
Sa
m
bh
āṣ
aṇ

  V
ol

um
e 

5 
: I

ss
ue

 3

241

India's National Suicide 
Prevention Strategy 3: A 
Step Forward or Mere Paper 
Progress?
Alokananda Rudra

Senior Research Analyst, Research Services,

Ummeed Child Development Center, Mumbai,

alokananda.rudra@ummeed.org



Sa
m
bh
āṣ
aṇ

  V
ol

um
e 

5 
: I

ss
ue

 3

242

In the face of an escalating mental health crisis and alarming suicide rates, India’s 

National Suicide Prevention Strategy (NSPS) stands as a beacon of hope—or at 

least, it’s meant to be. For years, mental health issues in India have been relegated 

to the margins of public discourse, overshadowed by deep-rooted stigma, lack 

of infrastructure, and a profound disconnect between policy and practice. With 

the introduction of the NSPS, the Indian government has set ambitious goals 

for suicide prevention, aiming to reduce suicide rates by 10% by 2030. But while 

this strategy is undeniably a step in the right direction, questions remain: Is the 

strategy robust enough to make a meaningful difference in a country of over 1.4 

billion people? And will it actually lead to tangible improvements in the lives of 

those at risk?

A Country in Crisis: The Need for Action

India’s suicide statistics are deeply disturbing. India is one of the leading 

contributors towards suicides in the word with 36.6% for women in 2016 and 24.3% 

among men. Statistics show that the suicide rates have subsequently increased 

since 2020 from 10.2 to 11.3 per 100,000 population. The highest suicide rates are 

seen among youth, particularly in the age group of 15-29, with pressure from 

academic performance, job insecurity, and societal expectations playing a 

significant role. Suicide rates are disproportionately high in rural areas, where 

access to mental health care is scarce and cultural taboos surrounding mental 
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illness are more pronounced. Vulnerable groups, such as those belonging 

to financially weak sections of the society and individuals without access to 

education and higher professional degrees, LGBTQ+ individuals, and those 

suffering from chronic illnesses, are at particular risk. 

This crisis, however, goes beyond numbers. Every suicide represents a deep, 

underlying failure—be it in social structures, healthcare systems, or in how 

we perceive and handle mental health. The World Health Organisation has 

highlighted suicide as a serious public health concern in India and has called 

for a comprehensive suicide prevention strategy tailored to India’s sociocultural, 

economic, and health context.  The guidance from World Health Organization 

lays down directives for individuals from different sectors of society- individuals, 

grassroot awareness, early  identification and intervention, healthcare and 

community workers and government leaders- to join forces to tackle the root 

cause of Suicide.

The NSPS  arrives at a moment of desperate need, as India's mental health 

system is underfunded and understaffed, and its societal response to suicide 

remains largely reactive rather than preventive. For a diverse country like India, 

it is imperative to understand the cultural undertones, untangle societal taboos  

and address the root cause of mental distress. For a strategy of this magnitude 

to succeed, all sectors of society has to work together to improve accessibility 

to support services, and foster a culture of understanding rather than judgment.

The Strategy: Key Pillars of Suicide Prevention

The NSPS  is built around a few core themes: mental health promotion, capacity 

building for professionals, expanding access to mental health services, and 

increasing suicide surveillance. The action framework outlines the tasks for each 

sector with a timeline. Its targets are laudable, but its execution will determine 

whether these aspirations translate into real change. Let’s take a closer look at 

the various pillars of the strategy.
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1. Reinforce leadership and partnerships to drive 
advocacy for suicide prevention

One of the cornerstones of the NSPS is its emphasis on mental health awareness 

drives. There’s a clear recognition that mental health, particularly in the context 

of suicide prevention, is a public health issue. A proactive approach to mental 

health literacy is key to de-stigmatizing the conversation about suicide and 

encouraging individuals to seek help before reaching crisis points. The emphasis 

is on advocacy to prevent suicides. The strategy envisions integrating mental 

health awareness into school curricula, launching public awareness campaigns, 

and training community and government leaders to identify early signs of 

distress. 

However, while the intent is sound, India’s deeply ingrained cultural and social 

norms present a significant barrier. The stigma surrounding mental health—

especially suicide—is pervasive, and societal reluctance to discuss it can prevent 

people from accessing help when they need it most. Mental health awareness 

campaigns, while necessary, must be sensitive to the cultural fabric of different 

regions. A one-size-fits-all approach might not be effective. For example, rural 

populations, who are particularly vulnerable, might require community-based 

initiatives that resonate with their unique social structures and traditional beliefs. 

Moreover, public awareness campaigns need to be far-reaching and continuous, 

not just isolated, short-term efforts. The success of these campaigns will depend 

on their ability to normalize mental health care as part of the larger conversation 

on health and wellness, rather than relegating it to a fringe issue.

