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Abstract 

Background The importance of evidence‑informed health policymaking is widely recognized. However, many low‑ 
and middle‑income countries lack evidence‑informed mental health policies due to insufficient data, stigma or lack 
of resources. Various policies address adolescent mental health in India, but published knowledge on their evidence‑
informed nature is limited. In this paper, we report results of our analysis of the role of evidence in adolescent mental 
health policymaking in India.

Methods This paper reports findings from the document analysis of key policy documentation (n = 10) and in‑depth 
interviews with policy actors including policymakers, researchers, practitioners and intermediaries (n = 13). Framework 
analysis was used, informed by the components of a conceptual framework adapted from the literature: actors, policy 
and evidence processes, nature of evidence itself and contextual influences.

Results Results show that adolescent mental health policies in India were generally evidence‑informed, with more 
key evidence becoming generally available from 2010 onwards. Both formal and informal evidence informed mental 
health policies, particularly agenda‑setting and policy development. Mental health policymaking in India is deemed 
important yet relatively neglected due to competing policy priorities and structural barriers such as stigma. Use of evi‑
dence in mental health policymaking reflected differing values, interests, relative powers and ideologies of policy 
actors. Involvement of government officials in evidence generation often resulted in successful evidence uptake 
in policy decisions. Policy actors often favoured formal and quantitative evidence, with a tendency to accept global 
evidence that aligns with personal values.

Conclusions There is a need to ensure a balanced and complementary combination of formal and informal evidence 
for policy decisions. Evidence generation, dissemination and use for policy processes should recognize evidence 
preferences by key stakeholders, while prioritizing locally available evidence where possible. To help this, a balanced 
involvement of policy actors can ensure complementary perspectives in evidence production and policy agendas. 
This continued generation and promotion of evidence can also help reduce societal stigma around mental health 
and promote mental health as a key policy priority.
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Introduction
There is growing recognition of the importance of 
evidence-informed health policy decisions to inform 
responses to public health priorities [1–11]. Systematic 
use of evidence in policymaking nowadays is seen as key 
to efficient use of public expenditure to promote popula-
tion health [12–14].

Mental health policy is increasingly recognized as a 
global development priority [13, 15]. In low- and mid-
dle-income countries (LMICs), up to 85% of people with 
mental health conditions are untreated [16]. One reason 
for this treatment gap is the challenge of translating evi-
dence into policymaking, which in the context of LMICs 
and mental health can be exacerbated due to surrounding 
stigma, limited political attention and a lack of adequate 
infrastructure [17–19]. This can result in the absence of, 
or constrained, implementation of mental health policies 
[17–20]. These barriers mean not only that many LMICs 
lack a stand-alone mental health policy [13, 21] but also 
that existing policies may not be evidence informed due 
to insufficient data or competing priorities on the politi-
cal agenda which demand more research resource [19, 
22].

Frameworks have been developed for the use of evi-
dence-based health policy agenda-setting in LMICs 
[6, 13], but their use is limited, especially in regard to 
mental health policy. Some frameworks which respond 
to this gap specifically focus on research-policy inter-
relationships in mental health policymaking in LMICs 
[16]. However, literature tells us that evidence comes in 
various forms including formal (e.g. scientific research, 
national surveys) and informal (e.g. personal experiences, 
expert opinions) [2, 4–6, 13, 23], thus highlighting the 
importance of all types of evidence, especially regarding 
potentially sensitive or stigmatized issues such as mental 
health.

Adolescent mental health is a priority in India, which 
has the largest number of adolescents globally (243 mil-
lion). It is estimated that one in five school-going ado-
lescents live with anxiety, stress and/or depression [24]. 
While policies exist which address mental health and 
adolescent health in India, little is known about whether 
any evidence informs development and implementation 
of these policies.

This paper aims to bridge this gap by reporting results 
of analyses of the role of evidence in adolescent mental 
health policymaking in India, using an adapted concep-
tual framework to the Indian context [5]. We hope this 

article will be of interest and relevance to decision mak-
ers, researchers and intermediaries who are interested in 
advancing their understanding and improving the role 
of evidence in mental health policymaking in India and 
beyond.

Methods
We report results from a qualitative policy analysis, 
which examined the role of evidence in mental health 
policymaking in India, from a component of a wider 
SAMA project [25].

Analytical framework
The following theorization of the role of evidence in 
mental health policymaking provided analytical fram-
ing and informed the structure of the data collection and 
analysis.

A multitude of frameworks exist for health policy anal-
ysis which have been extensively applied to identify and 
understand complex interactions that shape the develop-
ment and implementation of national policies. The most 
widely used framework is the ‘policy triangle’ [25]. The 
triangle identifies four interrelated components: pro-
cesses (how policies are made), actors (by whom policies 
are made), context (wider issues affecting policies) and 
contents (of the policy). The Stages Heuristic Model [26] 
explains four iterative stages of policy processes: agenda 
setting (recognizing the problem and getting the issue 
onto the policy agenda), policy development (developing 
the policy response to the issue), policy implementation 
(implementing the policy change) and policy evaluation 
(monitoring and evaluation of the implemented policy 
to assess whether it has achieved the desired effect). 
Frameworks also exist that help understand and explain 
involvement of different actors in policymaking [25, 27] 
and wider contextual environment [2, 5, 28–31].

Further theorizations of evidence-informed policymak-
ing have also been reported, essentially proposing dif-
ferent models for evidence-informed decision-making, 
identifying key actors involved in the process (research-
ers, decision makers and intermediaries) including their 
characteristics and roles, proposing different taxonomies 
of evidence and increasingly applying this knowledge to 
advance the understanding of evidence-informed mental 
health policymaking [13, 16], though with less focus on 
adolescent mental health policies.

We build on, and consolidate, these bodies of knowl-
edge, in adapting a conceptual framework from 

Keywords Adolescent mental health, Health policy, Evidence‑informed policy, India, Asia low‑ and middle‑income 
countries
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Mirzoev et  al. (2017) to understand evidence-informed 
policymaking in the context of adolescent mental health 
(Fig. 1).

This framework highlights the complex interrelation-
ship between two overlapping processes: evidence pro-
cesses (generation, i.e. when research is conducted or 
when experiences are accumulated; dissemination, i.e. 
when evidence is shared with policy actors; and uptake, 
i.e. when evidence informs policy decisions) and policy 
processes (agenda-setting, policy development and pol-
icy implementation). Evidence generation, dissemina-
tion and uptake can all occur within a single stage of the 
policy process (such as agenda setting) or can cut across 
multiple stages.

Different policy actors may engage in either evidence 
processes or policy processes, or both: policymakers (e.g. 
government officials, chief scientific advisors, politicians 
and committee members), intermediaries (organizations 
or individuals who work between policymakers and ser-
vice providers, e.g. government advisors) and evidence 
producers (e.g. researchers, NGOs, think tanks, and 
academic institutions). These actors determine the rela-
tionship between the evidence processes and policy pro-
cesses and, consequently, a degree of evidence use within 
policy processes. Actors can have different perceptions 
of what constitutes appropriate or robust evidence for 
policymaking, often influencing which policy decisions 
are informed by which evidence. These actors have their 
own and sometimes differing, values, interests, agendas 
and relative powers which influence decisions regarding 
evidence uptake [6, 25, 32].

