
Suicide-safer Universities in Scotland: 
Reflections on Good Practice



Support services

In an emergency call 999 

Samaritans. Available 24/7. Call: 116 213.  
Text: SHOUT to 85258. This is a free service and does 
not require a person to have credit on their mobile 
phone to use the 116 213 number. 

Email: jo@samaritans.org (Responses within 24 hours).

Samaritans offer a confidential service except where 
safeguarding responsibilities mean they may need to 
tell someone to protect your wellbeing, by calling an 
ambulance for example.

Breathing Space. Call: 0800 83 85 87 or  
visit www.breathingspace.scot

Opening hours: Monday–Thursday, 6pm–2am and 
from 6pm on Friday through until 6am on Monday. 
Breathing Space is a free, confidential phone and web-
based service for people in Scotland experiencing low 
mood, depression or anxiety. They are there in times 
of difficulty to provide a safe and supportive space by 
listening, offering advice and information.

Support for professionals

Papyrus. Papyrus is a charity dedicated to the 
prevention of young suicide. It operates HOPELINEUK, 
a suicide prevention helpline staffed by professionals 
trained in ASIST (Applied Suicide Intervention Skills 
Training). Further information can be found on its 
website. It runs a helpline is available for anyone 
concerned that a young person could be thinking of 
suicide. Call: 0800 068 4141 Text: 07860 039 967 
Email: pat@papyrus-uk.org

Support for others. If you are worried about 
someone, Scotland’s Association for Mental Health 
(SAMH) has a guide to support you. Download the 
guide: Suicide…Are you worried about someone?
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mailto:jo@samaritans.org
http://www.breathingspace.scot/
https://www.papyrus-uk.org/im-a-professional-1-2-1-advice/
tel:0800 068 4141
tel:07860039967
mailto:pat@papyrus-uk.org
https://www.samh.org.uk/documents/SAMH_Are_you_worried_about_someone.pdf
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Every suicide is a tragic loss of life. Where this 
occurs within a university it has a profound and 
lasting impact on the staff and student community.

The data on suicide rates amongst young people is 

deeply distressing. Behind every statistic is a person 

whose life was important. It is vitally important 

that we engage with the data and evidence on the level 

of risk that exists in our student community. That is the 

reason Universities Scotland has worked in partnership 

with the Mental Health Foundation to run the Thriving 

Learners survey into student mental health. With over 

15,000 respondents, we believe it may be the UK’s biggest 

ever survey into student mental health. The survey asked 

students directly about self-harm, suicide ideation and 

attempts to commit suicide. We are grateful to the student 

respondents who bravely took the time to share their 

experiences, with the aim, no doubt, of raising awareness 

and helping others.

• There were 91 suicides in Scotland in 2020 
amongst all 15 to 24 year olds1. 

• New data from the Mental Health Foundation’s 
2021 Thriving Learners Survey amongst university 
students in Scotland found that 19.6% of survey 
respondents reported having either suicidal 
ideation or attempting to kill themselves within 
the previous six months2. 

• The rate of deaths by suicide in the UK higher 
education student population remained at 4.7 
deaths per 100,000 students between the 12 
months ending July 2015 and the 12 months 
ending July 20173.

• Serious self-harm is the most important single 
indicator of increased risk of suicide. Self-harming 
is most prevalent amongst 15–24 year olds4. 

1 91 suicides in Scotland in 2020 – Samaritans (2021) Suicides 
in Scotland

2 Mental Health Foundation (2021) Thriving Learners
3 Office for Students (2021) Suicide Prevention Briefing
4 Da Cruz D, Pearson A, Saini P, Miles C, While D, Swinson N, 

Williams A, Shaw J, Appleby L, Kapur N (2011) ‘Emergency 
department contact prior to suicide in mental health patients’ 
Journal of Emergency Medicine 28: pp 467–471

DataIntroduction

https://media.samaritans.org/documents/Suicide_Stats_Scotland_2020_FINAL_ekOqd4S.pdf
https://media.samaritans.org/documents/Suicide_Stats_Scotland_2020_FINAL_ekOqd4S.pdf
https://www.universities-scotland.ac.uk/thriving-learners/
https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/advice-and-guidance/promoting-equal-opportunities/effective-practice/suicide-prevention/
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The factors that lead someone to take their own 

life are often very complex but many suicides are 

preventable.

