
challenges concern those who have experienced sexual abuse, those who feel under pressure to 
conform to heteronormative and gender-normative ways of interacting, and those seeking to make 
safe choices about romantic relationships and sexual interactions. In short, all young people may 
face challenges concerning sexuality and gender in some way. Specific challenges are faced by 
young people who identify themselves (or who are perceived by others) as gay, lesbian, bisexual, 
or transgender (GLBT). 
 
The proposed research asks: how do young people think about suicide and self-harm? Suicidal and 
self-harming behaviour can be understood by young people to be, variously, a form of escape from 
difficult life situations, a means of expressing extreme distress, a distraction from (or a way of 
coping with) emotionally painful situations (e.g. sexual abuse or coming out as gay and meeting 
homophobic responses from loved ones). Each of these ways of understanding suicide comes to 
make sense within a particular discursive frame. Suicidal behaviour becomes possible insofar as it 
makes sense, insofar as it can be situated as discursively meaningful.  
 
Research Questions 
This research is guided by one central question and two sub-questions: 
How do young people think about suicide and self-harm? 

� Through what discursive frames do young people make sense of suicidal behaviour? 
� What kinds of distresses or struggles around sexuality and gender identity may play a role 

in suicidal thoughts and behaviour? 
 
This qualitative study draws from the perspectives of young adults to develop understanding about 
the discursive framing of suicide and, specifically, the possible impact of emotional challenges 
presented by sexuality and gender issues.  
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Method 
The research will involve interviews and focus groups with young adults aged 16-25 years. The 
fieldwork will take place in the North West of England and South Wales. The focus groups will 
involve 12 groups of 5-7 young adults. Three to four of these groups will be made up primarily of 
young people who identify themselves as GLB or T and eight to nine groups of young people who 
do not.  
 
We aim to speak to young people from diverse backgrounds and access will be facilitated by 
researchers’ growing networks with relevant community contacts in their local areas e.g. young 
Muslim men’s group, Queer Notions. These community contacts (‘gate-keepers’) will be asked to 
invite the young people with whom they work to take part in the research and distribute an initial 
information leaflet. All participants will initiate their own involvement with the project. More 
detailed information sheets about the project’s aims and what participation involves will be 
provided to all potential participants. Aside from the research participants who are contacted via 
community-based gatekeepers, some recruitment will also take place via more generic means: 
advertisements will be posted on noticeboards in appropriate places (e.g. at the universities 
involved in the research), and information sheets will be sent to people who contact us to enquire 
about participating in the research. All participants will have to sign consent forms prior to 
participating in a focus group or interview.    
 
By involving a range of young people, we will consider discursive framing in relation to a range of 
relevant issues across the spectrum of sexual and gendered identities, from overt homophobia / 
transphobia through to queer identification. Every effort will be made to ensure that the groups 
represent diversity in terms of the ethnicity and socio-economic circumstances of participants. We 
will consider some focus groups being restricted in terms of ethnic identity and/or gender, where 
the participants prefer this, for the purpose of facilitating talk about difficult subjects. 
 
Definition of key concepts: Distress, self-harm, suicide and risk-taking behaviour  
 
This will be a 16-month project, starting in October 2005. 
 
 
The Researchers  
Katrina Roen She has previously carried out research on topics such as youth suicide, bisexual 
identity, and transsexuality, involving in-depth interviews and focus groups. She has also worked 
as a youth sexual health educator, including facilitating groups of young people, undertaking 
telephone counselling and co-ordinating youth volunteer groups. 

Jonathan Scourfield is a former social worker with experience of qualitative research on a range 
of issues to do with gender and with child welfare. He recently completed a project on young 
people’s gendered help-seeking in times of distress (‘Young people, gender and suicide 
prevention’), for the Wales Office of Research and Development in Health and Social Care. 
 
Elizabeth McDermott is a research fellow with the Institute for Health Research at Lancaster 
University. She has wide ranging experience in research on issues of sexuality and mental health.  
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The Advisory Panel 
The research is to be supported by an advisory panel whose members the researchers will be able 
to consult at key stages of the work. This panel includes representatives from GLBT organisations, 
academics doing research concerning youth suicide and/or GLBT issues, representatives from 
organisations concerned with youth suicide, and a (clinical) psychologist. The advisory panel 
currently has vacancies for representatives of groups with a particular interest in this area of work. 
 
 
Bibliographic References 
1. Hershberger SL, D'Augelli AR. The impact of victimization on the mental health and 
suicidality of lesbian, gay and bisexual youth. Developmental Psychology 1995;31:65-74. 
2. Remafedi G. Suicide and Sexual Orientation:  Nearing the End of Controversy? Archives 
of General Psychiatry 1999;56(10):885-6. 
3. Wichstrøm L, Hegna K. Sexual orientation and suicide attempt: A longitudinal study of the 
general Norwegian adolescent population. Journal of Abnormal Psychology 2003;112(1):144-151. 
4. Pilkington NW, D'Augelli AR. Victimization of lesbian, gay, and bisexual youth in 
community settings. Journal of Community Psychology 1995;23(1):33-56. 
5. Warwick I, Aggleton P, Douglas N. Playing it safe: addressing the emotional and physical 
health of lesbian and gay pupils in the U.K. Journal of Adolescence 2001;24:129-140. 
6. Rivers I. Long-term consequences of bullying. In: Neal C, Davies D, editors. Issues in 
therapy with lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender clients. Buckingham: Open University Press; 
2000. p. 146-159. 
7. Cutcliffe JR. Research endeavours into suicide: a need to shift the emphasis. British 
Journal of Nursing 2003;12(2):92-99. 
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ON THE EDGE PROJECT: 

Research on young people in distress 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

THIS LEAFLET IS FOR YOUNG PEOPLE AGED 16-25 YEARS  
 

WOULD YOU LIKE TO TAKE PART IN THIS RESEARCH? 
 
� Why is the research being done? 
 