Lastly, the framework delineates how engagements of 
policy actors with evidence and policy processes occur 
within and are influenced by various contextual factors 

which often cut across individual, organizational and sys-
tem levels [5, 25, 33]. Two specific contextual influences 
reflect the nature of adolescent mental health policymak-
ing in India in our adapted framework: structural barriers 
and mental health stigma.

Data collection and analysis
Two methods were used to collect data: (1) desk review 
of relevant policies and guidelines (n = 10) and (2) in-
depth interviews (n = 13).

We identified and reviewed 10 national and state-level 
policies, presented across Tables 1 and 2 alongside their 
objectives. Our initial analysis primarily focused on four 
mental health policies due to their relevance to adoles-
cent mental health issues (Table 1).

We also drew on other existing mental health policies 
(n = 6) from 2006 to 2022 to identify the interconnect-
ing ways that evidence generation and uptake can inform 
future policy agenda-setting and development (Table 2).

A semi-structured template was used to capture key 
information from each document in a standardized for-
mat, and included information about the document, 
its contents and evidence cited, policy actors and fur-
ther information on the role of evidence. The docu-
ment review informed a stakeholder mapping to identify 
informants for in-depth interviews. Document review 
and stakeholder mapping were conducted over the 
course of initial two months.

A total of 13 in-depth interviews were conducted via 
Zoom and in-person. Ten interview respondents were 
directly involved in the evidence generation, develop-
ment or implementation of the four identified policies 
and three respondents have extensive history in men-
tal health policymaking but not specifically these four 

Fig. 1 Conceptual framework for understanding role of evidence in mental health policymaking (Mirzoev et al. 2017)
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policies. Table 3 presents the role and linked organization 
of interview participants.

Interviews were informed by a semi-structured ques-
tion guide, which reflected our conceptual framework: 
evidence processes, policy processes, policy actors 
and policy context. An initial question guide was pilot-
tested within the research team and revised for the data 
collection. Interviews lasted between 45 min and 1 h. 
The question guide was adjusted to the roles of specific 
interviewees. Interviews were transcribed verbatim for 
analysis.

All data from the documents and interviews was sub-
jected to framework analysis [34, 35], which involves 
stages of (1) familiarization, (2) identifying a thematic 
framework, (3) indexing, (4) charting and (5) mapping 
and interpretation. Data analysis was conducted along-
side ongoing data collection to inform subsequent steps; 
for example, the document review informed an initial 
list of informants and results from initial interviews 
informed specific themes that were probed during sub-
sequent interviews. Findings were continuously triangu-
lated between document reviews and interviews.

Ethics
The project complied with high ethical standards for 
collaborative global health research. Ethics approv-
als were obtained from the ethics committees from 
the National Institute for Mental Health and Neuro-
sciences, the London School of Hygiene and Tropical 
Medicine and the University of Leeds.

Results
We report results following the components of our ana-
lytical framework (Fig.  1). First, we will describe the 
policy processes following the Stages Heuristic Model 
of each policy, followed by the uptake of evidence 
across all policies. We present findings using visualiza-
tions of critical timelines. We then discuss the context 
and nature of mental health policymaking in India and 
the ways stakeholder power and dynamics influenced 
the uptake or rejection of evidence. Finally, we will 
highlight the barriers, facilitators and opportunities for 
evidence-informed mental health policymaking.

Table 2 Additional adolescent mental health policies reviewed

No Policy document Policy focus/objectives

5 A Strategic Approach to Reproductive, Maternal, Newborn, Child 
and Adolescent Helath (RMNCH + A) in India (2013)

Strategy aims to link maternal and child health to reproductive health 
and other components (e.g. family planning, adolescent health, human 
immunodeficiency virus (HIV))

6 Rashtriya Bal Swasthya Karyakram (RKSK) Operational Guidelines (2013) Initiative focuses on early identification and intervention to improve 
survival outcomes amongst children 18 years old and under

7 National Adolescent Health Strategy Handbook (RKSK) (2014) Strategy aims to increase availability and access to information 
about adolescent health and quality counselling and health services 
for adolescents

8 Rashtriya Kishor Swasthya Karyakram (RKSK) Operational Framework 
(2014)

Operational Framework is a component of the National Adolescent 
Health Strategy and assists states in implementation of the strategy. 
Framework provides guidance, reports, and operationalization

9 Health Vision Document for Karnataka (Disability Inclusion in Health 
and Family Welfare) (2021)

Aims to provide continuous high‑quality comprehensive health care 
and rehabilitation services integrated with primary, secondary, tertiary 
prevention–rehabilitation services for people with disabilities

10 National Council of Educational Research and Training (NCERT) Guide‑
lines (2022)

Module designed for teachers to raise awareness and enhance sensitivity 
towards mental health issues and concerns in schools

Table 3 Participant characteristics

Participant category N Organizations

Policymaker 4 Ministry of Health and Family Welfare (MoHFW); Ministry 
of Education (MoE); Govt of Karnataka

Researcher 6 NIMHANS; Ramaiah University; Chanakya University; UNICEF

Intermediary (regional advisor) 1 Bangalore University

Practitioner (psychiatrist, school counsellor) 2 NIMHANS; local schools

Total 13
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Mental health policymaking in India
All four policies went through stages of agenda setting, 
development and implementation, though with differ-
ences reflecting the nature of each policy issue (Tables 1 
and 2, 3) Agenda-setting generally involved advocacy 
and used previous policy iterations as opportunity for 
evidence generation. For example, the National Mental 
Health Policy and Ayushman Bharat sought new evi-
dence based on emerging issues or gaps that previous 
policies or guidelines did not address. An interviewee 
with a member of the technical committee for the Sui-
cide Prevention Strategy stated that the policy was put 
onto the agenda due to increasing public and political 
concern around the small amount of evidence that was 
available, despite alarmingly high rates of suicide and sui-
cide attempts. Policy development was typically via par-
ticipatory approaches such as technical committees and 
individual expert inputs. Alongside professional inputs, 
the National Education Policy also used public feedback 
through social media in efforts to secure more compre-
hensive consultation.

The implementation of each policy differed due to 
policy mandates at different levels (e.g. education, dis-
ability, and health are state subjects), involvement of 
stakeholders and the degree of integration of health ser-
vices at district and/or state level. As the National Edu-
cation Policy and the Suicide Prevention Strategy have 
both been introduced recently, their implementation is 
nascent. However, the National Mental Health Policy and 
Ayushman Bharat have faced several barriers during their 
implementation and uptake of their programmes [36] 
(Table 4).

Uptake of evidence across policies
Our analysis showed that between 2005 and 2010 there 
was little available evidence that informed Indian ado-
lescent mental health policies, highlighted by grey shad-
ing in Fig. 2. However, an outburst of evidence occurred 
from 2010 onwards (Fig.  2), which informed mental 
health policies. There is a clear upwards trend in the 
amount of evidence from 2010 onwards, showing the 
link between evidence generation and policy develop-
ment and implementation. The agenda was set in 2006 by 
the National Family Health Survey-3, National Nutrition 
Monitoring Bureau Report and March of Dimes Report, 
which informed the development of policies up to 6 years 
later. The implementation of three significant policies in 
2014 (RKSK, National Adolescent Health Strategy and 
National Mental Health Policy) occurred just 2–3 years 
after an abundance of relevant evidence was published 
between 2010 and 2014. This upwards trend between evi-
dence generation and policy implementation continued 
until 2022. The first five policies (RMNCH + A, RBSK, 

RKSK, National Adolescent Health Strategy and National 
Mental Health Policy) in Fig. 2 are shown in grey shad-
ing to highlight that the first ten key sources of eviden-
tial influence (NFHS-3 in 2005 to National Adolescent 
Health Strategy in 2014) were only used to inform these 
five policies. This is excluding the Health Vision Karna-
taka document that utilized the Census of India report 
10 years after it was published in 2021. Similarly, the 
remaining five policies (Ayushman Bharat, National Edu-
cation Policy, Health Vision Karnataka, National Suicide 
Prevention Strategy and NCERT Guidelines) are grouped 
together to reflect the ways in which a new generation of 
evidence (in this case from the National Mental Health 
Policy in 2014 to the National Commission for Allied and 
Healthcare Professionals Bill in 2022) is used to inform 
new iterations of policies from Ayushman Bharat in 2018 
to NCERT Guidelines in 2022.

