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To the Department of Health and Aged Care
RE: Draft National Roadmap to Improve the Health and Mental Health of Autistic People

Suicide Prevention Australia welcomes the opportunity to provide feedback on the Draft National

Roadmap to Improve the Health and Mental Health of Autistic People (Draft Autism Roadmap). We
are the national peak body for the suicide prevention sector. With over 350 members representing
more than 140,000 workers, staff, and volunteers across Australia, we provide a collective voice for
service providers, practitioners, researchers, local collaboratives, and people with lived experience.

Sadly, the research shows that autistic people are significantly more likely to die by suicide
compared to non-autistic people.? International research has found that autistic children and teens
are twice as likely to attempt suicide in contrast to the general community.® Large scale population
studies also suggest that autistic people are four to nine times more likely to die by suicide and
seven times more likely to attempt suicide compared to non-autistic people.*>®

Research conducted in Australia also indicates that there is an elevated risk of suicide among
autistic people.” Worryingly, just over four percent of all males aged between 10-24 who died by
suicide in Australia between 2006-2015 had autism spectrum disorder.® Another study with
Australian and New Zealand-based university students with autism spectrum disorder found that
nearly half (48%) had experienced suicidal thoughts.® These findings are supported by research led
by the University of Queensland which identified that people on the autism spectrum are three to
five times more likely to die by suicide in contrast to non-autistic people.'%!

Given the well-established link between autism and suicide, it is critical that the Draft Autism
Roadmap is updated to prioritise suicide prevention. Accordingly, this submission will address the
following key points:

e Revise the title of the Draft Autism Roadmap to acknowledge suicide prevention
e Include clear and measurable actions to help prevent suicide

e Build on the Advice on the National Suicide Prevention Strategy

e Recognise the need for suicide prevention research

The Draft Autism Roadmap was developed to address inequities and improve the health and mental
health of autistic people in Australia.'? Considering that autistic people are at an elevated risk of
suicide compared to the general population, suicide prevention should also be a key focus of the
Draft Autism Roadmap.

As a first step, suicide prevention should be highlighted in the title of the Draft Autism Roadmap
alongside the words, ‘health and mental health’. This will help ensure that suicide prevention is a
key focus and priority. It will also show that the Government is committed to reducing the
unacceptably high rate of suicidal behaviour among autistic people.
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The Draft Autism Roadmap includes several broad actions to help prevent suicide, but these actions
are not specific or comprehensive. The Draft Autism Roadmap should be revised so that it includes
clear, targeted and measurable actions to prevent suicide among autistic people. This will help
prevent ambiguity and ensure that there is a blueprint to guide action at a national level to reduce
the rate of suicide among autistic people.

To further ensure that the Draft Autism Roadmap adequately addresses suicide prevention it should
be designed to complement and work alongside the Advice on the National Suicide Prevention
Strategy (The Advice). 3'* The Advice is currently in draft form and has been developed by the
National Suicide Prevention Office to guide long-term, coordinated suicide prevention activity in
Australia.>® It is important that actions to prevent suicide in the Draft Autism Roadmap operate in
concert with The Advice to ensure that national suicide prevention efforts are aligned and that
there is a coordinated approach.

Lastly, to better serve and support autistic people the Draft Autism Roadmap should be revised so
that it has a focus on suicide prevention research. Focus area E of the Draft Autism Roadmap is to
strengthen research and data on the health and mental health of autistic people and their families
and carers. This focus area and its title should be expanded so that suicide prevention research is
acknowledged and considered a key priority. We also note that under focus area E that the
Department of Health and Aged Care is considering including suicide prevention research as a
possible action item.

We strongly suggest that suicide prevention research is included as a priority as it will help provide
insights to improve outcomes for autistic people at risk of suicide. It is important that there is
ongoing investment in research to identify effective policies, services and initiatives which can help
prevent suicide among children and adults who have an autism diagnosis. In addition, research
should focus on identifying strategies and services which can best support families and carers of
autistic people at risk of suicide or who have been bereaved by suicide.

The National Suicide Prevention Research Fund (Research Fund) is well-placed to undertake this
research.’” The Research Fund was established in 2017 by the Commonwealth Government to
support research into suicide prevention. Funding for this crucial initiative will conclude on 30 June
2025 and an additional $15 million is needed to enable an enhanced research program over four
years. Part of this funding can be used to undertake research which advances our understanding of
autism and suicide and translates this knowledge into practical, impactful policy and suicide
prevention services.

Suicide Prevention Australia makes the following recommendations:

1. The Draft Autism Roadmap title should be expanded to explicitly acknowledge suicide
prevention.

2. The Draft Autism Roadmap should include clear, targeted actions to help prevent suicide
among autistic people.

3. The Draft Autism Roadmap should be designed to complement and work alongside the
Advice on the National Suicide Prevention Strategy.

4. The Draft Autism Roadmap should be updated so that suicide prevention research is a key
focus area.

Given the significantly heightened risk of suicide among autistic people compared to the general
population we strongly suggest that, in addition to improving the health and mental health of the
autistic population, that the Draft Autism Roadmap takes an explicit focus on suicide prevention.
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This will ensure that there is clear leadership and accountability at a national level and will help
drive down the high rate of suicide among autistic people in Australia. If you require any further
information please contact Anne Leslie, Suicide Prevention Australia’s Senior Policy Advisor,
annel@suicidepreventionaust.org.

Yours sincerely

-

Nieves Murray
Chief Executive Officer
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