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Introduction 

Shout 85258 (“Shout”) is a 24/7 UK text messaging service for times when people feel they need 

immediate support. It is a mental health service which started in May 2018, set up by Mental Health 

Innovations, a digital mental health charity.1 In early December 2021 Shout had its one millionth 

conversation. 

Shout want to understand the value it provides through its text service, in particular its role in suicide 

prevention. This will help it explore options for more regular funding for its service, including funding 

for part of the service from the public sector. Shout is looking to be able to provide the same quality 

of service for the next million conversations.  

Understanding the economic/monetary value (or savings) of the service requires establishing what 

happens to suicidal users after they have used the service and what would have happened without 

the service.  Neither of these is straightforward to assess. Therefore Shout has commissioned 

Frontier Economics to do a break-even analysis, looking at how many suicides need to be 

prevented each year to cover the annual costs of Shout’s programme. This report sets out the 

findings.  

We find that 3 to 7 suicides need to be prevented each year, depending on the value used to 

assess the economic benefits of suicide prevention. 

This is in the context of over 6,200 people dying by suicide in the UK in 20202. The suicide rate is 

highest in Scotland at 15.0 per 100.000 people (compared to 12.7 in Northern Ireland, 10.3 in Wales 

and 10.0 in England) and in all nations men had a much higher rate than women. And rates tend to 

be highest for middle age people, but people of all ages die by suicide including those aged 10-14.  

The rest of this note describes how we have assessed the “break-even” value of Shout as a suicide 

prevention service.  There are three steps to calculate the overall value and a fourth step to assess 

who benefits: 

1. Determine the value of a lost life 

2. Assess Shout’s costs to provide mental health, including suicide prevention, services 

Using steps 1 and 2 we can calculate a break-even value for Shout’s services:  how many suicides 

must be prevented to offset the costs.  However, that alone is not sufficient to demonstrate Shout’s 

value.  We then consider: 

■ Evidence that Shout’s interventions prevent suicides that would otherwise occur.  This 

combines evidence that Shout’s services prevent suicide with evidence about whether there are 

alternatives to Shout for those who use its services. 

 
1 More information available at https://giveusashout.org/about-us/about-shout/  

2 https://www.samaritans.org/about-samaritans/research-policy/suicide-facts-and-figures/latest-suicide-data/ 

https://giveusashout.org/about-us/about-shout/
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■ Beneficiaries of Shout’s services. Finally, we provide some evidence about which demographic 

groups benefit from the services to complement the aggregate findings from the earlier steps. 

 

This analysis was done over a short period of time, primarily in early 2022.  It is intended to provide 

a robust but preliminary estimate of Shout’s impact in one area of its work based on a specific set of 

evidence.  Further work could consider in more detail many of the elements contained in these initial 

calculations, including:  the appropriate value of a life lost to suicide, the wider benefits (beyond 

suicide prevention) of Shout’s services and the alternative support available to individuals in 

particular socio-demographic groups who are struggling. 
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Break-even analysis 

How the government values lives for policy analysis 

Government values life through three main statistics:  

■ Value of a prevented fatality (VPF) – currently  £2m3  

■ Statistical life years – currently £60,000 per year4  

■ Quality adjusted life years and disability adjusted life years – also £60,0005 per year 

A scoping study for the government on the valuation of risks to life and health recommends that 

these figures and analysis are updated, within a unifying framework6. This is because VPF is based 

on a small sample survey from the 1990s, and statistical life year calculation is also outdated and 

would benefit from better reflecting changes in longevity.  

Valuing suicide prevention: which value to use? 

There are difficulties in estimating the value of preventing a suicide arise from the relatively low 

incidence of suicide and studies of suicide. There were over 6,200 suicide deaths in 2020 which is 

about 1% of all deaths.7 There are three different ways to value the economic cost of suicide for the 

life lost (and the value of a life in general), and therefore the benefit of suicide prevention: 

1. Willingness to pay to avoid loss of life (stated preference) – this is the method used for VPF 

which is a Department for Transport (DfT) statistic 

2. Revealed preference, based on decisions that people make in real life where safety is an 

aspect of the decision making and the value placed on a life can be implicitly inferred 

3. Estimate of lost earnings from a shorter than expected life 

Some studies can include the direct medical costs of suicide and/or the funeral, victim support and 

intangible grief costs as part of the total valuation of the cost of suicide. We focus on studies with an 

estimate of the statistical value of a life.  

We undertook a literature review that covered studies specifically on valuing the economic impact of 

suicide and statistical values of a life. The list of studies included is in the references list at the end 

of this report and includes: 

 
3 Dolan, P. and Jenkins, P., Estimating the monetary value of the deaths prevented from the UK Covid-19, lockdown when it was decided 

upon – and the value of “flattening the curve” 

4  HM Treasure, The Green Book 2020 

5  HM Treasure, The Green Book 2020 

6  Health and Safety Executive, Research and analysis: A scoping study on the valuation of risks to life and health: the monetary Value of 

a Life year (VOLY), July 2020,  

7 ONS deaths 2020 England and Wales 
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■ Is prevention of suicide worth less? A comparison of the value per statistical life by Elin, V., 

Mattias, P., Sara, O. et al. (2021) 

■ Mortality risk valuation in environment, health and transport policies by the OECD (2012) 

■ Evaluation of the First Phase of Choose Life by Platt, S et al (2006) 

The first study concluded that loss of life through suicide is not valued differently to other loss of life 

in Sweden. The range of values from our literature review are £0.99m8 to  £3.8m9, with a median 

value of £1.55m and mean value of £1.57m. The DfT VPF is £2m which is towards the upper end of 

our range. 