As Fig. 2 shows, at least one form of key evidence was 
used to inform each policy during agenda setting or 
development. Contents of some policies were also used 
as ‘evidence’ to inform further policies; for example, the 
National Adolescent Health Strategy was used to inform 
RKSK. Another example is that the NFHS-3 (2005) 
informed the National Mental Health Policy (2014), 
which in turn influenced agenda-setting for the National 
Suicide Prevention Strategy. This emphasizes the inter-
connecting ways in which evidence informs policy 
decisions and how evidence generation, uptake and dis-
semination is key for further health policy development 
and implementation (highlighted by grey shading of poli-
cies across the timeline).

A combination of both formal and informal evidence 
was used to inform these four national mental health 
policies. Document reviews, perhaps understandably, did 
not highlight the uptake of informal evidence (excluding 
expert committees, which were included in the develop-
ment of all four policies). However, respondents noted 
in interviews that many policies were also informed 
through informal evidence such as personal experiences. 
Document reviews highlighted the uptake of formal evi-
dence such as local and international research publica-
tions, census data and epidemiological surveys to inform 
all policies, viewed as the most ‘robust’ forms of evidence 
amongst all stakeholders during interviews. Interviews 
with a government official from MoE and a researcher 
suggested how critical evidence was for the National 
Education Policy (2020). Due to absence of evaluation 
data after the first Education Policy (1986), the New 
Education Policy was formulated through the uptake of 
extensive expert consultations and public feedback via 
Twitter and Facebook.

As Fig.  2 shows, majority of evidence utilized in both 
agenda setting and development stages of the policies are 
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formal, quantitative, national-level reports. Document 
reviews suggested that this form of evidence was widely 
utilized, rarely sourcing qualitative evidence. However, 

policy processes would sometimes include the use of 
qualitative methodologies such as focus groups or discus-
sions with community members and stakeholders, also 

z

POLICY

NFHS-3 (2005-6)

NNMB Report (2005-6)

March of Dimes Report (2005-6)

Gov. Stats Office: Youth in India
Report (2006-7)

Annual Health Survey (2010)

WHO-NCD Country Profiles
(2011)

Census of India (2011)

SRS Survey (2011)

Technical Report on Operational
Status of SNCUs (2012-13)

National Adolescent Health
Strategy (2014)

National Mental Health Policy
(2014)

NFHS-4 (2014-15)

National Mental Health Survey
(2015-16)

Rights of Persons with
Disabilities Act (2016)

National Health Policy (2017)

Mental Healthcare Act (2017)

Gov. Stats Office: Youth in India
Report (2017)

Economic Survey (2018)

Accidental Deaths and Suicides
in India Report (2020)

National Education Policy (2020)

Safe Schools (MoE) (2021)

National Commission for Allied
and Healthcare Professionals Bill
(2021)

2005

2010

2015

2020

EVIDENTIAL INFLUENCE

RMNCH+A (2013)

RBSK (2013)

RKSK (2014)

National Adolescent
Health Strategy (2014)

National Mental Health
Policy (2014)

Ayushman Bharat (2018)

National Education
Policy (2020)

Health Vision
Karnataka (2021)

National Suicide
Prevention Strategy (2022)

NCERT Guidelines (2022)

Fig. 2 Timeline of critical evidential influences within mental health policymaking in India
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generating further evidence for future policy iterations. 
Document reviews showed the use of WHO frameworks 
and international studies, used in the development of 
6 of the 10 policies. These reports were all quantitative 
epidemiological studies. WHO frameworks were some-
times tailored to fit the Indian context or from countries 
with similar mental health prevalence. Similarly, as Fig. 2 
shows, national-level surveys and reports were com-
monly used amongst all policies and were often perceived 
as the most robust forms of evidence during interviews, 
alongside global data. State-level surveys and reports 
were not featured much in the reviewed documents; 
however, interviews would sometimes draw on issues as 
‘state-level issues’ that are often based on political pri-
ority or capacity per state and, thus, may differ between 
national-level policies. Similarly, although local research 
publications were used to inform five policies, it was 
more common for either international WHO data to be 
used or national-level epidemiological or survey data.

Although a lack of available evidence often reduces 
attention on the policy agenda, the National Suicide Pre-
vention Strategy countered this. The lack of evidence was 
used as an opportunity to draw attention to neglected 
issues and drive the policy agenda and includes plans to 
generate further evidence via monitoring and evalua-
tion of the strategy. Interestingly, our study interviews 
with researchers also emphasized the importance of 
advocacy during evidence generation and dissemination 
to enhance the credibility of evidence to decision mak-
ers and support evidence-informed policy development. 
An interview with one researcher described the uptake 
of advocacy briefs as an instrumental component during 
policy formation, which are submitted to the government 
so they are aware of policy needs.

Contextual influences on role of evidence
We found that perceived societal stigma surrounding 
mental health in India can influence policy agenda and 
evidence generation and uptake. Our document analysis 
identified that all 10 policies either aimed or had subaims 
to promote mental health, prevent mental illness and 
ensure interventions or activities are in place to do so. 
However, interview data from two researchers suggested 
that competing priorities (e.g. non-communicable dis-
eases) meant mental health issues receive less attention 
during agenda-setting and less funding and resources 
for policy implementation. As one researcher described, 
non-communicable diseases often get prioritized due to 
their ‘visibility’ and clear economic burden. Our analysis 
suggests that low political priority can also lead to lim-
ited funding and constrained evidence generation, as was 
seen in the National Suicide Prevention Strategy.

Although the Mental Healthcare Act (2017) recently 
decriminalized suicide and suicide attempts, there 
remains sensitivity and controversy surrounding suicidal 
behaviour. The development of the National Suicide Pre-
vention Strategy was largely informed by the National 
Crime Records Bureau, which reports suicides as ‘acci-
dental deaths and suicides’. An interview with a psycholo-
gist stated that many families may also not report suicide 
attempts or mental health disorders due to perceived 
shame or may report these cases as ‘accidents’. This can 
lead to a skewed representation of data and limited evi-
dence to inform policy agenda, as one interviewee stated:

What I think was more predominantly highlighted 
was actually the lack of evidence. That was the con-
cern people had…is this strategy going to really work 
in parts of the country where we don’t have the evi-
dence… (Mental health practitioner).

As this interviewee suggests, this initial lack of suicide 
evidence in many regions was a concern from policymak-
ers and could potentially constrain policy development. 
The interviewee stated that this opened many debates 
regarding the comprehensiveness of the proposed strat-
egy and the realistic challenges that could be faced during 
implementation. When asked about scope for improve-
ment, interviewees highlighted the importance of a 
non-stigmatizing definition of mental health that is con-
sistently adopted across stakeholders and diverse states. 
A researcher and former member of the technical com-
mittee for the National Education Policy development 
stated:

…we need to clearly define mental health. The more 
ambiguous it gets, the more ambiguity there is in the 
evidence (researcher).