Preventing the loss of life was the motivation 

for Universities UK’s Suicide-Safer Universities 

Framework. Developed with Papyrus, a charity 

working for the prevention of young suicide, the 

Framework recognises that whilst a range of 

situations and characteristics may heighten risk, 

some students take their own lives without being 

known to be in distress or having an established risk 

profile. Two out of three suicides happen without 

previous contact with mental health services and in 

some of these cases the individuals involved do not 

fall into recognised high-risk groups.

To address this, UUK recommends that suicide 

prevention, intervention and postvention in 

universities must focus on whole populations to 

build aware and compassionate communities.  

This should form part of broader action to tackle 

the situational determinants of mental distress, as 

well as an individual’s capacity to stay well, and 

confidence to ask for help when needed.

The Suicide-Safer Universities Framework is 

clear that suicide is everyone’s concern and that a 

suicide-safer strategy should be co-produced with 

students, staff, expert third sector organisations 

and the NHS. This is the approach being taken 

forward in Scotland’s universities.

Action in Scotland
Scotland’s universities are deeply involved in the 

development of suicide-safer strategies and action 

plans, using the UUK Framework. Many now have 

stand-alone strategies in place. Others are working 

through the Framework, towards new or refreshed 

strategies, or have this action planned as part of a 

wider and coordinated review of their institution’s 

mental health strategy.

https://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/sites/default/files/field/downloads/2021-07/guidance-for-sector-practitioners-on-preventing-student-suicides.PDF
https://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/sites/default/files/field/downloads/2021-07/guidance-for-sector-practitioners-on-preventing-student-suicides.PDF
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This resource has been developed for universities 

and their stakeholders. It shares the reflections of 

four senior staff on their institutional approach. 

Each reflection focuses on different elements 

within the overall UUK Framework. We hope that 

this resource will achieve the following: 

1. the sharing of real-world insight into the 
development of a suicide-safer strategy, on 
a peer-to-peer basis for the benefit of other 
institutions, and their stakeholders. This 
reflects the spirit and recommendation within 
Suicide-safer Universities to work with other 
institutions and share lessons learned.

2. a timely reminder of the critical importance 
of this area of work. It could save a life. We 
hope it both encourages and supports progress 
towards every institution having a suicide-
safer strategy in place.
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Key elements of a  
suicide-safer strategy 

Universities UK’s approach to suicide 
prevention is embedded within its wider, 
holistic work to support student mental 
health and to create and sustain mentally 
healthy universities, through StepChange, 
and its work to build closer connections 
and pathways to the NHS, through 
Minding our Future.

Universities UK’s Suicide-Safer Universities 

guidance set out a number of features of good 

practice that institutions could take forward 

in their approach to suicide prevention, intervention 

and postvention.

 ; Make suicide an institutional priority.

 ; Develop a suicide-safer strategy and action plan, 
as a distinct component of your overarching 
mental health strategy.

 ; Co-produce the strategy with students, parents 
and carers, staff, expert third-sector organisations, 
and local and national stakeholders.

 ; Identify the members of the broader senior 
management team responsible for this.

 ; Identify, train and publicise a suicide 
intervention team.

 ; Identify, train and publicise a suicide  
postvention team.

https://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/sites/default/files/field/downloads/2021-07/uuk-stepchange-mhu.pdf
https://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/sites/default/files/field/downloads/2021-07/minding-our-future-starting-conversation-student-mental-health.pdf
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 ; Train all student-facing staff in suicide 
awareness, how to spot the signs of distress and 
what to do when you spot them. Agree how often 
people need refresher training.

 ; Create compassionate communities among staff 
and students.

 ; Regularly review and update your suicide-safer 
policies and procedures.

 ; Review and refresh your institution’s policies 
and practice on early alert and following up on 
students who may be experiencing difficulties.

 ; Review and refresh your institution’s policies on 
disclosure and consent.

 ; Use and contribute to wider evidence and 
research on suicide in these populations.

 ; Ensure good communication between all areas of 
the university involved with student welfare.

 ; Create strong links with local and national 
partners from the healthcare sector, voluntary 
sector and your local authority, especially local 
suicide partnerships.

 ; Work with schools, colleges and other 
universities in your area to ensure smooth 
transitions between educational settings.

 ; Establish clear and collaborative local care 
pathways into statutory mental health services 
and NHS crisis intervention teams.



