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Learning objectives

To enhance the knowledge and understanding of the development,
implementation and evaluation of national suicide prevention strategies
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 WHO Global Report on Preventing Suicide (WHO, 2014)

 Suicide worldwide in 2019: global health estimates. 
World Health Organization. (WHO, 2021)

 UN Sustainable Development Goals: SDGs 2030, e.g. 
Target 3.4: By 2030, reduce by one-third premature mortality 
from non-communicable diseases through prevention and 
treatment and promote mental health and well-being.

 LIVE LIFE: An implementation guide for suicide prevention 
in countries (WHO, 2021)

Context
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SUICIDE WORLDWIDE IN 2019: 

GLOBAL HEALTH ESTIMATES

World Health Organization. 
(WHO, 2021)

A Closer Look SUICIDE RATES (PER 100 000 POPULATION)
AGE-STANDARDIZED

YEAR: 2019
BOTH SEXES
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Suicide worldwide in 2019: global health 
estimates. World Health Organization. (WHO, 2021)

 The global age-standardized suicide rate is somewhat in 
decline, but this is not observed in all countries. 

 Should the decline continue at its current rate, global 
SDG and WHO targets to reduce suicide mortality by 
one third by 2030 will not be met. 

 Lives will be lost, while suicides are preventable. 
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Suicide surveillance - Data Quality
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Challenges in developing and implementing national suicide 
prevention programmes

 Ineffective planning, co-ordination, collaboration, lack of enforcement of 
guidelines and insufficient resources

 Lack of independent and systematic evaluations of national suicide prevention 
programmes

 Address real-time developments, in particular, mental health needs and suicide 
prevention among refugees and migrants from LMICs

 Despite many challenges, encouraging developments in relation to initiating or 
completing national suicide prevention programmes, e.g: Lithuania, Guyana, 
Namibia, Afghanistan
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Core components of national 
suicide prevention strategies

1) Surveillance 7) Crisis Intervention

2) Means Restriction 8) Postvention

3) Media 9) Awareness

4) Access to Services 10) Stigma Reduction

5) Training and Education 11) Oversight and Coordination

6) Treatment
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WHAT IS LIVE LIFE?
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Strategic actions and targeted suicide prevention 
activities that may reinforce the development of 
a national strategy

In countries where a fully developed, comprehensive national strategy is not 
yet in place, this should not delay targeted suicide prevention programmes, 
while these can contribute to a national response. 

Regardless of the current level of implementation and context, countries can 
commence with strategic actions for suicide prevention (bottom up), e.g:
- Engaging with relevant stakeholders
- Training of health and community based professionals, and changing 

attitudes.
- Reducing access to means
- Building surveillance
- Raising awareness
- Engaging with the media

A community driven, regional action plan, can draw national interest and 
provide a basis for wider implementation – Bottom up and Top Down 
approach.
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Country examples of 1st or 2nd national suicide prevention 
strategy

First strategy:
 Bhutan
 Guyana
 Iran
 Republic of Korea
 Switzerland
 Namibia (2nd national strategy in progress)
 Uruguay

Second strategy:
 England
 Ireland
 Sweden
 Japan 
 USA
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• This monograph includes summary 
accounts of suicide and suicide 
prevention across WHO regions, 
including Europe, Southeast Asia, 
Americas, Africa, Eastern 
Mediterranean, and Western Pacific. 

• The monograph addresses the extent 
of suicide and self-harm around the 
globe divided into the six regions, 
differentiating low- and middle-
income countries from high-income 
countries. 

• Existing interventions and suicide 
prevention programmes are 
reported and discussed within each 
region.                                          
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Countries with recently completed/initiated national 
suicide prevention programmes despite many challenges

EXAMPLES
Guyana Afghanistan
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Example
Guyana

 National Suicide Prevention Plan (2015-2020) 

 High rate of suicide: 44.2 suicides per 100,000 people in 2017 (WHO)

 Long-term criminalisation of suicide and attempted suicide

 Universal interventions, targeting the whole of a population to reduce access 
to means and reduce inappropriate media coverage of suicide.

 The Strategy relies on cross-cutting values and principles:

1) Universal health coverage 2) Human rights 3) Evidence-based practice  

and interventions for treatment and prevention 4) Life course approach
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Example
Afghanistan 

 National Suicide Prevention Strategy in Development

 In 2015, the suicide rate in Afghanistan was 5.7 per 100,000 people (WHO) 

- However, the accuracy of the suicide data is limited

 The Afghan Ministry of Public Health (MoPH) reported 4,466 self-poisoning 
and 4,136 self-immolation cases in 2015 across Afghanistan, where suicides 
exceed deaths by homicide and war combined annually

 The strategy is based on the following key values, respect for diversities; 
sensitiveness to socio-culture-religious and gender issues; promotion of the 
society dignity and respect for the human rights of people. 
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Evaluation of national suicide prevention programmes 
from an international perspective

 Evaluation of implementation in 6 countries; reports from 4 countries: 
Finland, Scotland, Northern Ireland and Republic of Ireland

 Evidence of impact of national suicide prevention programmes: 
inconsistent

 Challenges related to evaluating complex interventions, incl. multiple 
interacting components, change over time, quality of implementation, 
synergistic effects
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Example: Trends in US Suicide Deaths among young people, 
1999 to 2017, following Suicide Prevention Legislation

Mishara & Stijelja, 2020

US National Suicide Prevention 
Strategy 2001 and legislation on youth 
suicide prevention in 2004, during 
declining youth suicide rate.

No impact of these strategies on 
reversing the increasing trend that 
started in 2007. 

The revision of the National Strategy 
for Suicide Prevention in 2012 was 
followed, in 2015, by a further increase 
in male youth suicide rates.
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Evaluation of a National Suicide 
Prevention Strategy

IRELAND CASE STUDY: SUMMARY OF RESULTS

❖ For five out of the seven goals, it was concluded that 
good progress was made with implementing the key 
actions

❖ For actions with limited progress, specific 
recommendations were provided to optimise the 
implementation

❖ The interim review highlighted the need to develop a 
CfL Implementation Plan for 2020-24, informed by a 
review of available evidence, and with key partners 
to secure the commitments required at 
Departmental/cross-sectoral  level
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Evaluation of National Suicide Prevention Programmes -
Challenges

Primary outcomes:

• Identify effects on the incidence of 
suicide and suicide attempts/self-harm at 
national level

• Issues related to accuracy and timeliness 
of suicide mortality data

Intermediate outcomes:

 Changes in intermediate outcomes, e.g. 
knowledge, attitudes, help-seeking 
behaviour, not consistently associated 
with changes in primary outcomes

 Assessing the impact of confounding 
factors Zalsman et al, 2016
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Intermediate and long-term outcome indicators
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to lethal suicide 

methods

Reduction in 
suicidal ideation 

and non-fatal       
self-harm

Reduction in   
suicide
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Prof Ella Arensman              

School of Public Health & National Suicide Research Foundation, University College Cork

WHO Collaborating Centre on Surveillance and Research in Suicide Prevention

Australian Institute for Suicide Research and Prevention, Griffith University, Brisbane, Australia

E-mail: ella.arensman@ucc.ie

Thank you!
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