Current gaps in policy implementation in India
Interviewees suggested that a de-stigmatized and con-
sistent definition of mental health will not only increase 
attention on the political agenda but was thought of as 
a key contribution to successful implementation and 
evaluation of policies. The interviewees emphasized that 
a consistent and increased awareness of mental health 
will lead to a clearer generation of evidence that can be 
effectively used to inform policies and interventions with 
a preventive and promotive aim. In two of the older poli-
cies, this blurred and often overlapping roles and respon-
sibilities of multilevel stakeholders can result in low 
implementation of the policy at the community level.

Adding to this, our analysis suggests that the account-
ability of all policy evaluation is often not clear, meaning 
that stakeholders often shift this responsibility to one 
another. This results in a gap between implementation 
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and evaluation. All of the reviewed documents envisaged 
that implementation of policies would involve contribu-
tion by many multilevel stakeholders. However, several 
interviewees highlighted there is a lack of a systematic 
evaluation approach. This was felt to reflect a miscom-
munication between high-level government officials and 
ground-level policy actors:

…schools feel very pressured to implement different 
requirements from the government. They look at any 
such requirements as extra work which is interfering 
with their normal work, so it becomes a bit of a bur-
den. This is what I have seen on the ground (mental 
health practitioner).

Such expectations were also reflected by a government 
official:

It is the stakeholders who should uphold their duties. 
They are the beneficiaries, so they should decide 
what is good and what is not good for them (decision 
maker).

Furthermore, a school counsellor stated that the poten-
tial resistance of schools and teachers in implementing 
the National Education Policy is not surprising, consider-
ing the burden they already feel. On the other hand, an 
interview with a government official stated the (so far) 
success of the Education Policy implementation and did 
not report of any issues, also noting the early stages of 
the implementation at the time. It is important to high-
light that education is a state matter and the implementa-
tion of the National Education Policy has been stalled in 
several states, including Karnataka. Interviewees stated 
that a lack of resources, limited capacity for implemen-
tation and evaluation in schools and the burden placed 
on teachers can lead to a conflicting perception of how 
successful current implementation has gone. When asked 
about scope for improvement, interviewees highlighted 
the importance of a stronger and regular monitoring 
system. This was seen as a key mechanism to avoid con-
fusion surrounding implementation responsibility and 
avoid schools feeling unmanageable burden.

Involvement of policy actors
Specific roles of policy actors (researchers, policymak-
ers and intermediaries) in generating and using evidence 
reflect their evidence preferences, relative powers, val-
ues and organizational mandates. These roles sometimes 
influenced the uptake or rejection of certain evidence.

Our analysis identified the following groups of key 
policy actors who were generally involved in evidence-
informed adolescent mental health policymaking: deci-
sion makers, intermediaries, researchers and mental 
health practitioners. The Table  5 below describes the 

roles of our interviewed participants and their contri-
bution and involvement to each policy. Three of these 
participants were not involved specifically in the four 
analysed policies included in this paper but provided 
detailed insight into the policy and/or evidence processes 
based on extensive experience and knowledge from pre-
vious policies.

The data from documents and interviews highlighted 
that government officials from the MoHFW, MoE or 
Government of Karnataka usually spearheaded devel-
opment of each policy and had varying levels of power 
over evidence uptake. This varying power depended on 
their position within the government and influenced the 
uptake or rejection of evidence.

Bureaucrats and government officials beyond the health 
sector were involved in research used to inform the 
National Suicide Prevention Strategy and the National 
Mental Health Policy. During an initial research pro-
gramme, the government expanded both the time period 
and districts that the project targeted. Interviews with 
researchers suggested that this would have been difficult 
to achieve if it was not for the involvement from these 
bureaucrats and government officials. Several interview-
ees also suggested that this intersectoral collaboration for 
research facilitates dissemination from evidence to policy 
implementation as it sets the policy agenda early on and 
holds credibility. The interviewee explained that:

It’s my research project but at the same time it’s a 
programme for them. They said ‘instead of one area, 
let’s do it in four!’ so then we generate more data so 
it can convince the government to have larger fund-
ing for the entire programme, even after 3 or 4 years 
(researcher).

Interviewees reported that evidence dissemination to 
decision makers could be a challenge. Researchers who 
had generated evidence and subsequently disseminated 
this evidence to decision makers had first-hand expe-
rience in the ways in which government power could 
directly impact evidence uptake. Several researchers and 
mental health practitioners were also involved in tech-
nical committees or expert groups commissioned by 
the government during policy development. Document 
reviews revealed that across all policies, a large number 
of stakeholders were involved during implementation, 
many of whom were interviewees in our study.

Interviews with researchers emphasized that the evi-
dence uptake often requires powerful influences, such as 
media coverage and public pressure, referred to as inter-
mediaries in Table  5, to push evidence into the policy 
agenda. A researcher involved in the development of the 
National Suicide Prevention Strategy highlighted that in a 
previous project launch event, 30 media outlets attended 
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and took ‘bites’ from them, which eventually reached 
government stakeholders. This was reported as a power-
ful way to reach all decision makers and encourage dis-
cussion and traction amongst high-level stakeholders. 
Another researcher explained that this can also mean 
that:

What happens to a research finding to the adapta-
tion to a policy, advocacy note or discourse paper 
is very challenging…what happens to these find-
ings is just a reflection of the 90% of the findings of 
the research into one advocacy note…I might take 
40% or 50%, based on how I am able to pitch it 
(researcher).

Although advocacy through media and publishing was 
generally a positive mechanism to increase evidence 
dissemination, some researcher interviewees raised 
concerns about potential for evidence distortion or 
‘cherry-picking’.

Wider involvement and engagement of stakeholders
Majority of interviewees conveyed the importance of 
understanding community needs and how these should 
be captured within policies. Interviewees also noted the 
significance of direct advocacy, such as public engage-
ment activities, to disseminate research findings to the 
beneficiaries themselves. Researcher interviewees shed 
light on how the transition from research to policy con-
version is often quicker if decision makers are certain 
that the evidence addresses and appeals to the commu-
nity needs, greatly influencing their decision to take up 
that evidence. An interview with a researcher also drew 
on the importance of involving ‘everyone’, from panchay-
ats to bureaucrats during evidence generation. This was 
considered by researchers as a mechanism to minimize 
the gap between research and policy conversion, as if 
policymakers can be convinced that community needs 
are addressed then the likelihood of governmental par-
ticipation increases and can in-turn be used to inform 
policy agendas. Interviews with researchers reported that 
key ministries and decision makers such as WHO can be 
called for consultations for evidence dissemination. A 
government advisor and researcher stated that it often 
helps to have the long-term goal in sight and present the 
policy to decision makers in steps such as short-term, 
mid-term and long-term steps, as document reviews also 
portrayed. As an interview with a researcher discussed:

It is not easy for policy makers to accept things which 
are long-term because it involves a lot of imagina-
tion…today’s data is relevant for today’s people 
(researcher).

