Universities in England urged to overhaul safety measures amid rising student suicides
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A comprehensive review commissioned by the Department for Education has called on universities in England to urgently address the rising issue of student suicides. This landmark report, the first of its kind to provide government recommendations, arrives in the wake of tragic incidents that have highlighted the mental health challenges faced by students. The review examined 169 cases of suicide and serious self-harm reported by 73 universities, revealing that a significant number of these incidents occurred in university-managed accommodation.
One of the key suggestions entails universities reassessing the safety protocols of student halls and other areas where students have taken their lives. The report further recommends a sensitive approach to the aftermath of such tragedies, advising against the placement of flowers and tributes, which can inadvertently mark these sites as locations associated with suicide. The parents of Natasha Abrahart, who tragically passed away in 2018 while studying at the University of Bristol, have termed the review "superficial" and called for stronger measures. Bob Abrahart expressed concern that previous recommendations have gone unheeded, emphasising a need for a firm legal duty of care across universities to ensure that protectiveness over their students is not merely aspirational but mandated.
The review also acknowledges the alarming potential for "suicide clusters," a phenomenon wherein multiple suicides occur in a particular location over a short period. This issue underscores the need for immediate action and tailored support for students, particularly those from vulnerable groups, such as international students. While some students, like Vika Zak and Sam Lloyd, noted the support they received from university staff, the review highlighted that overall access to mental health services remains inconsistent and could be significantly improved. There is a pressing need for universities to ensure that these services are not just available but actively promoted and followed up, fostering a culture where students feel comfortable seeking help.
Yet, many bereaved parents and mental health advocates argue that government measures are inadequate, labelling the review as a "slap in the face." Critics highlight that the focus on internal university reports may overlook systemic issues within university mental health practices that need independent scrutiny. Parents are pressing for a more comprehensive examination of the policies and environments that contribute to student distress, advocating for rigorous enforcement of any recommendations aimed at preventing future tragedies.
Support frameworks tailored to universities have been evolving, with organisations like Universities UK now offering guidance through resources such as the 'Responding to a suicide' handbook. This document provides practical steps for institutions to enhance their response to such tragic events, including the establishment of dedicated postvention teams and protocols for serious incident reviews. These efforts are designed to not only address the immediate aftermath of incidents but to foster environments that actively engage in preventing future occurrences. Yet, questions remain about the commitment of universities to implement these guidelines effectively amidst a growing financial strain, with an increasing number facing deficits.
As the Office for Students outlines, a holistic approach involving the entire university community is essential for tackling this complex issue. By emphasising effective leadership, collaboration, and evidence-based strategies, institutions can better respond to the needs of their student populations. The urgency of this review coincides with broader discussions about mental health in higher education, highlighting the critical role that institutions fulfil in safeguarding the well-being of their students.
Ultimately, while the review signifies a step forward in recognising and addressing student suicides, its success will largely depend on the commitment of universities to adapt and implement its recommendations, moving beyond words to ensure student safety and support in crisis situations.
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