As you know, being a young woman or man can be both exciting and stressful. 
Sometimes the pressure on young people can cause them to do things which may put 
themselves at risk, such as use alcohol or drugs, self-harm or attempt suicide. We 
are asking young women and men for their views on why this may happen. 
 
We plan to listen to young people’s opinions and then write a report. The aim is to try 
and understand why young people do risky things, harm themselves or think about 
suicide. We hope this will make it easier to find ways of helping young people in 
distress. 
 
� What questions will the project ask? 
 
• What do you think makes young people do risky things like use drugs, self-harm or 

attempt suicide? 
• What are the pressures of being young AND a woman or man?  
• Does being feminine or masculine put pressure on you? 
• Do you worry about having sex (or not), feelings towards the same-sex, confused 

feelings about being a man or woman? 
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� What does the project involve? 
 
We are asking groups of 5-7 young people to discuss (for between an hour and an 
hour and a half) what they think about these issues. We are not asking you to tell us 
about your own experiences (you can if you want to) but we want to know what you 
think generally. We will also being asking to interview people individually. 
 
If you decide you want to take part, you can say ‘yes’ but then you are still free to 
drop out at any time. You don’t have to tell us anything you don’t want to. You can 
just take part in the discussion group or be interviewed or both. 
 
The discussion and interviews will be recorded so that we can listen to your views 
afterwards and write our report. We will keep our recordings and notes about what 
you say in a safe, lockable place. We will not keep any personal details about you with 
the recordings. When we write reports about your views, we will change your name, 
so no one will know what you said. 
Everyone who takes part in the research will be given a £10 Voucher to thank them 
for taking the time to talk to us. 
 
� Who will know about the research results? 
 
We will send you a short report at the end of January 2007 and invite you to a 
meeting where we will present the findings (you don’t have to come). We will also 
write other reports for people who are involved with helping young people in 
distress. 
 
� Who is running the project? 
 
The three researchers running this project are: Liz McDermott and Katrina Roen 
from Lancaster University; and Jonathan Scourfield from Cardiff University. The 
project is funded by a grant from the Economic and Social Research Council. It has 
been approved by an ethics committee at Lancaster University. 
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ON THE EDGE PROJECT: 

Research on young people in distress 
 

 
 
 

PROJECT INFORMATION SHEET 
 
� Why is the research being done? 
 
As you know, being a young woman or man can be both exciting and stressful. 
Sometimes the pressure on young people can cause them to do things which may put 
themselves at risk such as using alcohol or drugs, self-harming or attempting suicide. 
We are asking young women and men for their views on why this may happen. We are 
especially interested in how gender and sexuality may influence young people’s 
distress. 
 
We plan to listen to young people’s opinions and then write a report. The aim is to try 
and understand the reasons why young people do risky things, harm themselves or 
think about suicide. We hope this will make it easier to find ways to help young 
people in distress. 
 
� What questions will the project ask? 
 
Young people who choose to participate in this project will be part of a group 
discussion and/or a one-to-one interview. We will ask views and opinions on things 
like: 
• What do you think makes young people do risky things like take drugs, self-harm 

or attempt suicide? 
• What are the pressures of being young AND a woman or man?  
• Does being feminine or masculine put pressure on young people? 
• Do you think young people worry about having sex (or not), feelings towards the 

same sex, confused feelings about being a man or woman?  
 
� What does the project involve? 
 
We are asking groups of 5-7 young people to discuss for about an hour to an hour 
and a half what they think about these issues. We are not asking young people to 
speak about their experiences (they can if they want to) but we want to know what 
they think generally. We are also asking to interview people individually. 
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Young people who decide they want to take part can say ‘yes’ but are then free to 
drop out at any time. They don’t have to tell us anything you don’t want to. They can 
just take part in the discussion group or be interviewed or both. 
 
Everyone who takes part in the research will be given a £10 voucher to thank them 
for taking the time to talk to us. 
 
� What will we do with the information given to us? 
 
The discussion and interviews will be recorded and made into a written form called a 
transcript. We will use this so that we can read and listen to young people’s views 
afterwards and write our report. We will also write articles for scientific journals 
and give presentations to professionals who are working in the local community to 
help young people in distress. 
 
� Are the things that you  say kept private? 
 
We will do everything we can to make sure that the things which are said are kept 
private. Everyone in the group will be asked to respect each other’s privacy.  
 
We will be storing the recordings and the transcripts of the discussion groups and 
interviews in a safe place (at Lancaster University) where no one can access them 
except the researchers. We will not keep any personal details about young people 
who take part in the project. Names will not appear anywhere on the recordings or 
transcripts – it will all be anonymous and confidential. When we write our reports we 
may use some of the things that people have said, but we will not quote any 
information that could identify that person. 
 
If, during the group discussion or interview, a young person tells us anything that 
suggests they may be in danger of hurting themselves or someone else, we may have 
to break confidentiality in order to ensure that appropriate support is provided. 
 
� Who is running the project? 
 
The three researchers running this project are: Liz McDermott and Katrina Roen 
from Lancaster University; and Jonathan Scourfield from Cardiff University. The 
project is funded by a grant from the Economic and Social Research Council. It is 
currently awaiting approval by an ethics committee at Lancaster University. 
 
If you have any queries or require any further information about the project you can 
contact Liz McDermott, Tel: 01524 593701; email: e.mcdermott@lancaster.ac.uk 
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ON THE EDGE PROJECT: 

Research on young people in distress 
 
 
 
 
 

THIS INFORMATION LEAFLET IS FOR YOUNG PEOPLE AGED 16-25 YEARS  
GROUP DISCUSSIONS 

 
PLEASE WILL YOU HELP US WITH OUR RESEARCH? 

 
Why is the research being done? 
As you know, being a young woman or man can be both exciting and stressful. Sometimes the 
pressure on young people can cause them to do things which may put themselves at risk such 
as use alcohol or drugs, self-harm or attempt suicide. We are asking young women and men 
for their views on why this may happen.  
 
We plan to listen to young people’s opinions and then write a report. The aim is to try and 
understand why young people do risky things, harm themselves or think about suicide. We 
hope this will make it easier to find ways to help young people in distress. 
 