Involving young people in decision-making on adoles-
cent mental health policymaking was considered by all 
respondents across all policies as ‘largely untapped’ and 
a ‘missed opportunity’ to increase community engage-
ment within policy development and implementation. 
Interviews with researchers and a government advisor 
both noted the current gap between evidence generation 
and policy implementation, the ‘know-do gap’, and the 
ways in which youth voice engaging in decision-making 
could be the link between policy agenda and commu-
nity needs. Holding regular discussions and debates with 
young people was thought important to generate con-
tinuous, dynamic evidence to inform policy that is both 
contextualized and reflects the ground reality of the ben-
eficiaries, as noted by a government advisor. Interviews 
with a school counsellor and researchers emphasized 
that including young people during implementation 
approaches would also enable real-time input that would 
likely improve the current lack of evaluation:

It can be done. We have to start thinking about it, 
believing it and implementing it…it has to happen! 
Information is something that is only available with 
the students. Right from primary school, they can 
learn to be part of decision-making (mental health 
practitioner).

Relative powers, values and organizational mandates
The majority of stakeholder interviewees (all research-
ers, intermediaries and one government official) and in 
relation to all policies reported a view that actors’ per-
sonal preferences and power dynamics impacted evi-
dence uptake. As the quote below describes, during 
the development of Ayushman Bharat and the National 
Mental Health Policy, a government stakeholder pre-
sented screen addiction data, which was ignored as it was 
deemed ‘not important’ by a higher-level colleague:

I was personally invested because I thought it was 
really interesting….it was not added as part of the 
main curriculum, but we added it as part of the 
appendix. There were challenges because a lot of us 
were personally invested in a lot of issues (decision 
maker).

Notably, two high-level governmental officials were 
‘not aware’ of any power dynamics between stakehold-
ers. However, interviews with researchers who dissemi-
nate evidence to inform policies reported a view that if 
a high-level official is not personally invested in particu-
lar evidence, it is often rejected. This interviewee did not 
explicitly state that the evidence was deemed unimpor-
tant, but their higher-level colleague was just solely not as 
invested in it as the interview respondent.
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A few respondents also suggested that decision mak-
ers will already know which evidence they are using and 
potentially also the nature of the policy. Interviews with 
some researchers suggested that sometimes decision 
makers are more likely to accept evidence that is aligned 
with their political ideologies and which is specific to 
only certain members of society, rather than society as a 
whole. A researcher suggested this is because it is more 
relatable to the committee group members who may 
not always represent diverse communities. Respondents 
stated that this can result in some evidence being over-
looked or even promoted into the policy agenda. For 
example, a researcher interviewee referred to the govern-
ment using data produced by a large online company due 
to the potential economic interest associated with this 
collaboration and evidence input.

These power dynamics influenced evidence uptake 
between international stakeholders who provide techni-
cal expertise or research. Interviews with two research-
ers who were in the technical committees for the 
development of two key policies reported that interna-
tional actors often come with their own organizational 
agendas, which are likely to be influenced by their fund-
ing agencies. One researcher likened these actors to the 
‘Tom Cat’ app, alluding to the ways in which the inter-
national agencies may just repeat what their funder has 
asked of them. These interviews also revealed how NGOs 
often do not fill the gap between data collection, collation 
and policy formulation leading to think-tanks viewed as 
more ‘legitimate’ forms of policy input by the govern-
ment. Similarly, two interviews with government stake-
holders noted that sometimes international actors can 
dominate the policy agenda and that their ideology may 
be pushed forward or even premeditated to align with 
political ideals. An interview with a government official 
shed light on the difficulties this can entail during policy 
development, and that they often have to endure a lot 
of ‘give and take’. A specific issue highlighted during the 
interview is when local actors contextualize or adapt evi-
dence, and international stakeholders view this as not 
using their evidence.

Actors’ evidence preferences and likelihood of evidence 
uptake
Documents showed that most stakeholders preferred 
formal, quantitative and local evidence and perceived 
these as robust. However, international data was often 
used by decision makers due to its perceived credibil-
ity and acceptability to the global audience, as stated by 
researcher interviewees. Interviews noted the lack of in-
country mental health data (excluding large-scale surveys 
such as the National Mental Health Survey and research), 
which can mean a general uptake of WHO frameworks 

which are then adapted to local context. Most interview-
ees agreed that, although international experiences can 
be helpful, especially from countries and contexts similar 
to India, localized evidence that reflects the diversity and 
complexity of mental health in local communities is key. 
A lack of in-country evidence can increase policy gener-
alizability and as a government advisor reported:

We need local heart and knowledge. Going with the 
rigid approach that ‘they (international evidence) 
know everything’ is not always going to work (inter-
mediary).

Similarly, these interviews expressed a need for state 
and national-level entities to generate data, especially 
on the social aspects of mental health such as rehabili-
tation and causation, that can be applied at district-level. 
A balanced approach to evidence generation, dissemina-
tion and uptake can ensure a complementary representa-
tion of evidence is used during policy development. It is 
important to note that both international and local evi-
dence was considered important by all interviewees.

Personal preferences of decision makers can impact 
evidence dissemination and uptake. Although not 
reported by government officials, a researcher stated 
that they either use ‘emotion’ or ‘statistics’ to disseminate 
research findings to decision makers, depending on who 
they’re presenting to, for example:

When I am playing to a political leadership I might 
use the heart, when I’m presenting to a bureaucrat I 
might go with the facts and numbers which would be 
more successful (researcher).

The inconsistency of evidence uptake, although based 
on credibility and quality, is often decided through the 
ways in which evidence is sold and framed, for example, 
through advocacy and by ‘convincing’ the policy maker. 
As reflected by other interviewees, it is important to dis-
seminate evidence to those with a personal interest in the 
specific policy issue and to even identify those decision 
makers prior to disseminating the evidence.

Discussion
This study aims to enhance the understanding of the 
current role of evidence in four key Indian adolescent 
mental health policies. Five key issues emerge from 
our findings. First, all four policies went through stages 
of agenda setting, development and implementation, 
though with differences reflecting the nature of each pol-
icy issue. However, the uptake of evidence across these 
policies mostly informed the agenda setting and devel-
opment stages, and while both informal and formal evi-
dence was used to inform all policies, this varied across 
policies with greater emphases on formal, quantitative 
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and national-level datasets alongside the international 
evidence. Second, the context of mental health in India 
determined evidence-informed policymaking; the stigma 
surrounding suicide, suicide attempts and mental health 
disorders, appear to have constrained evidence genera-
tion and political prioritization of mental health. Third, 
relative powers and dynamics of policy actors shaped 
the uptake of evidence to inform policies, essentially 
reflecting individual perceptions of robust evidence 
and organizational agendas. Fourth, our findings reflect 
the importance of intersectoral collaboration through-
out evidence generation and dissemination, as a way to 
enhance communication between decision-makers and 
policy beneficiaries to facilitate evidence uptake into 
policymaking. The use of advocacy and media outlets 
was reported as a powerful mechanism to enhance this 
communication.

Below we discuss these issues, followed by identifica-
tion of implications for improving evidence-informed 
policymaking, and of study limitations.

Uptake of different types of evidence across policy 
processes
The importance of both formal and informal evidence 
uptake in policy work has been highlighted by Brooks 
et  al. (2023) who emphasized the need to encompass a 
broader range of evidence and particularly informal evi-
dence [13]. This is especially poignant for mental health 
policymaking due to the widely documented lack of men-
tal health research, as described by respondents during 
the National Suicide Prevention Strategy and National 
Education Policy development [13, 19, 37, 38]. We found 
that both formal and informal evidence informed mental 
health policies in India; although, personal experiences 
and interests were also highly influential over policy con-
tent and evidence uptake. Studies from elsewhere high-
light that personal experiences and interests were less 
likely to be reported as ‘rigorous’ or ‘robust’ evidence 
[5, 6] though were also not as likely to be recognized as 
informal by high-level stakeholders.