UHI’s unique partnership model of higher education and further 
education and its remoteness and rurality all made for a challenging 
context in which to develop such a sensitive element of mental health 
provision. The University’s suicide-safer policy is bold in addressing 
this directly, acknowledging and responding to the risk factors in its 
environment. The University found that trust amongst colleagues, a 
willingness to embrace the specific context and a whole institution 
approach was essential to getting it right for every student.

The University of the Highlands and Islands
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Making suicide-safer an 
institutional priority.

Leadership. Identifying 
the members of the 

senior leadership team 
responsible for this.

Ensuring good 

communication between 

all areas of the university 

involved with student welfare.

The University of the 
Highlands and Islands 
has focused on:
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D eveloping UHI’s Suicide Intervention and 

Risk Management policy was certainly a 

complex process. To give some background, 

we educate over 10,000 higher education and 25,000 

further education students across a geographical 

base broadly the same size as Belgium, largely rural 

and isolated and which is home to seven Regional 

Health Boards, all differently resourced. Some island 

locations do not have direct access to services, and 

mainland rural locations may be up to 100 miles 

away from ‘local’ provision. 

The challenge is that despite the differences in size, 

resource and stakeholder relationships between 

academic partners, as a university we need processes 

and support to be recognisably the same for the 

student, wherever they are based. Students do move 

from one partner to another for different courses 

and levels, and they need to 

know they have a baseline 

of suicide intervention and 

support which is comparable at any given location. 

It had to be suitable for use across all our partner 

institutions and clearly laid out to be understood 

and used by staff when needed. The nature of our 

organisation means that we are rooted in our local 

communities, and the impact of any suicide is wide 

and deep. We form an integral part of our community, 

so these occurrences resonate for longer. 

The policy was created through a working group, 

involving key personnel from two existing 

partnership-wide groups: the Student Support 

Group and the Student Mental Health Group. This 

group came from a place of established trust and 

collaborative working. This allowed us to move 

faster and the shared sense of ownership helped 

to keep a focus on the outcomes we needed as a 

single institution, whilst respecting and valuing 

the differences in our own 

localised contexts. At UHI, 

these groups don’t just believe 
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in, but have lived experience of, a whole university 

approach and have passionate belief in students 

being at the heart of what we do. Experience of 

previous single policies meant we had a template 

for incorporating local contextualisation to 

tailor the document to fit any partner’s specific 

organisational structure.  

Dialogue was respectful and considered and was 

aided by strong leadership. Overall, the work resulted 

in increased awareness around suicide intervention, 

tying in with the mental health strategy and Applied 

Suicide Intervention Skills Training and Scotland’s 

Mental Health First Aid training. 

Allie Scott
Mental Health and Counselling Manager
Accredited COSCA Tutor, SMHFA and ASIST Trainer



The University found the Universities UK framework to be a 

useful way to recognise and organise the substantial work 

already underway in the institution. It’s approach to becoming 

a suicide-safer university has benefitted from clear leadership, 

connecting to other student-focused wellbeing agendas. It 

also been highly inclusive; the strategy was co-produced with 

partners and its implementation has involved a tiered approach 

to training for all students and student-facing staff. 

University of St Andrews
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The University of 
St Andrews has 
focused on:

Identifying, training 
and publicising teams 
for suicide prevention, 

intervention and 
postvention.

Training all student-facing 
staff in suicide awareness, 
how to spot the signs and 

what you should do.

Creating strong links 

with local and national 

partners from the 

healthcare sector.
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T he Strategy was developed collaboratively 

under the guidance of our Mental Health 

Task Force, with key inputs from the 

Students’ Association, University Student Services 

and colleagues from regional NHS bodies. These 

collaborations reflect a pattern of working 

relationships that go beyond the Suicide-Safer 

agenda in support of broader engagement with 

other mental health initiatives and student safety 

frameworks. 

With the broad framework developed carefully 

and collaboratively, much of our focus was then 

on the pivotal work of Prevention, Intervention 

and Postvention groups. We developed our 

approach to ensure that clear roles 

and responsibilities, staff resources, 

dedicated in-house training and 

continuing development plans were 

lined up for each of these groups. 