Who can take part? 
Anyone aged between 16 and 25 years who is able to talk with us in a group discussion is 
welcome to take part. You do not have to have any particular experience of the topics we are 
talking about – we are interested in everyone’s perspectives. 
 
What would you be asked to do? 
If you choose to participate in this project, you will be part of a group discussion with five 
or six other young people. The discussion will take between 1 and 1½ hours. We will ask for 
your views and opinions on things like: 
• What makes young people do risky things like take drugs, self-harm or attempt suicide.  
• What are the pressures of being young AND a woman or man? 
• Do you think young people worry about having sex, feelings towards the same sex, 

confused feelings about being a man or women? 
 
What will we do with the information you give us? 
The group discussion will be recorded and made into a written form called a transcript. We 
will use this so that we can read and listen to the things you and others have said. We will 
then write a report, and articles for scientific journals, and give presentations to 
professionals who are working in the local community to help young people in distress. 
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Are the things you say in the focus group kept private? 

o We will do everything we can to make sure that the things you have said are kept 
private. Everyone in the group will be asked to respect each other’s privacy.  

o We will be storing the recordings and the transcripts of the discussion group in a 
safe place (at the university) where no-one can access them except the researchers. 
Your name will not appear anywhere on or near the recordings – it will all be 
anonymous and confidential. When we write about the group discussions, we may use 
some of the things that people have said, but we will not quote any information that 
could identify that person. 

o If during the group discussion you tell us anything that suggests you may be in danger 
of hurting yourself or someone else, we may have to break confidentiality in order to 
ensure that you have appropriate support.  

 
What if you change your mind about taking part? 

o If you say you want to take part in this project and then you change your mind about 
it, that is fine – just let us know! You are welcome to change your mind at any time 
during the group discussion and we will not put pressure on you to continue.  

o If you decide to pull out part way through a group discussion, we would like to keep 
the audio-recording of the group anyway because it will contain important ideas that 
other people have contributed. We will attempt to remove the things that you have 
said from the transcript where this is possible. 

 
What happens after the group discussion? 

o After the discussion group, we will ask you how the discussion was for you and check 
that you are OK about it. Because we will be discussing some sensitive issues, we will 
want to check that no one is feeling upset. We will give you information about local 
supports and services you could contact if you felt the discussion raised difficult 
issues that you may need to talk about further. 

o This research project will also involve individual interviews, but only a few people will 
be asked to participate in an interview. After the focus group is over, we may contact 
you to ask whether you would also be willing to take part in an interview. You are not 
obliged to agree to this but we want to let you know that it is a possibility. 

o If you would like to know what comes out of our research, we would be happy to send 
you a summary of our findings. Please let us know if you want this so we can make 
sure we have the right postal address or email address for you. 

o Everyone who takes part in the group discussion will be given a £10 voucher as a way 
of thanking you for helping us.  

 
Who are we and how can you contact us? 
We are a group of three researchers. Liz McDermott and Katrina Røn work at Lancaster 
University and Jonathan Scourfield works at Cardiff University. You can contact Liz 
McDermott on  Tel: 01524 593701; email: e.mcdermott@lancaster.ac.uk or Jonathan 
Scourfield on Tel: 029 20875402 and they will be happy to answer any questions you may 
have about this project.  
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ON THE EDGE PROJECT: 

Research on young people in distress 
 

 
 
 
 
 

THIS INFORMATION LEAFLET IS FOR YOUNG PEOPLE AGED 16-25 YEARS  
Interviews 

 
WOULD YOU LIKE TO TAKE PART IN THIS RESEARCH? 

 
Why is the research being done? 
As you know, being a young woman or man can be both exciting and stressful. Sometimes the 
pressure on young people can cause them to do things which may put themselves at risk such 
as using alcohol or drugs, self-harming or attempting suicide. 
 
We plan to listen to young women and men’s views and then write a report. The aim is to 
understand why young people do risky things, harm themselves or think about suicide. We 
hope this will make it easier to find ways to help young people in distress. 
 
Who can take part? 
Anyone aged between 16 and 25 years who is able to talk with us in a one-to-one interview is 
welcome to take part. You do not have to have any particular experience of the topics we are 
talking about – we are interested in everyone’s views. 
 
What would you be asked to do? 
The interview is likely to take 40-50 minutes. The interview will be with a researcher who 
will ask you to talk about some of your experiences and views about what makes young people 
distressed. If you would like to participate in this interview, the researcher will arrange a 
time and place that suits you.  
 
What will we do with the information you give us? 
The interview will be recorded and made into a written form called a transcript. We will use 
this so that we can read and listen to the things you and others have said. We will then 
write a report, and articles for scientific journals, and give presentations to professionals 
who are working in the local community to help young people in distress. 
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Are the things you say in the interview kept private? 

o We will do everything we can to make sure that the things you have said are kept 
private.  

o We will be storing the audio-recording, and the transcript, of the interview in a safe 
place (at the university) where no one can access them except the researchers.  

o Your name will not appear anywhere on the audio-tape or the transcript – it will all be 
anonymous and confidential. When we write about the interview in our research, we 
may use some of the things that you have said, but we will not use any information 
that could identify you in any way. 

o If during the interview you tell us anything that suggests you may be in danger of 
hurting yourself or someone else, we may have to break confidentiality in order to 
ensure that you have appropriate support.  

 
What if you change your mind about taking part? 
If you say that you want to take part in this project and then you change your mind about it, 
that is fine – just let us know! You are welcome to change your mind at any time and we will 
not put pressure on you to continue. If you decide to pull out part way through the 
interview, we will be able to erase the audio-recording of your interview if you request that. 
 
What happens after the interview? 

o After the interview, we will check that you are OK about it. We will give you 
information about local supports and services you could contact if you felt the 
discussion raised difficult issues that you may need to talk about further. 

o If you would like to know what comes out of our research, we would be happy to send 
you a summary of our findings. Please let us know if you want this so we can make 
sure we have the right postal address or email address for you. 

o Everyone who takes part in an interview will be given a £10 voucher as a way of 
thanking you for helping us.  