Reflecting on the evidence uptake across different 
stages of policy processes, evidence was mostly used dur-
ing the agenda-setting and development stages (Fig.  2) 
and often comprised formal evidence such as quanti-
tative, national-level survey data or reports. Similarly, 
WHO frameworks or reports were also used in the devel-
opment of the National Mental Health Policy, Ayushman 
Bharat and the National Suicide Prevention Strategy. This 
is also reflected below as the perceieved most ‘robust’ 
form of evidence by interviewees. Although formal evi-
dence was largely used in the agenda-setting and devel-
opment stages of these policies, informal evidence, such 
expert groups and consultations, were also utilized 

during these stages. Evidence uptake in policymaking 
reflects a complex interplay between policy actors and 
external context, yet all components play a crucial role in 
influencing the uptake of particular evidence to inform 
policy decisions. Policy implementation may also take 
several years to progress, which may explain lack of clear 
indication of evidence-informed policy implementation 
as has been seen in the National Education Policy and 
National Suicide Prevention Strategy [39].

Considering a broad and balanced range of evidence 
types is critical for evidence-informed mental health 
policymaking, due to the stigma associated with mental 
health and the inconsistent definition of mental health. 
As our findings showed, defining mental health in a con-
sistent way that normalizes the lived experiences and 
which emphasizes the potential for promoting positive 
mental health and could reduce stigma. Given the heter-
ogeneity of local understandings of mental health yet the 
often monocultural definitions of mental health applied 
in non-Western cultures [41], the complexity of working 
across cultures and the stigmatization of mental health 
in these contexts requires both informal and formal evi-
dence to be considered when developing and implement-
ing mental health policies.

In light of this, most respondents preferred formal, 
local and quantitative evidence that was perceived as 
‘robust’. Similarly, other studies reported that maternal 
health policymakers in Vietnam, India and China pre-
ferred local evidence due to the adaptability to the local 
context, yet often perceived international evidence as 
high quality and authoritative [6]. The uptake of inter-
national frameworks and experiences were also applied 
in all four policies analysed in this report and can be 
argued as significantly important when offering lessons 
for strengthening the role of evidence in mental health 
agenda-setting in LMICs [13, 40]. It is important to note 
that local and international evidence can complement 
each other.

Contextual influences on evidence‑informed health 
policymaking
Our findings suggest that the context influences evi-
dence-informed mental health policy development, 
echoing insights from other studies [2, 5, 6, 41]. As high-
lighted in the adapted framework, the context (in this 
case stigma and lack of resources) can be seen as an 
issue cutting across other components of the framework 
(actors, policy processes and evidence processes) result-
ing in reduced evidence generation and limited attention 
on the policy agenda due to competing priorities. Exist-
ing research [42, 43] draws attention to the importance of 
governments and organizations responding to these chal-
lenges in the external environment to secure resources 
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and increase awareness of critical policy issues. As men-
tal health is continued to be de-stigmatized within Indian 
society and although recent efforts to decriminalize sui-
cide through the Mental Healthcare Act have shown, it 
is important that existing evidence is promoted into the 
policy agenda.

Similarly, generation of evidence on previously con-
troversial issues, such as suicides and attributed mental 
health issues, may influence the interests and ideologies 
of decision-makers. For example, as Gupta and Sagar 
(2022) address, the Indian public and even legal and 
health systems may still have limited awareness about 
mental health issues due to the ambiguity surrounding 
them [36]. As Kapiriri et  al. (2003) and Mosquera et  al. 
(2001) examine, this new generation of evidence can in 
turn shape resource allocation, decision-making and pol-
icy implementation, which in the case of mental health 
agenda-setting in India, has received limited attention 
due to competing political priorities such as non-com-
municable diseases [44–46]. As other reports empha-
size, this increased attention to mental health policy and 
programme in India, a previously neglected sector, is 
welcomed [47]. However, as the authors suggest, mental 
health policymaking in India is dominated by a singular 
discourse that lacks diverse knowledge-practice commu-
nities in decision-making, resulting in ‘administration of 
bio-medical psychiatry at the community-level’ [47].

As our findings show, the approach to policy imple-
mentation and often minimal evaluation system is down 
to both lack of resources and in turn, the burden and 
responsibility of policy implementation placed on teach-
ers. Gupta and Sagar (2022) [36] outline the various bar-
riers relating to the implementation of several Indian 
policies, including the National Mental Health Policy 
(2014) and Mental Healthcare Act (2017). As they dis-
cuss, although the National Mental Health Policy aimed 
to integrate community rehabilitation, it is ground-level 
implementation is still ‘abysmally low’, undoubtedly due 
to the lack of resources and limited linkage and involve-
ment of various stakeholders (including training com-
munity members in various tasks). Similarly, for better 
implementation of the National Mental Health Policy, the 
recent Mental Healthcare Act (2017) should be consid-
ered and passed in alignment. Although interviews with a 
school counsellor and a government stakeholder referred 
to the responsibility of the National Education Policy 
implementation, Gupta and Sagar (2022) draw on this in 
relation to the National Mental Health Policy and that the 
roles and responsibilities of different stakeholders do not 
explicitly lead to the successful implementation or tangi-
ble change at the ground level [36]. It is also important to 
note that every state has their own programmes, which 
are at different levels of implementation. Even national 

programmes are not implemented at the same time and 
in same way.

Relative roles and power dynamics influence evidence 
processes
The complexities of power dynamics and interplay 
amongst policy actors have been well-documented, 
acknowledging the influences that individual and organi-
zational agendas and interests have on evidence uptake 
[13, 25, 48, 49]. The majority of stakeholders from all pol-
icies reported the ways in which powers and positions of 
high-level actors impacted on which evidence was used 
to inform each policy. This power affected all steps of evi-
dence processes (generation, dissemination and uptake) 
and specifically during agenda-setting and policy devel-
opment stages of the policy process. Of course, different 
stakeholders suggested different experiences of relation-
ships and dynamics which often reflected their position. 
For example, two high-level decision-makers explicitly 
stated that they were ‘not aware’ of any form of power 
play. In light of this, decision-makers were reportedly 
more likely to choose evidence that relates to the middle 
class because majority of committees are middle-class 
members or evidence that is aligned with the constitu-
tion of India. It is important that, as Gore and Parker 
(2019) discuss, actors at the national level (such as politi-
cians or government officials) do not influence the ‘equity 
and universality’ of public policy in relation to their own 
ideologies [49–51].

Likewise, our findings suggest that international stake-
holders can sometimes dominate local voices within the 
policy arena. This can sometimes result in stakeholder 
views being overlooked, despite their credibility or posi-
tive contributions and engagements in policy processes. 
It is important to continually consider the agendas and 
interests of all actors involved throughout all policy pro-
cesses, both international and local, when inputting evi-
dence into contextually complex policies [6]. However, 
and as interviews with many stakeholders also noted, 
these international contributions can of course con-
tribute to methodological rigour and pass on valuable 
experiences.