A figure of £2m seems reasonable for these purposes even though it is at the top of our range.  

First, we note this is a much lower value than that used in the USA for VPF (around £7m10).  

Second, the UK government is currently revising its estimates based on a new method which could 

see values increase, especially if a revealed preference valuation is used. One study in the UK has 

proposed using revealed preferences which could lead to values far in excess of the top end of our 

range (over £9.5m). Third, this VPF from the DfT does not include direct medical costs, funeral 

costs, victim support or intangible grief costs, which makes it simple to use alongside studies that 

focus on these other types of cost. 

Break-even calculation: balancing against Shout’s costs 

We reviewed Shout’s cost information.  It suggests that total costs of running the service are £6.5m 

per year (2021 data). If we exclude indirect costs, such as rent, and activities such as data analysis, 

it is less but to be conservative we have included full running costs in our break-even analysis. 

Our range of estimates puts this at 3 to 7 lives saved each year by Shout to break-even. These are 

unique lives saved. Using the DfT VFP value of life (£2m) implies 3.3 lives need to be saved each 

year 

This is breaking-even only on suicide prevention and does not include all other benefits provided by 

Shout’s service. In other words Shout would be generating considerable net benefits if it prevented 

these suicides alongside continuing with all its other services. These are average life values but 

Shout’s users are younger than average – see the following section about Shout’s users. 

 
8 Shepard DS, Gurewich D, Lwin AK, Reed GA Jr, Silverman MM. Suicide and Suicidal Attempts in the United States: Costs and Policy 

Implications.  

9 OECD, Mortality Risk Valuation in Environment, Health and Transport Policies, February 2012, ISBN978-92-64-13076-0 

10 U.S. Department of Transportation, Departmental guidance on valuation of a statistical life in economic analysis. 2020. 
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Why Shout is likely to save this number of lives each year 

Since Shout has been active (May 2018), it has had over 860,000 text conversations with over 

340,000 people through August 2021. Of these, 22% have been text conversations about suicide. 

10% have been about self-harm which is an indicator of suicide risk11, noting that there may be 

overlap between these conversations.  

Focusing on the users in 2020, the most recent full year of data, there were almost 66,000 

conversations which included thoughts of suicide. Not all thoughts of suicide lead to suicide, or 

suicide attempts. There is a “ladder up” of escalations from thoughts: plans, means and a 

timeframe. Shout tracks data on how many conversations have these, and how many conversations 

lead to safety plans with the texters and how many lead to active rescues. An active rescue is when 

a texter reaches the top of the ladder up risk assessment meaning the texter has plans, means and 

a timeframe. An active rescue cannot be deescalated resulting in  Shout’s clinicians taking the 

decision to contact the Metropolitan Police to arrange for emergency support to be sent to the 

individual.  In 2020 there were almost 4,700 active rescues from suicide conversations. From 

January 2021 through August 2021 there were over 4,500. If fewer than 0.2% of these 

interventions reflect a unique suicide attempt then Shout is covering its running costs when 

compared to the economic value created.  

Qualitative evidence on suicide prevention 

While it is very difficult to know what would have happened without Shout, there is some qualitative 

evidence. Through its survey Shout has collected the following statistics, which indicates that for at 

least some users there may not have been another pathway to help: 

■ 55% of texters contacted Shout because they 'didn't have anyone else to talk to' 

■ 28% of texters contacted Shout because they ' didn't have access to a therapist' 

■ 57% of texters 'mentioned an experience or feelings that you have not shared with anyone else' 

In some cases users or relatives of users will reach out independently to either Shout or the 

Metropolitan Police (where there has been an active rescue), or the Metropolitan Police provide an 

update to Shout for a particular active rescue. This is not done on a comprehensive basis and it 

requires individuals proactively contacting Shout to give an update, but since May 2018 Shout has 

received feedback testimonies that state the Shout service saved an unique life 18 times: the 

number of active rescues suggests the real figure is significantly higher. These 18 testimonies are 

equivalent to saving just over five lives on average a year.  