 
Who are we and how can you contact us? 
We are a group of three researchers. Liz McDermott and Katrina Røn work at Lancaster 
University and Jonathan Scourfield works at Cardiff University. You can contact Liz 
McDermott on  Tel: 01524 593701; email: e.mcdermott@lancaster.ac.uk or Jonathan 
Schofield on 029 20875402 and they will be happy to answer any questions you may have 
about this project. 
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ON THE EDGE PROJECT: 

Research on young people in distress 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Consent form 
 

Focus Groups 
 

 
I have read the information sheet for this research project and I understand what it says. 
 
I agree to participate in a focus group discussion that will be audio-recorded, transcribed 
and used for the purposes of the research. 
 
I understand that I may pull out of this research at any time but that, if I have already 
contributed to part or all of a focus group discussion, it may not be possible to withdraw all 
the things I have said during that discussion. 
 
I have had an opportunity to ask questions about the research and I understand that the 
researchers are available should I wish to ask them further questions about it (contact 
details are on the information sheet). 
 
 
Please print your name here: 
 
 
 
Please sign your name here: 
 
 
 
Date: 
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ON THE EDGE PROJECT: 

Research on young people in distress 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Consent form 
 

Interviews 
 
I have read the information sheet for this research project and I understand what it says. 
 
I agree to participate in an interview that will be audio-recorded, transcribed and used for 
the purposes of the research. 
 
I understand that I may still choose to withdraw from this research. In this case, I 
understand that (i) if I withdraw during the interview, I can ask for the audio-recording to 
be erased but that (ii) if I decide to withdraw after the interview has been transcribed, it 
may no longer be possible to withdraw my transcribed interview from the research.  
 
I have had an opportunity to ask questions about the research and I understand that the 
researchers are available should I wish to ask them further questions about it (contact 
details are on the information sheet). 
 
 
Please print your name here: 
 
 
 
Please sign your name here: 
 
 
 
Date: 
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On the Edge Project: Research on young people in distress 
 

Focus Group Plan 
 
The focus groups will incorporate a variety of discussion-based exercises and activities intended to 
facilitate participants’ talk about issues of gender, sexuality, risk-taking, self-harm, and suicide in a 
sensitive and respectful environment. Careful briefing and debriefing processes will be worked 
through to ensure all participants are appropriately prepared for the sensitive nature of the topics 
under consideration.  
 
While elements of the focus group discussion will be open-ended and flexible, the planned 
structure, the types of activities, and the types of questions are detailed here. This focus group plan 
gives many ideas for activities that may stimulate discussion. The emphasis is on the quality and 
nature of the discussion, not on getting through the activities. If a particular group is very 
forthcoming, the facilitator may just use minimal prompts to keep the discussion going along 
relevant lines, and to invite people to talk further. If the group is not forthcoming, any of these 
activities may be drawn upon to stimulate discussion. 
 
The focus groups are intended to investigate the following types of questions: 

• How do participants perceive self-harming and suicidal behaviour and what motivations do 
they attribute to those who self-harm or attempt suicide (i.e. it is just stupid; everyone 
thinks of it sometimes; it could be a way out; it is an understandable response to a crisis; 
only crazy people try it)?  

• How do participants perceive risk-taking, such as excessive drinking or drug use and 
driving at speed? 

• How do participants think being a young ‘woman’ or ‘man’ creates pressures? 
• Do expectations about ‘femininity’ and ‘masculinity’ present difficulties? 
• How supportive or unsupportive do participants perceive that their 

school/work/home/neighbourhood environment might be for GLBT peers? 
• What difficulties do participants perceive that their GLBT peers face / could face within 

their community? 
 
Overview of focus group structure: 
1. Briefing and introduction  
2. Why do young people get distressed? 
3. Perceptions of suicidal, self-harming and risk-taking behaviour 
4. In what ways does gender and sexuality influence this distress? 
5. GLBT perceptions 
6. De-briefing 
7. Questionnaire 
 
The focus group structure is a guideline for the order in which subjects will be raised, this is 
flexible depending on the discussion in the group. The following sections outline in more detail the 
ways in which each of these subject areas will be explored and the activities and exercises which 
may be employed to facilitate respondents’ talk. It is important to note that the researcher will 
ensure that the structure of the group discussions will allow for breaks where participants can 
unobtrusively withdraw if they wish 
 
1. Briefing and introduction 
 
- What the focus group is for ? 
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As you know, being a young woman or man can be both exciting and stressful. Some times the 
pressure on young people can cause them to do things which may put themselves at risk such as 
alcohol, drugs, self-harm or attempting suicide. We are asking young women and men for their 
views on why this may happen.  
 
We want to listen to your views and opinions to try and improve our understanding of why young 
people may do risky things, harm themselves or think about suicide. We want to know what kinds 
of thing push young people to the edge so that we can find ways to help young people in distress.  
 
- What to expect  today? 
We are going to discuss today for about an hour what you think makes young people distressed. 
We are not asking you to tell us about your own experiences (you can if you want to) but we want 
to know what you think generally. We might do some activities or exercises to help our discussion. 
 
- Opting out  
You may stop participating in the discussion at any point. You can leave the room when you want. 
If you decide to pull out part way through a group discussion, we would like to keep the recording 
of the focus group anyway because it will contain important ideas that other people have 
contributed. 
 
- Anonymity and confidentiality 
Everything that is said in the group discussion today will be kept private as much as possible. This 
means everyone in the group (including me/us) will be asked to respect each others’ privacy.  
 
We will be recordings today’s discussion (point to where recorders are placed) and then these will 
be put into a written form called transcripts. The recordings and the transcripts of the focus group 
will be stored in a safe place (at the university) where no one can access them except the 
researchers. Your name will not appear anywhere and it will all be anonymous and confidential. 
When we write about the focus group discussions in our reports, we may use some of the things 
that people have said, but we will not quote any information that could identify that person like 
family, street or place names. 
 