Importance of intersectoral collaboration
Stakeholder involvement beyond the health sector during 
evidence generation was a powerful mechanism for evi-
dence-informed development of all policies. Interview-
ees stated that this facilitated smoother dissemination to 
decision makers. It is clear that for successful implemen-
tation of mental health programmes in the community, 
the convergence between various departments such as 
health, education, welfare, panchayats, etc. can be instru-
mental. As existing research also reports, the increasing 
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involvement of different policy actors in evidence gen-
eration, dissemination and uptake may be a reflection 
towards participatory policy processes [6, 52]. However, 
it is important to note that the involvement of non-state 
actors during evidence dissemination and policy devel-
opment may also improve evidence uptake. Although our 
research found the involvement of government counter-
parts or bureaucrats during evidence generation can be 
a successful mechanism for improving evidence uptake 
during dissemination, personal perceptions of ‘robust’ 
or credible evidence may also influence the uptake of 
this evidence over other high-quality research or even 
limit the stakeholders involved in evidence generation in 
the first place. As a report from European contexts dis-
cusses [50], the involvement of these non-state actors can 
provide useful insights into how public policy is chang-
ing and can act as a lens through which to explore policy 
environments. Similarly, as a paper addressing the Indian 
context discusses [47], the engagement and learning from 
diverse initiatives from a myriad of actors may enable a 
shift from the previously described ‘singular discourse’ 
and biomedical psychiatry in India.

Similarly, the involvement of media outlets during 
project launch events were described by an interviewee 
as a successful method to elevate evidence dissemina-
tion to decision-makers and push critical issues onto the 
policy agenda. This has also been reported in current lit-
erature [6], which draws on the use of media outlets and 
their role, from being an advocate during agenda-setting 
stages to disseminators of policies in Vietnam. However, 
sometimes this can lead to the distillation or distortion of 
key evidence and context, only portraying a specific out-
line or statistic that can fall into the risk of being ideolog-
ically influenced by the organizational agenda of whom 
is reporting. It is key to actively engage policy makers 
and contextualize findings of early evidence to ensure 
a smooth translation from evidence to policymaking, 
and essentially avoid the misinterpretation of evidence 
when disseminated into the public sphere. For this to be 
achieved, guiding standards and active communication 
with policy makers is encouraged [54]. This will no doubt 
also help to minimize the current know-do gap that 
respondents referred to and the challenges of translating 
scientific evidence into actionable evidence reported in 
other studies also [53, 54].

The lack of youth voice within these adolescent men-
tal health polices was regarded by all respondents as a 
significant omission. They view youth contribution as 
largely untapped despite its potential to provide valuable 
insights and and linkage from the policy level to commu-
nity needs. Though the government and high-level offi-
cials may decide the extent of agenda-setting and major 
policy decisions, the involvement of these beneficiaries 

may indeed be able to steer the process and contribute 
in ways government officials cannot [55]. Young people 
could help to shape local and age appropriate definitions 
of mental health, could identify priorities for youth and 
could offer innovate policies solutions that would be fea-
sible and effective for their age group.

Adding to this further, our findings also drew attention 
to the ways in which the direct advocacy to beneficiaries 
themselves during evidence dissemination can enhance 
the importance of community needs to decision makers. 
As reported in Ghana [52], advocacy plays a key role in 
bringing evidence into the policy-making process and is 
often needed to communicate this information to citi-
zens and decision makers. Discussed in our findings, the 
use of advocacy not only portrays the direct benefit to 
the community or beneficiaries in which it aims to serve, 
but also as a way to highlight this benefit to the decision 
maker too.

Implications for future evidence‑informed adolescent 
mental health policymaking
Our analysis suggests the following implications for 
enhancing evidence-informed adolescent mental 
health policymaking in India and beyond. First, differ-
ent evidence preferences of key stakeholders should be 
appreciated, while also encouraging use of a balanced 
representation of evidence throughout the stages of the 
policy process. Although most stakeholders may prefer 
formal, quantitative and local evidence, it is important 
to raise awareness amongst all stakeholders of impor-
tance of complementary types of evidence that can be 
equally useful, for example, informal or unpublished evi-
dence. Similarly, as research [6] also highlights, evidence 
generation and dissemination should directly prioritize 
locally-available evidence from reputable actors, includ-
ing appropriate quantitative and qualitative data sets. 
Second, it is important for high-level entities to support 
and engage in generating local-level data that can be 
applied directly to community needs. Third, our findings 
highlight the importance of an intersectoral approach to 
enhance complementary and balanced perspectives in 
evidence production and policy agendas. An inclusive list 
of stakeholders can be critical for ensuring participatory 
policymaking, as well as effectively balancing the often 
different actor interests, agendas, and relative powers 
[52]. Fourth, policymakers should recognize and promote 
the importance of engagement of policy beneficiaries 
during policy-making, such as youth for adolescent men-
tal health policies. Fifth, mental health can and should be 
promoted as a key policy priority through the generation 
of evidence and effective advocacy, to help continue de-
stigmatizing mental health in LMICs. It is crucial that a 
consistent definition of mental health is adapted to tackle 
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associated stigma. This will also ensure more preven-
tive and promotive mental health interventions will be 
developed, as opposed to the curative services currently 
proposed. Last, to help minimize the know-do gap that 
currently exists as a barrier between evidence generation 
and policy development we call for adequate resources 
and capacity strengthening for evidence generation, as 
well as raising awareness of what evidence exists and 
widely sharing that evidence.

Study limitations
Although different stakeholder groups were interviewed, 
13 interviews is a relatively small sample and may not 
represent all policy actors. Youth engagement within pol-
icymaking was regarded as a missed opportunity and a 
largely untapped area amongst all respondents. However, 
no adolescents were interviewed during this research and 
therefore we cannot assume their interest in engaging in 
policymaking. However, outcomes from our on-going 
work in SAMA (forthcoming) indicate that young people 
want to have a seat at the policy table.

Conclusions
Adolescent mental health policies are an important pol-
icy priority, often facing perceived societal stigma around 
mental health and competing political priorities. How-
ever, increased awareness of critical policy issues can 
enhance evidence generation for policymaking. Different 
formal and informal evidence can inform national mental 
health policies. While most stakeholders prefer formal, 
quantitative and local evidence, a balanced approach to 
generation and dissemination of different types of evi-
dence can ensure a complementary representation of 
evidence. Specific roles of different policy actors in gen-
erating and using evidence reflect their evidence prefer-
ences, relative powers and values, suggesting the need 
to consider all these in ensuring a balanced availability 
of relevant evidence for policymaking. Involvement of 
government officials within and beyond health sector in 
research can facilitate evidence-informed policymaking. 
Engaging the youth or beneficiaries in policymaking can 
facilitate addressing beneficiary needs and build positive 
citizenship and youth contributions to society.

Acknowledgements
The authors thank all study participants for their valuable time, expertise and 
insights. The authors would also like to thank the wider SAMA project team for 
critical reflection and camaraderie as part of project meetings.

Author contributions
T.M., S.H.J. and N.J. conceptualized the study; A.I. and M.A. collected data; A.I. 
analysed data under supervision of T.M. and with support from S.H.J., N.J., 
P.B. and M.A.; A.I., M.A., N.J., P.B., S.H.J. and T.M. read and approved the final 
manuscript.

Funding
This work is supported by the UK’s Medical Research Council, Economic and 
Social Research Council, National Institute of Health Research and UK Aid 
(Grant number MR/T040238/1). All views expressed here are of the authors 
only.