2. Capacity Building for Professionals

The second major pillar of the NSPS is the capacity building of mental health 

professionals. It’s no secret that India faces a severe shortage of trained mental 

health professionals who have received standardised training. There is a dearth 

of psychologists, counsellors, and social workers trained specifically in suicide 

prevention in India. The NSPS acknowledges this gap and proposes increased 

investment in training professionals at the grassroots level.
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While training programs for health workers and community leaders are 

undoubtedly critical, the real challenge lies in ensuring that these newly 

trained professionals are supported and equipped with adequate resources 

to function effectively. This will require significant investments in infrastructure, 

ongoing professional development, and ensuring that those working in rural and 

underserved areas have access to support and supervision. 

Furthermore, the strategy should not only focus on clinicians. Suicide prevention 

is inherently interdisciplinary, requiring input from teachers, police officers, social 

workers, and even family members. Thus, comprehensive, multi-level training for 

all relevant sectors is essential to create a network of support that can intervene 

early, de-escalate crises, and guide individuals toward the help they need.

3. Expanding Access to Mental Health Services

A critical shortcoming in India’s mental health system is access. Even though 

urban centers may have a relatively better availability of mental health resources, 

rural areas—home to about majority of the population—often suffer from an 

acute shortage of facilities and professionals. The NSPS proposes increasing the 

availability of mental health services at both the primary and secondary levels of 

healthcare, particularly in underserved areas.

In addition to expanding mental health infrastructure, the strategy highlights 

the importance of integrating mental health care into primary healthcare 

settings—a model known as task-sharing. This is particularly important in rural 

and remote areas where access to specialized care is limited. By training general 

practitioners, family doctors, and nurses to recognize and address mental health 

issues, the government hopes to create a more sustainable and accessible 

system for mental health care. 

However, integration into primary care alone may not be enough. Telemedicine 

and digital mental health interventions could be pivotal in reaching remote 

populations, especially when physical access to care remains a barrier. 

Expanding digital mental health services, especially through mobile apps, 

hotlines, and telepsychiatry, could play a vital role in bridging the gap. This would 



Sambhāṣaṇ  Volume 5 : Issue 3 246

be particularly valuable in reaching youth who are tech-savvy but may not feel 

comfortable seeking help in person.

4. Suicide Surveillance and Research

Another significant component of the NSPS 2 is improving the collection of 

data and suicide surveillance. Accurate data on suicide rates, risk factors, and 

demographic trends is essential to crafting effective interventions. Without 

comprehensive data, it’s impossible to pinpoint where interventions are needed 

most, which populations are most vulnerable, or how effective policies have been 

over time.

The strategy proposes setting up a national suicide registry to track suicide 

statistics in real time, a crucial step in developing evidence-based policies. 

However, to be truly effective, this registry must not only capture the numbers 

but also provide in-depth insights into the social determinants of suicide, such 

as unemployment, relationship issues, and societal pressures, which often go 

unnoticed in traditional data collection methods.

Research into the effectiveness of various suicide prevention strategies will also 

be critical. While international evidence can guide India’s efforts, local context 

matters. Adaptations may be necessary based on regional factors such as 

literacy rates, gender norms, and local health systems. The strategy’s focus 

on research and data-driven decision-making will be pivotal in ensuring that 

interventions evolve based on real-time insights.

Challenges and Criticisms: The Gap Between Policy and 
Reality

Despite its strengths, the NSPS has faced criticism for its ambitious scope and 

the lack of a clear implementation plan. In a country as diverse and complex as 

India, the gap between policy and execution is often vast. Skepticism, remains 

regarding the strategy’s feasibility, especially considering the lack of adequate 

funding, manpower, and political will to address mental health systematically. 

For the strategy to be truly effective, it must overcome several hurdles:
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1. Financial Constraints: The Indian healthcare system is already underfunded, 

and mental health, in particular, has often been an afterthought. The success of 

the NSPS depends on robust financial backing, especially at the state and district 

levels.

2. Cultural and Social Barriers: While public awareness campaigns are crucial, 

the deeply ingrained social stigma around suicide and mental illness cannot be 

overcome overnight. The government must ensure that these campaigns are 

culturally sensitive and tailored to local contexts.

3. Sustainability: The strategy must not be a one-time effort or a government 

initiative that fades into obscurity. It needs long-term commitment, adequate 

resource allocation, and ongoing monitoring to ensure sustainability. Although 

the framework lays out clear directives for stakeholders, it must be ensured that 

every stakeholder carries out their duties effectively.

Conclusion: A Hopeful but Challenging Path Ahead

India’s National Suicide Prevention Strategy  represents a critical turning point 

in the country’s approach to mental health and suicide prevention. With a clear 

focus on prevention, awareness, and capacity building, it lays the groundwork 

for a more compassionate, systematic response to an ever-growing crisis. 

However, its success will ultimately depend on the government’s commitment to 

overcoming the chronic underfunding of mental health services, addressing the 

deep-rooted stigma, and ensuring effective implementation across the country. 

The journey ahead is long and fraught with challenges, but if executed with care, 

sensitivity, and sustained effort, the NSPS has the potential to save countless lives 

and transform India’s approach to mental health.