The Met provided further information on active rescues in London during the first half of 2022. This 

evidence shows that for about 1 in 3 active rescues the texter required medical assistance. It is 

 
11 See for instance Royal College of Psychiatrists, Self-harm and suicide in adults: final report of the Patient Safety Group, 2020, 

https://www.rcpsych.ac.uk/docs/default-source/improving-care/better-mh-policy/college-reports/college-report-cr229-self-harm-and-

suicide.pdf?sfvrsn=b6fdf395_10  

https://www.rcpsych.ac.uk/docs/default-source/improving-care/better-mh-policy/college-reports/college-report-cr229-self-harm-and-suicide.pdf?sfvrsn=b6fdf395_10
https://www.rcpsych.ac.uk/docs/default-source/improving-care/better-mh-policy/college-reports/college-report-cr229-self-harm-and-suicide.pdf?sfvrsn=b6fdf395_10
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unclear if these texters would have received medical assistance without Shout. About 1 in 4 was 

found to be safe and well by the Met.12  

Likelihood of reattempting suicide 

We do not want our analysis to double count where Shout prevents a suicide in one year with the 

same person using Shout again the next year. Each individual’s use of Shout to prevent a suicide 

should be counted only once as part of the break-even analysis.13 To consider this issue we look at 

how often self-harm/suicide attempts lead to a suicide and how many of Shout’s conversations on 

suicides come from unique users.  

■ Analysis of self-harm shows that a year after self-harm (including suicide attempts), 2% of 

people have fatally self-harmed. After 9 years 7% of self-harm was fatal14 

■ 44% of texters with suicide as an issue only have one conversation. 82% have five or fewer 

conversations but just over 9% have 10 or more conversations with suicide as a topic.  

As the number of active rescues for suicide users (almost 4,700 in 2020) is vastly higher than the 

number of unique suicides needed to be prevented to break-even (3-7) this is not a material 

concern.  

 
12 The evidence from the Met shows that the remaining texters were a mix of assistance declined, mental health plans already in place, 

hoaxes and miscellaneous categories.  

13 This is a simplification as multiple suicide attempts can have costs associated with each separate attempt, including emergency 

services. 

14 Owens D, Horrocks J, House A. Fatal and non-fatal repetition of self-harm. Systematic review. Br J Psychiatry. 2002 Sep;181:193-9. 

doi: 10.1192/bjp.181.3.193. PMID: 12204922  



BREAK-EVEN ANALYSIS OF SHOUT 85258 

frontier economics  |  Confidential  9 

 
 

Shout’s users: who benefits 

Shout is used across the UK: this accessibility is an important part of the service offering that it can 

be used by anyone in the UK at any time. In the following  figure we show that users of Shout for 

suicide conversations follow the general pattern of how the population is spread across regions. 

However, compared to the general population there are fewer Shout suicide users in London but 

more in the East Midlands, the North East, the North West and Yorkshire and the Humber. This 

demonstrates that Shout is providing a service used across the UK, and in areas that have high 

numbers of “left-behind” areas.15 

Figure 1 Shout suicide users by region 

  

Source: Aggregate Shout data provided by Mental Health Innovations / General population data sourced from ONS Population estimates mid-2020/ Analysis 
of datasets by Frontier Economics 

There are other population groups that are overrepresented in Shout’s users: both for all users and 

for users texting about suicide. This includes young people as set out in the next figure. People at 

school, college or university are also overrepresented: this is most likely because of the high 

proportion of young people.  

LGB+ users are also overrepresented, although we note that the likelihood of identifying as LGB+ 

decreases with age and so we cannot do a simple comparison between the proportion of users 

identifying as LGB+ and total population estimates of people identifying as LGB+. 

 
15 Local Trust, Left Behind? Understanding communities on the edge, 2019 
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Figure 2 Shout users by age for suicide texters and all texters 

 

Source: Aggregate Shout data provided by Mental Health Innovations / General population data sourced from ONS Population estimates mid-2020/ Analysis 
of datasets by Frontier Economics 

There are proportionally more users of Shout’s service, for suicide and for all reasons, for White, 

Mixed and Other ethnicities. Black and Asian ethnicities are underrepresented compared to 

proportions in the general population.  

The active rescue data provided by the Met for the first half of 2022 shows that active rescues 

occurred across the UK. In particular, active rescues by police forces16 were overrepresented in the 

South West, East Midlands and East of England. London and Northern Ireland were 

underrepresented.  

 
16 The Met provides information on the police forces that it has referred active rescues to.  
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Conclusion and case for future funding 

The evidence points to saving more lives than the break-even levels given Shout’s costs, with over 

4,700 active rescues in 2020 and only 3.3 unique lives needing to be saved to break-even using the 

DfT VPF metric. This is supported by the evidence from 2022 showing that for 1 in 3 active rescues 

in London texter the texter required medical assistance. The evidence points the same way even 

when using total cost figures for Shout and conservative estimates of the value of a life saved. This 

is especially true given more young people using Shout and therefore a great number of life years 

saved, and Shout provides a service that is especially valued by young people. 

This does not take into account any benefits for other mental health conditions, such as depression 

or anxiety, or the emotional benefits to individuals from preventing a suicide. 

On the basis of this, Shout delivers a value for money service that makes a real difference to the 

lives of its users. However, its funding is precarious through 40% philanthropic funding, with some 

donors withdrawing funding as they believe the case has been made for public sector funding. 

While it is difficult to know the alternatives available for all Shout users, if Shout did not continue to 

provide this service it seems unlikely that these users would all be captured by existing mental 

health programmes and systems. 
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