We then focussed on the development, customisation 

and mobilisation of key resources. A potent example 

of this can be found within the work of the suicide 

prevention group, which aims to influence behaviour 

before individuals start planning a suicide or 

attempt it. The group customised an NHS online 

suicide prevention course by working with the Zero 

Suicide Alliance. The resultant course helps students 

and staff to be aware that suicide prevention is 

everybody’s business, enable them to be able to 

spot potential signs of suicidal thinking, to be more 

confident in speaking with a person at risk and to 

signpost sensitively and effectively. This training is 

undertaken by every student as part of their enrolment.

Similar collaborative developments 

have been mobilised in support of the 

work of intervention and postvention 

groups. These groups worked with 

internal specialists (Student Services, 
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Occupational Health and the Chaplaincy) to 

augment the supportive work of the prevention 

team through developing thoughtful protocols to 

guide compassionate responses to those seriously at 

risk or affected by suicide, at points of crisis. These 

protocols help the groups to have clear lines of 

leadership, sensitive communication with members 

of our community and their families, and mutually 

supportive connections with NHS partners.

Paul Hibbert 
Dean of Arts and Divinity

Ruth Unsworth
Head of Wellbeing and Mediation

“The Students’ Association is very proud to have 

supported the development of the University 

Suicide Prevention Strategy. Core to the 

approach of the strategy is the collaboration 

of different units and external services, like 

the NHS and the Students’ Association, which 

has led to some fantastic collaborative work 

like the Student Mental Health Agreement. It’s 

also valuable to see the resources and training 

now available to students in suicide awareness 

through the online module with the Zero Suicide 

Alliance, and we’re excited to support the 

ongoing work on the Mental Health Awareness 

Programme for students and staff.”

Anna-Ruth Cockerham  
Director of Wellbeing, Students Association



UWS has made co-production with students and the 
consideration of lived experience a defining element of 
its work to develop a suicide-safer strategy and its wider 
approach to student mental health and wellbeing.

University of the West of Scotland
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Co-producing the 
strategy with students.

Interventions: developing, 
implementing and regularly 
reviewing support pathways 

within the university for 
distressed students.

Creating compassionate 

communities among staff 

and students.

The University of the 
West of Scotland has 
focused on:
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A t UWS we aim to ensure that our students 

are as suicide safe as possible and that all 

members of our community are aware of 

their role in preventing student suicide. 

 

The University applied for, and was awarded, an 

NUS Think Positive Grant in 2020 to set up our first 

student mental health advisory group. This group, 

run in partnership with the Students’ Union, is made 

up of students with lived experience of mental health 

difficulties and those with enthusiasm for shaping 

student mental health provision for their peers. 

 

Students with lived experience of mental health 

difficulties, suicidal ideation and crisis have a key 

role to play in making sure that the UWS suicide-

safe approach reflects the needs and wants of those 

directly impacted. That is why at UWS 

we are working in collaboration with 

our student mental health advisory 

group to develop our suicide-safer strategy. We have 

found this approach has enabled us to put student 

experience at the heart of what we do. 

Key benefits of involving students as equal partners 

in co-production have so far been:

 
1. The development of a relevant and accessible 

social media profile which aims to decrease 
stigma and improve awareness of university 
mental health support.

2. The launch of a new out of hours student support 
telephone line which gives students direct access 
to counselling support between 5pm and 9am 
every weekday and 24 hours at the weekend. 

3. The creation of a single Student Services workshop 
and events calendar where students can see at one 

glance the wide range of workshops 
offered by student support teams.
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Participants in the group also benefit from 

opportunities to build confidence and develop 

new skills across a range of areas from 

campaigning to event management, presentation 

skills, and influencing and negotiating. Students 

then put these skills into practice by supporting 

the roll out of the University’s student agreement 

and suicide-safer activities. 

“Working in partnership with the university 

has allowed the views of students to be 

considered when the university develops 

its strategies in relation to mental health 

and wellbeing. Opportunities to consult 

and collaborate with students with lived 

experience of mental distress, or with an 

interest in how to support others, are vital  

in understanding students' perspectives.”

 

Claire O’Donnell
Student Wellbeing Manager

 

Luke Humberstone 
Union Vice President for Welfare and Wellbeing



Glasgow Caledonian University has situated its work on 
suicide prevention within a whole institution approach to 
mental health and wellbeing; open conversations with the 
staff and student community have become a key feature of 
that. The University aims to reduce stigma and share good 
practice and understanding within its own community and in 
so doing, create additional resources and tools that can be 
used more widely.

