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Loneliness and isolation are taking toll on youth
There is feeling of loneliness and isolation amongst Indian youth, while at the same time there is a strong desire for connection amongst them. 
This was found in a study by Goa-based mental health voluntary organisation Sangath, based on information shared by young Indians through the 
website www.itoktotalk.in (a website platform started by Sangath that invites stories of mental distress from the youth.) The study results have been 
published in the BMJ journal recently. SHASHWAT GUPTA RAY fi nds out more about the study fi ndings and its implications.

“It was the fi rst time when I resorted to self-infl icting physical pain as a coping 
mechanism. The idea was overwhelming and scary but the mental trauma was too 
much to handle. I couldn’t think clear and grabbed my blade.” - (Male, 23)

“Anxiety and depression felt like parts of  me that would take over at different 
times. Seeing yourself  as mentally unwell makes you feel helpless about how to 
handle it.” - (Male, 23)

“I am alone on a never ending road to nowhere. I am enthralling the darkness, 
which blinds, even the light.” - (Female, 24)

“I have no idea how to talk about depression with my peers, colleagues, relatives 
or friends. There are times when I isolate myself  completely, avoiding any commu-
nication.” - (Male, 25)

“People told me, ‘just cheer up’, not to use depression as an ‘excuse’ and that 
‘medicine is not the answer’. - (Female, 25)

“I feel caged from within. It’s exhausting to keep up with the struggle. I am 
afraid I might be losing the battle. A part of  me is dying everyday.” - (Male, 25)

“It became my job to educate my family about my con#dition. They are nice peo-
ple, they care about me but I could see through their helpless eyes, they were clue#-
less about how to help me…” - (Female, 29)

“It did not really help when my peers made no effort to show compassion towards 
me or understand what I was going through.” - (Male, 25)

T
he aforementioned quotes are the 
feelings poured out by youth from 
different parts of  the country on 
the online website of  Sangath 
http://itsoktotalk.in/. The site 

was launched on WHO World Health Day 
(April 7, 2017) as part of  a public engagement 
initiative by the Indian NGO Sangath. It took 
inspiration from the theme for that year, 
‘Let’s Talk’, which emphasised the central 
role of  disclosure in recovery from depres-
sion.

“Our study aimed to understand the fi rst-
hand experiences of  mental health problems 
based on information shared by young Indi-
ans through the website. #It’sOkToTalk is 
an adolescent and youth-focused campaign 
that aims to increase awareness about men-

tal health and wellbeing so that more young 
people are able to engage in dialogue on men-
tal health, and seek and get help,” study lead 
author Pattie Pramila Gonsalves says.

This study set out to explore the lived ex-
periences of  mental health needs and recov-
ery from a sample of  young people in India, 
based on submissions to a public website. 
Four overarching themes were identifi ed 
of  living through diffi culties; mental health 
in context of  lived trauma, and social pres-
sures; managing one’s mental health through 
support and services.

It also aimed at breaking stigma and shar-
ing hope to help others and as an empower-
ing act. Almost all submissions contained 

personal experiences of  distress with the em-
bodied experience of  mental health diffi cul-
ties as physically and mentally overwhelm-
ing and burdensome.

Data were extracted from 37 submissions 
by 33 authors (13 male; 20 female) aged 19–31 
years (mean age 22 years) from seven Indi-
an cities (New Delhi, Lucknow, Bengaluru, 
Mumbai, Pune, Hyderabad and Haryana). 
These included 24 pieces of  prose (in the 
form of  a personal essay or ‘blog’), nine po-
ems, three pieces of  visual art and one video.

“Loneliness, isolation and a strong desire 
for connection were prominent, mirroring 
fi ndings from similar studies in internation-
al contexts. India is home to the world’s larg-

est population of  adolescents, placing the 
country at the centre of  global efforts to im-
prove mental health care for this vulnerable 
age group. Mental health problems account 
for one third of  the total burden of  disease in 
Indian adolescents, with depressive, anxiety 
and conduct disorders together accounting 
for over 75 per cent of  this burden,” she says.

At the same time, fewer than 10 per cent 
of  young Indians have access to formal men-
tal health services. The negative impacts of  
youth mental problems are starkly refl ected 
in the strong association between poor ado-
lescent mental health and long-term social 
disability, while suicide is the leading cause 
of  death for 15-24 year olds in India.

“The personal narratives highlight im-
portant gaps and needs in addressing young 
people’s mental health needs. They also offer 
a window into young people’s priorities in 
their own words and provide specifi c themes 
and nuanced key messages for awareness 
and help-seeking for future antistigma pub-
lic engagement efforts in India or other sim-
ilar settings,” the mental health expert says.

The study also reinforced the knowledge 
that social media platforms offer opportu-
nities to share personal narratives without 
temporal or spatial barriers.

“Future research is needed to expand on 
the exploratory work described in this study, 
and to assess the effects of  self-disclosure 
through online narratives. These kinds of  
stories and the key messages are however 
very important both for promoting the men-
tal health and well-being of  those who have 
made these disclosures, and on attitudes re-
garding mental health problems in the wider 
community,” she adds.

Pattie Gonsalves launching a new national youth mental health campaign in 
New Delhi.

“Our study aimed to understand the first-
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spatial barriers.”
- PATTIE PRAMILA GONSALVES,

Mental health expert 
Sangath, New Delhi branch

Breaking stigma
and sharing hope

The majority of  narratives contained messag-
es directed at readers with mental health prob-
lems as well as a broader audience. Within these 
messages two subthemes were identifi ed: desire 
to help others and ‘desire to break stigma.

1. Desire to help others:
“I hope I can help people to free themselves from 

be#ing stuck in their own diffi culties.” - (Female, 20)

2. Desire to break stigma
“Mental illness is actually no different than a phys-

ical illness. It is just the same as having a cold, or a 
fracture or any physically manifested disease that you 
see a doctor for.” - (Female, 26)

“We must talk about mental health at every level—
in schools, at work, with medical professionals and in 
the media. We need more information and awareness 
so that people can spot problems and get help. It’s not 
just OK to talk, it is absolutely essential!” - (Female, 
29)