If, in the course of the research, you tell us anything that suggests you may be in danger of hurting 
yourself or someone else, we will have to break confidentiality in order to ensure that you have 
appropriate support.  
 
- Sensitivity and respect  
We want to hear your views and opinions but the group discussion must allow everyone to have 
the chance to speak. Please respect each others views and don’t talk over each other. Also, we 
must respect each other, so shouting, terms of abuse or aggressive behaviour is not acceptable – 
does that seem acceptable? 
 
- Payment 
As the information stated you will be given a ten pound voucher at the end of the discussion as a 
token of appreciation for helping us today. If you pull out of the discussion part way through you 
will still receive a voucher. 
 
- Check willingness to continue 
 
2. Why do young people get distressed? 
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First of all I’d like us to talk about why you think young people get distressed. As you know we’re 
interested in suicide amongst other things. What kinds of problems do you think might make 
someone might want to take their own life? The kinds of things that are sometimes connected with 
suicide are, for instance, problems in relationships, mental health problems such as depression, 
pressures to do with sexuality or family or money, maybe drug problems. There’s a long list of 
what might be going on. Maybe those things I just mentioned are wide of the mark and there are 
completely different kinds of things that you think are important. 
 
Possible activities: 
 
• Vignettes 
 
Here’s a few lines of a story about someone who’s in distress and thinking about suicide. Could 
you please read it and then tell us what you think? 
 
Everything is getting on top of Chris, who is 20 years old and from Manchester/Cardiff. There 
seem to be so many problems and Chris often feels unable to face the day. Sometimes things feel 
so bad that life seems not worth living and Chris has been thinking about suicide a lot recently. 
What kinds of things do you imagine might have made Chris think like this? What kinds of 
problems do you think Chris might have been having? 
 
3. Perceptions of suicidal, self-harming, and risk-taking behaviour 
 
This section of the group discussion is to specifically explore young people’s perceptions of 
suicidal, self-harming and risk-taking behaviour using some activities. 
 
Graffiti Boards:  
Graffiti boards invite spontaneous, written comments in relation to written prompts. Large sheets 
of paper (‘graffiti boards’) are stuck to the walls of the room, each with a question or a statement 
designed to act as a prompt. Participants are invited to walk around the room, looking at the 
graffiti boards they use either pre-designed or write free- responses to the prompts. 
 
Possible prompts include: 
• Suicide attempt 
* What would you think of someone – of your own age – who tried to kill himself or herself? 
* What do you think your friends would say if someone you knew tried to kill herself or himself? 
• Self-harm 
* What would you think of someone – of your own age – who purposefully harmed himself or 
herself (e.g., by cutting him/herself)? 
* What do you think your friends would say if someone you knew purposefully harmed himself or 
herself (e.g., by cutting him/herself)? 
• Risk-taking 
* What do you think of people (your own age) who take serious risks with their lives (e.g. by 
driving very fast while drunk)? 
* What do you think your friends would say about someone who takes serious risks with their 
lives (e.g. by driving very fast while drunk)? 
 
Pre-designed responses 
To ensure that participation in the activity does not rely on literacy skill alone, Post-it notes, with 
numerous possible responses to the prompts, will be prepared and made available to participants 
who prefer to select and attach a post-it note rather than (or as well as) writing their own comment 
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on the graffiti board. Blank post-it notes will be made available to ensure that there is an on-going 
invitation for people to write their own spontaneous responses. 
 
Responses that we would make available on post-it notes would be designed to be wide-ranging as 
well as tapping into common myths and prejudices about people who attempt suicide. Responses 
would include: 
 
it is just stupid; everyone thinks of it sometimes; it could be a way out of a difficult situation; it is 
an understandable response to a crisis; only crazy people try it; you’d have to be really dumb to 
do that; it could be a way to cope; it is not that uncommon; I wouldn’t want to be seen with them; I 
wish someone was there to help them with their problems; no one really liked them anyway; that’s 
really cool; that person is really cool; I just can’t understand why they would do that. 
 
4. In what ways does sexuality and gender influence this distress? 
 
Depending on the previous discussion, this section aims to generate discussion about the ways in 
which gender and sexuality influence young people’s distress. 
 
If subjects around gender and sexuality have arisen spontaneously from the group then it may be 
possible to build on the discussion e.g. someone in the group may know of a person who was very 
upset because they were pregnant or gay etc. 
 
If there has been little or no discussion then begin with: 
When young people – people in their teens or early adult years – talk about sexuality and gender, 
sometimes they talk about things that are exciting and positive for them, and sometimes they talk 
about things that are really difficult. I want to give you a few examples of what I mean.  
 
Young men – blokes – might talk about what it is like for them being blokes – maybe it is about 
being into certain kinds of sport, being into cars – things they enjoy with their mates. They might 
also talk about what is hard – maybe it is about having to live up to parents’ expectations, maybe it 
is about not feeling like your body is muscley enough and wanting to look more like other guys. 
 
Young women – girls – might talk about what it is like for them being girls – maybe it is about 
enjoying the clothes you wear, doing stuff with girlfriends – maybe it is also about things that are 
challenging, like not feeling like you look as good as other girls or worrying about getting 
pregnant … 
 
So there are good things and bad things – but sometimes the difficult things get so difficult that 
people get really upset. Maybe they need support to cope with it.  
Just thinking about being a boy or a girl – what kinds of things do you think could get so difficult 
that a person might need to tell someone – maybe ask for help?  
 
Or what things about being a young man or young woman are so distressing that they might push a 
young person to hurt themselves? 
 
Activities and prompt could include: 
 
• start in pairs and then open out into brainstorm if this is needed to get the group talking 
 
• Researcher writes list for all to see as ideas are suggested from brainstorming 
- develop this so that there are various things for males and for females  
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- once the group warms up, build on the sexuality aspect: unplanned pregnancy, finding out that 
you’re gay, breaking up with a girlfriend/boyfriend, finding out that you have a STD … 
 
• Of the things we’ve listed here, which ones do you think might be that tough to cope with? 