Glasgow Caledonian University
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Creating strong links with 
local and national partners 
from the healthcare sector, 
voluntary sector and your 

local authority.

Using and contributing 
to wider evidence and 
research on suicide in 

these populations.

Creating compassionate 

communities among staff 

and students.

The Glasgow 
Caledonian University 
has focused on:
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T o help safeguard the wellbeing of our 

students, a Suicide-safer Task Group was 

formed in 2020 to oversee the development 

of the university’s approaches to suicide prevention, 

intervention and postvention support, aligned with 

the UUK Suicide-safer Universities Framework. 

Policies and action plans are essential tools, but 

the development of a truly inclusive and impactful 

whole institution approach to mental health, 

wellbeing and suicide prevention needs to involve 

regular conversations across the university 

community; bringing students and staff together to 

have important discussions on the issues; raising 

awareness of support; challenging misconceptions 

and stigma and highlighting sector research outcomes. 

To support this aim, a Spotlight On series of events 

was launched in 2021/22. The series, which is 

generously supported by Santander Universities, is 

designed to shine a light on aspects of mental health 

in order to promote a culture of openness, trust and 

inclusiveness. Events, which are open to students and 

staff, are structured around pre-released videos and live 

round table panel discussions with Q&As. Panels comprise 

external and internal experts, along with individuals 

with relevant lived experiences. Discussions are recorded 

and made available after the event, along with research 

summaries, training materials and resources to help staff 

and students better understand the topic and support 

them in dealing with the issues. 

In September 2021, a Spotlight On...Suicide and Mental 

Health event was held in discussion with: 

• Fiona Drouet, MBE, Founder and CEO of the Emily Test

• Peter M. Gutierrez, Executive Vice President, 
Innovation at Living Works

• Dr Susan Ross, Consultant Clinical Psychologist and 
lead of Lanarkshire’s Psychological Services Staff 
Support Team

• Peter Copeland, Mentally Healthy University 
Coordinator, Glasgow Caledonian University and 
Scottish Association for Mental Health
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Issues discussed included how to talk about mental 

health and suicide openly; facts and figures around 

prevalence; risk factors for students; advising 

someone who is worried about someone else; good 

practice across the sector, bereavement support 

and much more. A recording of the event will be 

made available at GCU’s Spotlight On Webpages, 

along with resources from SAMH, NHS and a 

summary of relevant research. 

Rachel Simpson, 

Project Officer for Student Mental Health 

Jackie Main, 
Director of Student Life 

Dr Helen Gallagher, 
Assistant Vice Principal Health and Wellbeing

Pete Copeland, from the Scottish Association for 
Mental Health, is currently seconded to GCU: 

“Working with GCU to develop Spotlight On has 

been a fantastic experience, in particular our 

Spotlight On…Suicide was a highlight. Having 

Livingworks, a local Psychologist and a member 

of the Suicide Prevention Leadership Group all 

around a virtual table to highlight the challenges 

and their hopes in suicide prevention work 

was inspiring and sobering in equal measure. 

This discussion, with our additional resources 

of public health Scotland’s explainer videos, 

SAMH suicide prevention resources and Suicide 

Alertness training will be a wonderful resource 

for GCU staff and students.”

https://www.gcu.ac.uk/student/support/wellbeing/spotlightonmentalhealth/
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The work continues

T he Thriving Learners report, published 

in November 2021, is a very important 

and timely reminder of the distress many 

of our students face. The timing of the survey, 

taken during Scotland’s second lockdown due to 

COVID-19, may be unique but the message about 

mental health and risk of suicide is not. Universities 

are committed to act on the recommendations and 

to ensure that the experience shared with us, by 

every student participant, helps to drive further 

collaborative action across Scotland.

We believe there is further value in the sharing 

of good practice, between institutions, suicide 

prevention organisations, students and other 

stakeholders. We’ll take this forward into an event 

for institutions, to be delivered early in 2022.

We also recognise the criticality of effective 

pathways between universities and the NHS 

to support students with clinical mental 

health needs and in the prevention of suicide. 

Institutions have invested a lot of time in 

building these connections and there are some 

new agreements in place in parts of Scotland. 

We want to ensure that best practice is available 

everywhere and we will be working closely with 

our partners in the Scottish Government and NHS 

Scotland in late 2021 and into the new calendar 

year, to roll this out more widely.
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