SANUS

National University
of Singapore

Source: The Straits Times, pA17

Date: 13 July 2024

Number of suicides
here down to
lowest since 2000

32.4% decline in 2023 from the year before;
figures have dropped across every age group

Syarafana Shafeeq

A total of 322 suicides were report-
ed in Singapore in 2023 - a 32.4 per
cent drop from 2022 and the lowest
such figure since 2000.

It was also the first time that the
number of suicides dropped across
every age group, suicide prevention
charity Samaritans of Singapore
said in a statement on July 12.

Observers and experts say grea-
ter mental health support and spot-
light on the issue could be contrib-
uting factors to the decline.

This comes after 2022’s record
high of 476 cases, the highest since
the Samaritans started recording
suicide data in 2000. Of the deaths
by suicide in 2023, almost 69 per
cent, or 222, of the cases were male.
Suicide was also the leading cause
of death for young people aged be-
tween 10 and 29.

Associate Professor Daniel Fung,
chief executive of the Institute of
Mental Health, said: “There has
been substantial work from cross-
sectoral agencies, from hospitals to
social service agencies, on suicide
prevention.”

He added: “Besides the Govern-
ment’s resources and community
programmes, I think it is important
that we all play a part to prevent su-
icide by looking out for one anoth-
er, and developing mental health
literacy, to better support ourselves
and those we care about.”

In response to queries from The
Straits Times, the Samaritans said
it could not pinpoint the drop to
any one specific reason as suicide is
complex and multifaceted.

Apart from scaling up its own
community-based programmes, it
said there has been increased men-
tal health awareness via campaigns
and several other government and
community initiatives.

In September 2023, multiple in-
dividuals and organisations, led by
advocacy group SG Mental Health
Matters, announced that they are
developing a national suicide pre-
vention strategy. The endeavour is
named Project Hayat, which means
“life” in Malay, and is co-led by for-
mer Nominated MP Anthea Ong,

In a separate statement on July12,
SG Mental Health Matters said the
project will start public consulta-
tions on July 19 to let people share
their concerns about, and experi-
ences with, suicide. Singaporeans
and permanent residents above the
age of 21 can share their views.

The public consultations will be
conducted for three months by the
NUS Saw Swee Hock School of
Public Health, the National Univer-
sity of Singapore and OPP4j, a citi-
zen engagement platform.

Ms Ong said the significant de-
cline in cases is surprising but en-
couraging, given what is seen and
heard from community and mental
health professionals on the ground.
But she said the taboo on discuss-
ing suicides, though still apparent
in some spaces, has lessened due to
the Covid-19 pandemic.

Ms Rosie Ching, principal lectur-
er in statistics at Singapore Man-
agement University, similarly said
the drop is a heartening surprise.

She said that in 2022, a high fig-
ure of more than three in four, or
about 77 per cent, rated their level
of knowledge about suicide as low-
er than average. The result is from a
study she led on attitudes towards
suicide in 2022 that surveyed close
to 3,000 people in Singapore.

“This has now reversed to more
than 50 per cent saying they have
at least average knowledge about
suicide, marking a significant im-
provement in suicide awareness,
although we still have a long way to
go, with the average knowledge lev-
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el at an overall lower than average,”

she said, citing findings from the

2024 iteration of her study that sur-

veyed nearly 5,300 people here.
Ms Ong said more spaces have

Helplines

MENTAL WELL-BEING

» Institute of Mental Health’s
Mental Health Helpline:
6389-2222 (24 hours)

+ Samaritans of Singapore:
1767 (24 hours)/ 91511767
(24-hour CareText via
WhatsApp)

« Singapore Association for
Mental Health:
1800-283-7019

« Silver Ribbon Singapore:
6386-1928

+ Tinkle Friend:
1800-274-4788

+ Chat, Centre of Excellence
for Youth Mental Health:
6493-6500/1

» Women’s Helpline (Aware):
1800-777-5555 (weekdays,
10am to 6pm)

opened up to enable conversations
on self-harm and suicide that
would have created more aware-
ness and help-seeking, adding that
such community efforts in suicide
prevention have contributed to the
fall in the number of suicides.

“If this significant drop in 2023 is
indeed a turning point in our sui-
cide rates, then it’s a tribute to the
many community workers, coun-
sellors, mental health professionals
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COUNSELLING

» TOUCHline (Counselling):
1800-377-2252

» TOUCH Care Line (for
caregivers): 6804-6555

» Care Corner Counselling
Centre: 6353-1180

» Counselling and Care
Centre: 6536-6366

« We Care Community
Services: 3165-8017

ONLINE RESOURCES

» mindline.sg

» eC2.sg

» tinklefriend.sg

» chat.mentalhealth.sg

» carey.carecorner.org.sg (for
those aged 13 to 25)

« limitless.sg/talk (for those
aged 12 to 25)

and advocates who have been
working tirelessly for many years
on suicide prevention.”

The Samaritans said the largest
proportion of deaths by age was
among 20- to 29-year-olds. The
group made up 17.7 per cent of all
suicide deaths in 2023.

Suicide was the leading cause of
death for young people aged be-
tween 10 and 29 for the fifth con-
secutive year, despite a 312 per

cent drop in numbers from 2022,

The Samaritans said that timely
support, through building strong
connected families and communi-
ties, can help to mitigate the risk of
suicide among young people.

In 2023, the organisation
launched a programme targeted at
young people aged 13 and above.
The initiative, known as Mindful
Bytes, aims to teach young people
how to engage in safe online con-
versations to support those who
show signs of suicide risk, and
learn appropriate words to use
when talking about suicide.

Even though the numbers have
dropped, the Samaritans said there
is still more to be done. “A more in-
tentional effort is needed to ensure
that each individual becomes a first
responder, empowering everyone
to look out for one another”

Ms Ong said: “We must not focus
on the significant drop as a ‘suc-
cess’ and forget that this drop, if in-
deed reflective of the ground real-
ity, merely means we are on the
right track and therefore more
should be done so we can work to-
wards a zero-suicide society.”

Dr Jared Ng, the medical director
for Connections MindHealth, said:
“While it’s encouraging to see a de-
cline in suicide numbers, we must
remember that one suicide is one
too many... We must continue to be
vigilant, empathise with those in
need and practise kindness to our-
selves and others.”
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