World Suicide Prevention Day 2018
Theme: Working Together to Prevent Suicide
Activity: Panel Discussion
Panellists:

Nancy Ngathe (KNH Youth Centre), Grace Kinuthia (Psychologist and Founder, Jitunze
Wellness), Irungu James (Psychologist), Monica Otiende (Psychologist, JKUAT Hospital),
Susan Catherine Keter (Reason to Hope), Tabitha Mwai (Life coach and Founder, Digital Scroll
Media), Zawadi Kimari and Grace Gachanja (Chiromo Lane Medical Centre), Martin (NYC
Representative, Kiambu County), and Hiram Chomba (Befrienders Kenya).
Moderator:

Kelvin Gakuo (Founder, Mind Your Mind JKUAT)
Background
Suicide is among the top 20 leading causes of death globally and at the same time the second
leading cause of death among the youth between the ages of 15-29 years. From WHO statistics
about 4 people commit suicide in Kenya daily. Universities of higher learning are a focal area
where majority of individuals fall within the age bracket most affected by suicides based on
statistics and thus a key determinant of the interventions to be put to place and how to craft
the same.

1: Panellists facilitating a session during the World Suicide Prevention Day - 2018 at JKUAT Assembly Hall
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As Ryculture Health and Social Innovation we partnered with MindYourMind JKUAT; a club in
Jomo Kenyatta University of Agriculture and Technology (JKUAT) and the Health Catering and
Accommodation docket of the students’ association, JKUSA to host a panel discussion aimed
at promoting awareness on mental health as well as to call the students and their peers to
action in creating support systems for each other to avert suicide cases which have been in
the rise.
The objectives of the discussion were:
1. Create awareness and understanding of the likely causes of suicide and suicidal
ideations
2. Build understanding that suicidal ideation is a common manifestation of a mental
disorder/response to an injustice one perceives and can be addressed in the same way
as any other medical conditions.
3. Promote involvement in curating support systems and measures to avert suicidal
ideations and suicides.
4. Create awareness of the impact of suicide on the living and the society in general.
Proceedings:
It was made clear that suicidal ideations and suicides are closely related to mental disorders
but are not solely attributed to mental conditions. The most critical and predisposing factor to
suicidal ideations among the mental conditions is depression which to a greater extent is a
symptom of societal pressures and distress that are unaddressed. This alludes to the key
concerns around suicides and in most cases as manifested in suicide notes left by those who
commit suicide or attempt are a clear indication of a feeling of injustice committed against
them which may be the root cause of the problem or a trigger factor to some underlying
distress e.g. an individual with an abusive childhood may be suffering from Post-Traumatic
Stress Disorder (PTSD) which may be the underlying condition but if they later get into a
relationship in adulthood which may be abusive they may develop suicidal ideations or even
commit suicide out of the conviction that the world in general is unfair to them. This makes it
critical that ultimately it is upon us a generation to promote social justice, compassion and
empathy in our circles of influence and engagement.
It was outlined that there are multiple trigger factors that may predispose an individual to
consider suicide as a coping mechanism ranging from relationship problems, economic crises,
societal injustices e.g. violence, death of loved ones etc. Majority of predisposing factors are
societal challenges which are universal but individuals have different coping mechanisms for
the same and as such some are more likely to consider suicide while others will live through
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the challenge. Heredity was also outlined to play a role in contributing to suicidal ideations
e.g. studies show that an individual from a family where either parent committed suicide has
a 25% likelihood of committing suicide and those from a family where both parents committed
suicide has a 50% likelihood which is a pointer.
It was also stressed that suicide is not an individuals’ undoing but because of limited choice of
coping mechanisms such as support systems since as alluded to from all notes left by those
who commit or attempt suicide they never talk about death but rather life and the difficulties
they face in life. This makes it imperative to note that if at all the injustices they experience
would be lessened or if not reduced they be provided with alternative support systems like
healthy relationships, better working conditions etc. they would be more likely to live on rather
than commit suicide. The main challenge that was posed to the audience was that since it is
unlikely to have someone open up on an intention to commit suicide it lies with us all to be
compassionate and caring in our relations to cushion each other, nobody knows what lies
ahead: your single act of kindness could be the only thing that keeps an individual alive.