Which of these things do you think would push a person to the edge ? 
(*Researcher to mark on list those things identified as most challenging to cope with) 
 
• Vignettes 
 
Vignette 1 
Aaron is 17 years old. He lives with his mother and step-father. He has been bullied throughout 
comprehensive school because other children say he is gay. He is often called names, especially by 
younger children, and in the past he has been beaten up by other boys. He coped with the worst of 
this bullying because of the support of his family and a couple of friends, whose way of dealing 
with it is to re-assure Aaron that he is ‘normal’. Now he is in fact beginning to wonder if he might 
be bisexual, and is frightened of how his family and friends might react if they knew. He thinks 
there is no-one he can talk to and he has thought about killing himself. 
 
Questions: 
- What do you think he should do? 
- If he wanted to talk to someone, who should it be, do you think? 
- What do you think boys and young men usually do when they are so distressed they have thought 
about killing themselves? 
- This young man has been bullied and is worried about how people will react to his being 
bisexual. Can you think of any other reasons why a young man might want to kill himself?  
- Why do you think men are more likely to kill themselves than women? 
 
Vignette 2 
Cerys is 18 and lives in a flat by herself. She used to have a job in a shoe shop but has recently 
been laid off. Her relationship with her mother has been poor for some time and now Cerys says 
that every time they meet they argue. She thinks her mother has never had a good word to say 
about her. She has recently split up with a boyfriend. She is very depressed, and has started using 
heroin, which is easily available on the estate where she lives, to help her cope with these feelings. 
She regularly thinks about 'ending it all' by killing herself, and has been admitted to hospital 
several times after over-dosing. 
 
Questions: 
- What do you think she should do? 
- If she decided to talk to someone, who should it be, do you think? 
- What do you think girls and young women usually do when they are so distressed they have 
thought about killing themselves? 
- This young woman has believes nothing is going right for her. Can you think of any other 
reasons why a young woman might want to kill himself?  
- Why do you think women are more likely to attempt suicide than men? 
 
• Gender-Trouble exercise (could be a photo-elicitation exercise) 
Aim: to explore norms around gender and the distress which may arise when young people are 
unable to comply with these. 
 
On a large sheet of paper: 
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Examples Normal Not 

distressing
A bit 
distressing 

Very 
distressing 

On the 
edge 

Young woman who likes to 
play football rather than shop 

     

Young man who likes to be 
tough 

     

Young woman who wants to 
look like a celebrity 

     

Young man who wants to be 
a ballet dancer 

     

 
Ask group to discuss whether these examples would experience any problems, and decide as a 
consensus (a team) which box to tick. Use the exercise to generate discussion 
 
[At the end of this section, give some examples of the ways in which a person might seek help – 
the kinds of support systems available – in relation to the examples being raised. Take this 
opportunity to remind people about the opt-out possibility] 
 
5. GLBT perceptions 
 
This part of the group will be planned differently for (i) generic groups and (ii) GLBT-identified 
groups. 
 
(i) Generic Groups 
 
So far, we have talked a bit about sexuality and gender, and a bit about distress, self-harm and 
suicide. Now we want to focus for a little while on a particular aspect of sexuality and gender. [We 
have already mentioned … (make any links possible with what has already been said)]. This part 
of the discussion is particularly concerned with young people who are gay, lesbian, bisexual, or 
transgender.  
 
*From here onwards, if anyone makes heckling or similar sounds, use that as a chance to follow 
up – ask them what their response to this topic is – get them to talk about it. 
 
Some research in other countries has suggested that young people who are gay, lesbian, bisexual, 
or transgender can have particular difficulties because of the prejudice that others may have 
against them – sometimes these difficulties can be so great that the young person concerned may 
even consider killing themselves.  
 
It is for this reason that our research is particularly concerned to explore your ideas and 
experiences in the areas of suicide, gender, and sexuality. 
 
[Elaborate on what is meant by each of the terms in GLBT – people may need clarification, 
particularly with transgender] 
 
Depending of previous discussion and dynamics of different groups, may need the following: 
 
[Where discussion around sexuality ‘difficult’ within the groups] We are approaching this 
discussion with the understanding that everyone is entitled to their own opinions. It is important to 
listen respectfully to each other’s points of view, and not to judge each other. Things that are said 
in this focus group are private – we agreed that at the start – and you are welcome to choose not to 
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discuss the topic. It is up to you. Noone is expected to talk about anything personal that they don’t 
want to talk about.  
 
It is important to remember that people who are gay, lesbian, bisexual, or transgender are often just 
like anyone else  – we can’t look at a person and immediately know about their sexuality or even 
about their gender. We can guess – but we can’t know for sure. Whenever we are among other 
people, we may assume that any one of those people could identify themselves as gay; any one of 
those people could be consider themselves transgender. Unless you know the person sitting next to 
you VERY well, you can’t really expect to know how they identify themselves in terms of 
sexuality or gender. These things are often kept private and hidden. Even close friends and family 
members can surprise us one day, by telling us that that have always thought of themselves as 
GLB or T. 
 
Even if you think you don’t know anyone who is gay – it is most likely that you do know someone 
gay, but you just haven’t yet found out that they are gay. Maybe you do know someone who is gay 
– or someone who you think could be gay – maybe you have seen someone go through the process 
of coming out – or maybe you haven’t. Either way, we are going to spend some time thinking 
about what it might be like for someone within your community to identify themselves as GLB or 
T.  
 
We’d like you to take some time and think about your family and your friends – the people you 
work with and the other people you spend time with – and think about how they would all respond 
if someone among them announced: 
 
- that he was gay;  
- that she was lesbian;  
- if, for instance, you announced that you were bisexual 
- if someone in your circle announced that he or she was transgender.  
 
Prompts: 
-Go around the group and see what response you get from each person who is still participating 
- Consider using a continuum here. At one end of the continuum is the statement ‘would respond 
very supportively’ and at the other end is the statement ‘would respond very negatively’. Get the 
rps up and moving – get them to stand on the continuum in response to each prompt: 
- what about people at school / college …? 
- what about people at work …? 
- what about people within your family? 
- what about people in the neighbourhood where you live? 
 
