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Teen Suicide Prevention Week and Covid-19 

 

Health Minister Zweli Mkhize, in a written reply to a DA Parliamentary question in the NCOP, said 

that 1 781 suicide-related deaths occurred under lockdown between the 27th March and 27th July 2020. 

This means that close to 1 800 people committed suicide during the first four months following the 

declaration of the lockdown in March.1 

South Africa has the eighth highest rate of suicide in the world, with around eight thousand people 

committing suicide every year, meaning it is the third biggest cause of unnatural death after homicide 

and unintentional reasons.2 This means that South Africa has about 23 people dying by suicide, and 

230 serious attempts, every day, according to the South African Depression and Anxiety Group 

(SADAG). The number is expected to rise due to the Covid-19 pandemic and the mental health effects 

of lockdown.  

Last week was Teen Suicide Prevention Week. Only car accidents and homicide kill more youth 

between the ages of 15 and 24. In South Africa 9% of all teen deaths are caused by suicide. Teen 

Suicide Prevention Week highlights awareness around teen depression and suicide.  

“Growing up is not easy. Children and teenagers face many tough decisions and difficult life 

experiences that, at times, seem overwhelming. The continuous pressure from media, adverts and 

social media is incredibly high. For some kids, a difficult, scary or threatening situation can cause 

so much distress that they start to think about killing themselves. Suicide is one of the leading causes 

of death for kids in middle school and high school.”3 

As the increased stressors of the Covid-19 pandemic have worsened across the globe, so has the 

mental health of children and teens.4 Teens have had to deal with social isolation at the time of their 

lives when the peer group is so important. Psychiatrist Dr Helen Clarke says that “teen suicide is for 

the most part an impulsive act by a teenager who is very likely to be struggling with probably multiple 

issues in their personal, family or school life. The impulsive act occurs in response to a stressor that 

is just one too much for an adolescent to deal with.”5 

 “Teen depression and suicide is a particular high risk for teens everywhere as the mental health 

impact of Covid-19 has been immense, especially as they navigate a new world of online learning or 

delayed learning, social isolation, loss, grief and trauma, with increased anxiety and depression.”6 

Covid-19 and the lockdown have made manifest the reality that the world we live in is an uncertain 

place; people become ill and don’t always get better, and reassurances from adults might appear 

https://southcoastherald.co.za/336771/336771/


 
 

‘lame’.  It is very important to check in with the teens in your life, to make it clear that you are 

available to listen with a non-judgemental attitude, to consider solutions and to help them to develop 

perspective. 

The links below provide both information and advice.     

https://www.sabcnews.com/sabcnews/close-to-1-800-people-have-committed-suicide-since-

lockdown-started-mkhize/ 

https://health-e.org.za/2020/09/04/lockdown-has-worsened-depression-and-could-contribute-to-

suicidal-thoughts-says-mental-health-group/ 

https://www.timeslive.co.za/news/south-africa/2020-10-10-covid-fallout-for-sas-mental-health/ 

https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2021/01/pandemic-goodbye-casual-friends/617839/ 

https://southcoastherald.co.za/428018/teen-suicide-prevention-week-february-14-to-21/ 

https://boksburgadvertiser.co.za/330971/teen-suicide-prevention-week-know-signs-help/  
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Lois Law 

Project Co-ordinator 

 

1 https://www.sabcnews.com/sabcnews/close-to-1-800-people-have-committed-suicide-since-lockdown-
started-mkhize/  
2 https://www.wits.ac.za/covid19/covid19-news/latest/sa-faces-devastating-multiple-social-impact.html  
3 Adéle MomNdela Grosse, ‘Proud to be Me’, October 2014 
4 https://southcoastherald.co.za/428018/teen-suicide-prevention-week-february-14-to-21/  
5 https://boksburgadvertiser.co.za/330971/teen-suicide-prevention-week-know-signs-help/  
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