2. Students' following the discussions during the forum

Gender was considered through the discussions as a key influence on suicidal tendencies and
of these it was noted that it wasn’t mainly gender as either being male or female but gender
stereotypes that have become normalized in our societies. From statistics it was clear that more
men commit suicide compared to women and this was outlined to be due to the societal
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expectation of men to be strong and to not show any emotions regardless of the
circumstances under which they are living. This was mostly stressed to be an African narrative
where an African man is supposed to not show emotions, to be strong for the family and most
of all always listen to those around and provide support without any consideration that the
same man may at one point be needing the same help, maybe just someone to listen to them
at the end of the day and talk through their challenges. The stereotyping has made less men
to speak up and this leads to increased pressure within and ultimately, they lack a fall-back
plan which leads them to consider ending their lives to escape the misery of having to live any
more. It is the role of the society and everybody in it to demystify any gender stereotypes and
accept men as normal humans with emotions as any other person, who can get hurt and cry,
who can be grieved and seek a shoulder to lean on and of all people who want to be shown
compassion and kindness in all the hardships they deal with in life like any other person
around. When all these are provided for and we are open to live with each other in harmony
we shall have saved lives and created more just societies and communities for everyone to
healthily thrive.
As depicted by statistics that young people between the ages of 15-29years are the most
affected with suicide cases it was discussed by panellists and injections from the audience
brought in around the same with an aim of understanding the drive behind the fact. It was
brought out that young people around the affected age group are mostly in their definitive
years of life when they are striving to discover and shape their lives and this is associated with
lots of pressure to make it in life which if one is not well equipped may succumb to the
pressure. It is at this age that one is deciding on a career path to pursue, some are considering
relationships (romantic), some exit the universities with no employment opportunities, peer
pressure is at peak with colleagues getting jobs, some doing well while one is left back
watching. Social media also fuels the same feeling of being unfortunate but in a rather negative
sense “failure” as one can’t keep up with the life of friends who keep moving on and they are
left back to watch pictures over social media. Some resort to drugs which in the long run fail
to provide the ‘selective amnesia’ they so long for in such a situation thus end up considering
suicide as the only option available. It’s important for the society and every individual to
provide guidance and support to this age group as they are in their formative stages into
adulthood they deserve care, compassion and support just the same way as a child learning
to walk. The support systems should come from within i.e. among peers and from without
which calls on parents, lecturers, guardians, leaders, policy developers, employers and any
other relevant stakeholder to be there to support this generation.
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Suicide is preventable when we come together, stand for each other with compassion,
empathy and affection. We owe it to each other to offer a shoulder to lean on when things are
not right and of all just remember that your single act of kindness may be the only thing that
saves a life.
Resources:
1. The

Power

of

Vulnerability:

Brene’

Brown

TED

Talks;

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iCvmsMzlF7o
2. Suicide Prevention is a Social Justice Issue: Siobhan O’Neill – TEDxOmagh;
https://m.youtube.com/watch%3Fv%3DzGcSTbfGrHY&ved=2ahUKEwj0qqK9vuLdAhU
QcCsKHXEuDUQQjjgwAHoECAkQAQ&usg=AOvVaw3a9wEQOPVczhht3_ww50Mh
3. How economic inequality harms societies: Richard Wilkinson – TED Talks;
https://www.ted.com/talks/richard_wilkinson/upnext%3Flanguage%3Den&ved=2ahUKEwjKiZ3CwOLdAhXaWysKHSCdC8kQtwIwAHoE
CAkQAQ&usg=AOvVaw1xFChJyDCu4KAP1056aWQL

“The smallest act of kindness could save a life; let’s avert suicide through compassion.”
– Odhiambo David, Co-founder, Ryculture Health and Social Innovation
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