Further questions: 
- What kinds of difficulties do you think a GBL or T person might face as a result of the way 
others respond to them? 
 – What prejudices others might hold against them because of their sexuality or gender identity? 
 
(ii) GLBT identified groups 
 
So far, we have talked a bit about sexuality and gender, and a bit about distress, self-harm and 
suicide. This part of the discussion is particularly concerned with young people who are gay, 
lesbian, bisexual, or transgender.  
 
As you will know, young people who are gay, lesbian, bisexual, or transgender can have particular 
difficulties because of the prejudice that others may have against them/us. Some research in other 
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countries has suggested that these difficulties can be so great that the young person concerned may 
even consider hurting or killing themselves. It is for this reason that our research is particularly 
concerned to explore your ideas and views in the areas of suicide, gender, and sexuality. 
 
[Elaborate on what is meant by each of the terms in GLBT – depending upon the make-up of the 
group, people may need clarification, particularly with transgender] 
 
Questions for general discussion: 
- Why do you think young GLBT people can become so distressed to the point that they think 
about ending their lives?  
- How supportive or unsupportive do participants perceive their school/work/home/neighbourhood 
environment might be for GLBT young people? 
- What difficulties do you think GLBT young people face within their community and families? 
 
Prompts: 
[It is envisaged that participants in the GLBT focus groups will be quite forthcoming with their 
stories, but if prompting is needed, it will follow similar lines used for the ‘generic groups’ …] 
 
We’d like you to take some time and think about your family and your friends – the people you 
work with and the other people you spend time with – and think about how they would respond – 
or how they have responded – if someone among them announced: 
- that he was gay;  
- that she was lesbian;  
- that s/he was bisexual; or  
- if someone in your circle announced that he or she was transgender.  
How do you think – or know – the people you know would respond to that person? 
 
*Go around the group and see what response you get from each person  
- what about people at school / college …? 
- what about people at work …? 
- what about people within your family? 
- what about people in the neighbourhood where you live? 
 
What kinds of difficulties do you think that GBL or T people face as a result of the way others 
respond to them/us – the prejudices others might hold against them/us because of their/our 
sexuality or gender identity? 
 
 
6. Debriefing 
 
[Note to the Ethics Committee: The lists of contact details that we will make available to 
participants will be location-specific and therefore will be compiled when we have finalised 
decisions about the exact locations of the focus groups. We will submit these lists to the Ethics 
Committee at that time, and prior to embarking on fieldwork.] 
 
[At the end of the focus group discussion, participants will be asked to complete a brief 
questionnaire. This is included in the materials and is intended to help us assess the diversity of the 
participants as a whole as well as giving us participants’ contact details and informing our 
selection of focus group participants as prospective interviewees. The onus is upon the researcher 
to ensure, as far as possible, that the questionnaires are completed in conditions of privacy. This 
may, for example, mean asking participants to move their chairs away from one another] 
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Okay, we are going to finish there. Thank you for talking to me today, you have been really great, 
the subject is a bit difficult but you have really helped the project. I would like to check with you 
that you are you Okay. Sometimes talking about these things can make people sad or remind them 
of sad times. 
 
So, just in case later on you feel a bit upset, here are the contact details for support groups and 
services for young people and GLBT young people. Think about whether you have someone to 
talk to if you do feel a bit down, and do use these contact details if you need to.  
 
Some of the contact details we have included here are for groups and venues that are supportive of 
GLBT people. It is important that you know there are plenty of ways of GLBT people to meet 
others, to enjoy strong and supportive networks, and to not feel ‘down’ or on the outside of things. 
Today I have mentioned the fact that some GLBT people do feel isolated and depressed – this is 
not the case for most GLBT people, just as it is not the case for most people of any social, cultural, 
or ethnic group. 
  
Remember everything you have said to me today is completely confidential, so no one else will 
know what we have discussed. Please also remember what we agreed at the start about 
confidentiality. It is up to you to respect the privacy of others in the group and not repeat things 
they have said here to anyone outside this group. 
 
- Check that individuals who want to receive the research findings have given their contact details 
- Invite questions or comments 
- Refer to the fact that some participants will be contacted again for an interview 
- Give £10 voucher to each participant 
- Thank all again 
 
Researcher to remain with participants until participants want to leave the room. Allow time for 
post-interview questions and thoughts from participants. 
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ON THE EDGE PROJECT: 

Research on young people in distress 
 

Quick Questionnaire for Research Participants 
 

Please respond to the questions on these two pages as fully as you feel comfortable.  
This will help us to know about the different types of people who have participated 
in this research.  
 
How old are you?  ______________ 
 
What kind of place do you live in? (please tick one ;) 
 
� A city 
� A town 
� A village 
� A rural area 
� Other (please describe) ____________________________ 
 
Please describe your ethnicity or cultural group:  
(e.g.: you may use a range of words like Welsh, English, white, Asian, Afro-Carribean 
etc.) 
 
____________________________________________________ 
 
Would you describe yourself using any of the following words?  
(please tick all that apply ;) 
 
� straight � gay  � heterosexual � bisexual  
� lesbian � queer  � male � female  
� homosexual � girl  � boy  � woman  
� man � transsexual � transgender   
� intersex  
� other: please write here ____________________ 
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What qualifications do you have? 
(please tick all that apply) 
 
� GCSEs       � Degree 
� NVQs                                       � Diploma  
� A levels       � Postgraduate qualification 
� None                                      
� Other, please describe________________________ 
 
 
Please describe what you currently do in terms of employment or schooling.  
(e.g. you may write ‘I am at school studying for GCSEs’ or you may write ‘I am not 
studying or working’ or ‘I work as a …’. )  
 
_______________________________________________________ 
 
 
Please tell us whether or not you have a disability.  
If you do have a disability, please write a few words to tell us what kind of disability 
you have. 
 
