
 
SUICIDE AND MENTAL HEALTH.  
CAN TALK MEH? 

 
 
It was not so long ago, I was in a dark cave. Barely venturing out, barely alive. Just 
existing, taking up air and space.  
 
I had suffered from burnout and was fast moving into depression. Yet, I remained 
defiant, resistant even to the idea that I had poor mental health and could not accept it. 
That I was exhausted and constantly listless but could not sleep was torture of the 
highest level.  
 
Finally, I found myself defeated and accepted the notion that I needed help. I found 
myself struggling with a new set of challenges, mainly social stigma, access and 
affordability. 1 I discovered that in 2018, the average overall median waiting time for 
new subsidized appointments across Singapore’s public hospitals was 27 days to see a 
psychiatrist, and 28 days to see a psychologist.  If I were to seek help from private 
clinics, the waiting would be significantly reduced, but the cost would be beyond my 
reach or for the general man on the street.  Alternatively, I could head to the Emergency 
Departments of hospitals but that often, mental illness is an accumulation of periods of 
mood fluctuations, rather than a critical sudden state of emergency. 2Evidence based 
research shows people with mood disorders take from four to thirteen years before they 
sought help and now I finally understand why.  
 
In my experience with depression, my mind stayed in an endless negative loop. It could 
not rest and dark thoughts entered my head.  As I wrestled with these thoughts, it was a 
peer who got close to this cave and asked these words “How are you feeling?” when so 
many have asked “How are you?” It made me realize the response that came out of me, a 
broken soul, was so different between both questions. I was liberated to answer freely 
how I felt versus putting on a mask for the day. 
 
And then she asked, “Are you okay, really?” when so many have asked “Are you okay?” I 
was able to check in with my inner child and be real with my emotions. 
 
Finally, she left the cave as quietly as she came but not before leaving the simple words 
“I am……” Two of the most powerful words, for what we put after them shapes our 
reality. 
 
I am one of the lucky ones who lived and recovered. According to 3WHO, close to 
800,000 people globally die due to suicide every year, which is one person every 40 
seconds. Bringing it closer to home, 4suicide is the leading cause of death for those aged 

 
1 https://www.moh.gov.sg/news-highlights/details/the-median-waiting-time-to-see-
psychiatrists-and-clinical-psychologists 

 
2https://www.imh.com.sg/uploadedFiles/Newsroom/News_Releases/SMHS%20news
%20release.pdf 
 
3 https://www.who.int/mental_health/prevention/suicide/suicideprevent/en/ 
 
4 https://www.sos.org.sg/learn-about-suicide/quick-facts 
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10-29. Putting things into context, there are 3 times more deaths from suicide than 
transport accidents in 2019 in Singapore. And for every suicide, at least 6 suicide 
survivors are left behind.  
 
While there is no hard evidence to prove a direct link between poor mental health and 
suicide, there is substantial research to show 90% of suicide victims struggled with an 
underlying mental illness, most notably depression. The scale of impact becomes wider 
when we consider the effects of suicide on the bereaved family and friends left behind, 
including grief and depression.  
 
While crisis management is an area governments and advocacy groups globally are 
pushing hard to implement effectively, suicide often do not happen without warnings. 
Many people who are truly serious about ending their lives are going to do so without a 
lot of preamble or hints of upcoming actions. The number of people who actually leave a 
note is reported between a quarter and a third of all those who complete suicide; this 
adds further support to the notion that suicide can be a very private act that is about 
what the individual is feeling in the moment, not about their feelings about what their 
death might mean for others. 
 
The question we need to ask is, would it be possible to have a conversation about mental 
health earlier, rather than handling a bigger issue further downstream with higher time, 
cost, effort and more importantly consequence like suicide. How can we detect, 
encourage and facilitate an early conversation rather than let it snowball into something 
unmanageable in the end?  
 
Evidence based research shows mental illness start early. The median age for any 
mental illness is 14 years old and for anxiety disorders, as low as 11 years old. As our 
youths journey through a period of learning about themselves, figuring out confusion 
before transiting to the workforce and adapting to different responsibilities and stress 
as an employee, parent and child, it is imperative these same people are prepared early 
enough to understand and take care of their own mental health.  
 
By having an open heart to heart talk with a trained listener, can we can pick up early 
symptoms of potential mental illnesses developing. By encouraging more first 
conversations about mental health with peer or clinical support, we can build a society 
with empathy and understands there is no health without mental health. By saying it’s 
okay to feel you’re not okay, can we destigmatize mental illness and convey how 
common mental illness really is than society think.  
  
Health isn’t just what we eat. It’s about what we think and feel. Talking about mental 
health is the first step towards making it better.  
 
It’s time we talk about the Elephant in the room.  
 
Bernard 
Co-Founder, CARA Unmask 
 
 
CARA is a text based platform for secure & anonymous conversations 
On mental health with trained volunteers & professional therapists. 
https://www.caraunmask.com/?utm_source=cna&utm_medium=news 
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