_______________________________________________________ 
 
 
Please tell us if you know someone who has ever attempted suicide.  
(This may be a friend, a family member, or yourself) 
 
_______________________________________________________ 
 
 
 
If you feel that you need to talk to someone about any issues raised by this focus 
group or questionnaire, please either tell the researcher or make use of the contact 
details provided. 
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ON THE EDGE PROJECT: 

Research on young people in distress 
 
 
We would like to keep in contact with you in case: 

¾ You want feedback on the research or 
¾ We invite you to participate in an interview 

 
Please write your contact details here if you don’t mind being contacted by us 
again.  
This information will be kept separate from any other details about you or what you 
have said to us in the course of the research. You may choose to only give an email 
address, depending upon how you would like us to contact you. 
 
Name: _____________________________________________ 
 
Postal Address:  _____________________________________ 
 
___________________________________________________ 
 
___________________________________________________ 
 
 
Telephone number: ____________________________________ 
 
Email: ______________________________________________ 
 
 
Please tell us whether or not you would like to receive a brief summary of our 
findings at the end of the project.  
(tick ; one box only) 
 
� I would like to receive feedback at the address above 
 
� Please don’t send me any feedback 
 

THANK YOU! ☺ 
 

 26



Research Materials 
 

On the Edge Project 
 Interview schedule 

 
[Note to Ethics Committee: This is a preliminary outline of the interview schedule. The final 
version of the interview schedule will be developed in light of discussions that take place in focus 
groups. Please read this preliminary version as a guide. We will submit the final version to you in 
early 2006 when it has been developed.] 
 
1. Briefing and introduction 
 
- What the interview is for 
In the focus group we discussed the pressures on young people and how this can cause them to do 
things which may put themselves at risk such as using alcohol or drugs, self-harming or attempting 
suicide. We talked about the kinds of things about being a girl or boy that can distress young 
people and push them to the edge. Today, we are going to carry on talking about these things but I 
am going to ask you about your own individual experiences and views.  
 
- What to expect today? 
We won’t be doing any activities or exercises today. I will just be asking you some general 
questions and the interview should take 40 to 50 minutes. 
 
- Opting out  
You may stop participating in the interview at any point. If you decide to pull out part way through 
the interview, we will erase the recording of the interview if you tell us that you want this to 
happen. 
 
- Anonymity and confidentiality 
Everything that is said in the interview will be kept private as much as possible. I will be recording 
our interview (point to recorders) and then this will be put into a written form called a transcript. 
The recording and the transcript will be stored in a safe place (at the university) where no one can 
access them except the researchers. Your name will not appear anywhere on or near the recording 
or the transcript and it will all be anonymous and confidential. When we write about the interviews 
in our reports, we may use some of the things that you have said, but we will not quote any 
information that could identify you like family names, street or place names. 
 
If, in the course of the interview, if you tell me anything that suggests you may be in danger of 
hurting yourself or someone else, we might have to break confidentiality in order to ensure that 
you have appropriate support.  
 
- Payment 
As the information sheet stated you will be given a ten pound voucher at the end of our interview 
as a token of appreciation for helping us today.  
 
- Check willingness to continue 
 
Interview questions 
 
1. Can you tell me about a time when you, or a friend has felt very unhappy?  

- What do you think led up to that feeling of unhappiness? 
- [prompt to talk about any sources of support that were available] 
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2. As a girl/boy/ young man / young woman (use as appropriate) what sorts of things can cause 
you, or your friends, emotional or personal problems or distress? 
 
3. What about relationships between boys and girls, do you think they can cause emotional 
problems? Tell me about the kinds of problems you have been through, or have seen your friends 
go through. 
 
4. Do you notice any differences in distress in your friends who are girls and those who are boys? 
 
5. Can you tell me about any emotional or personal difficulties you or your friends experience 
because you are a girl/boy, ones that boys/girls don’t have e.g. pregnancy/being tough 
 
6. Do you or your friends ever worry about what you look like? Does this make you/them 
unhappy? What kinds of things – about their looks or about their bodies – do you think girls / boys 
seem to feel unhappy or worried about? 
 
7. Do you think young people who feel attracted to the same sex, or feel they are the wrong sex 
would experience emotional problems? Why do you think this might be a problem?  
 
8. Can you tell me about yourself, or anyone you know who has experienced same-sex feelings?  
Can you tell me about yourself, or anyone you know who has experienced confusion about their 
gender? How did they cope with this? How did those around them respond to them? (e.g. peers, 
teachers, family) 
 
9. How would you respond if someone close to you was confused about their sexuality? What if 
they told you that they were gay or lesbian or bisexual? 
 
10. Can you tell me about the things that you or your friends do when you are unhappy or 
distressed? (e.g. alcohol, drugs, listen to music, play sport, talk) 
 
11. Do you know anyone who has ever self-harmed or engaged in very risky behaviour? Can you 
tell me about what kinds of things they have done? 
 
12. How do you think you would react if you found out that someone close to you was harming 
themselves e.g. cutting themselves or heavy drug-taking? 
 
13. Have you ever encountered anyone who has attempted suicide?  Can you tell me a bit about the 
circumstances? 
 
14. Have you ever known anyone who has actually killed themselves?  Can you tell me about the 
circumstances?  
 
15. How do you think you would react if you found out someone you were close to was thinking 
about suicide? 
 
16. We have talked a bit about how being a young man or woman can influence young people’s 
distress. Is there anything else you think we should know about which would push young people to 
the edge? 
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Debriefing 
 
Okay, we are going to finish there. Thank you for talking to me today, you have been really great, 
the subject is a bit difficult but you have really helped the project. Are you Okay? Sometimes 
talking about these things can make people sad or remind them of sad times. 
 
So, just in case later on you feel a bit upset here are the contact details for support groups and 
services for young people and GLBT young people. Do you have someone to talk to if you do feel 
a bit down? 
 
Remember everything you have said to me today is completely confidential, so no one else will 
know what you have told me. 
 
- Check that individual wants to receive the research findings has given their contact details 
- Invite questions or comments 
- Give £10 voucher 
- Thank again 
 
Researcher to remain with participant until participant wants to leave the room. Allow time for 
post-interview questions and thoughts from participant. 
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