Availability of data and materials
The anonymized dataset generated and analysed during the current study are 
available from the corresponding author on reasonable request.

Declarations

Ethics approval and consent to participate
Ethical approval has been granted by the National Institute of Mental Health 
and Neurosciences Research Ethics Committee (reference NIMHANS/26th 
IEC (Behv Sc Div/2020/2021)), the London School of Hygiene and Tropical 
Medicine (reference 26547) and the University of Leeds School of Psychology 
Research Ethics Committee (reference PSYC‑221).

Consent for publication
Not applicable as no individual person’s data is reported.

Competing interests
The authors declare that they have no competing interests.

Author details
1 Department of Global Health and Development, London School of Hygiene 
and Tropical Medicine, London, United Kingdom. 2 Department of Psychiatric 
Social Work, National Institue of Mental Health and Neurosciences, Banga‑
lore, India. 3 Department of Clinical Psychology, National Institute of Mental 
Health and Neurosciences, Bangalore, India. 4 School of Psychology, University 
of Leeds, Leeds, United Kingdom. 

Received: 21 February 2024   Accepted: 15 July 2024

References
 1. Cooper B. Evidence‑based mental health policy: acritical appraisal. Br J 

Psychiatry. 2003;183(2):105–13.
 2. Dobrow MJ, Goel V, Upshur REG. Evidence‑based health policy: context 

and utilisation. Soc Sci Med. 2004;58(1):207–17.
 3. Gadsby EW, Green A. A framework for evidence‑informed health policy‑

making. 2007;
 4. Mirzoev T, Poudel AN, Gissing S, Doan TTD, Ferdous T, Regmi S, et al. Is 

evidence‑informed urban health planning a myth or reality? Lessons 
from a qualitative assessment in three Asian cities. Health Policy Plan. 
2019;34(10):773–83.

 5. Mirzoev T, Das M, Ebenso B, Uzochukwu B, Rawat B, Blok L, et al. Contex‑
tual influences on the role of evidence in health policy development: 
what can we learn from six policies in India and Nigeria? Evid Policy. 
2017;13(1):59–79.

 6. Mirzoev T, Green A, Nancy G, Stephen P, Philippa B, Thu Ha BT, et al. Role 
of evidence in maternal health policy processes in Vietnam, India and 
China: findings from the HEPVIC project. Evid Policy. 2013;9(4):493–511.

 7. Moat KA, Lavis JN. 10 best resources for… evidence‑informed health 
policy making. Health Policy Plan. 2013;28(2):215–8.

 8. Morgan G. Evidence‑based health policy: a preliminary systematic review. 
Health Educ J. 2010;69(1):43–7.

 9. Niessen LW, Grijseels EW, Rutten FF. The evidence‑based approach in 
health policy and health care delivery. Soc Sci Med. 2000;51(6):859–69.

 10. Oxman AD, Lewin S, Lavis JN, Fretheim A. SUPPORT Tools for evidence‑
informed health Policymaking (STP) 15: engaging the public in evidence‑
informed policymaking. Health Res Policy Syst. 2009;7:1–9.

 11. Sutcliffe S. Evidence‑Based Policymaking: What is it? How does it work? 
What relevance for developing countries? 2005.

 12. Allen M. The SAGE encyclopedia of communication research methods. 
SAGE publications; 2017.



Page 18 of 19Ivory et al. Health Research Policy and Systems          (2024) 22:127 

 13. Brooks C, Mirzoev T, Chowdhury D, Deuri SP, Madill A. Using evidence 
in mental health policy agenda‑setting in low‑and middle‑income 
countries: a conceptual meta‑framework from a scoping umbrella review. 
Health Policy Plan. 2023;38:876.

 14. Engelman A, Case B, Meeks L, Fetters MD. Conducting health policy 
analysis in primary care research: turning clinical ideas into action. Fam 
Med Community Health. 2019;7(2):e000076.

 15. Patel V, Saxena S, Lund C, Thornicroft G, Baingana F, Bolton P, et al. The 
Lancet Commission on global mental health and sustainable develop‑
ment. The Lancet. 2018;392(10157):1553–98.

 16. Votruba N, Ziemann A, Grant J, Thornicroft G. A systematic review of 
frameworks for the interrelationships of mental health evidence and 
policy in low‑and middle‑income countries. Health Res Policy Syst. 
2018;16:1–17.

 17. Bird P, Omar M, Doku V, Lund C, Nsereko JR, Mwanza J, et al. Increas‑
ing the priority of mental health in Africa: findings from qualitative 
research in Ghana, South Africa, Uganda and Zambia. Health Policy Plan. 
2011;26(5):357–65.

 18. Javed A, Lee C, Zakaria H, Buenaventura RD, Cetkovich‑Bakmas M, Duailibi 
K, et al. Reducing the stigma of mental health disorders with a focus on 
low‑and middle‑income countries. Asian J Psychiatry. 2021;58: 102601.

 19. Omar MA, Green AT, Bird PK, Mirzoev T, Flisher AJ, Kigozi F, et al. Mental 
health policy process: a comparative study of Ghana, South Africa, 
Uganda and Zambia. Int J Ment Health Syst. 2010;4:1–10.

 20. Thornicroft G, Sunkel C, Aliev AA, Baker S, Brohan E, El Chammay R, et al. 
The Lancet Commission on ending stigma and discrimination in mental 
health. The Lancet. 2022;400(10361):1438–80.

 21. World Health Organization. Mental Health ATLAS. Geneva: World Health 
Organization [Internet]. 2020 [cited 2023 Dec 20]. Available from: https:// 
www. who. int/ publi catio ns/i/ item/ 97892 40036 703.

 22. Williamson A, Makkar SR, McGrath C, Redman S. How can the use of 
evidence in mental health policy be increased? A systematic review. 
Psychiatr Serv. 2015;66(8):783–97.

 23. Bowen S, Zwi AB. Pathways to “evidence‑informed” policy and practice: a 
framework for action. PLoS Med. 2005;2(7): e166.

 24. Gururaj G, Varghese M, Benegal V, Rao G, Pathak K, Singh L, et al. National 
Mental Health Survey of India. 2015.

 25. Walt G, Gilson L. Reforming the health sector in developing countries: the 
central role of policy analysis. Health Policy Plan. 1994;9(4):353–70.

 26. Walt G, Shiffman J, Schneider H, Murray SF, Brugha R, Gilson L. ‘Doing’ 
health policy analysis: methodological and conceptual reflections and 
challenges. Health Policy Plan. 2008;23(5):308–17.

 27. Erasmus E, Gilson L. How to start thinking about investigating power in 
the organizational settings of policy implementation. Health Policy Plan. 
2008;23(5):361–8.

 28. Evans M. Understanding dialectics in policy network analysis. Polit Stud. 
2001;49(3):542–50.

 29. Hudson J, Lowe S. Understanding the policy process: analysing welfare 
policy and practice. Policy Press; 2009.

 30. ODI. Bridging Research and Policy in International Development. An ana‑
lytical and practical framework. Briefing paper. [Internet]. 2004. Available 
from: http:// www. odi. org. uk/ sites/ odi. org. uk/ files/ odi‑ assets/ publi catio 
ns‑ opini on‑ files/ 198. pdf.

 31. Ricketts J. The making of Jamaica’s ‘National Policy for Persons 
with Disabilities 2000’: macro, meso and micro factors. Disabil Soc. 
2010;25(5):551–64.

 32. Gaventa J. Reflections on the uses of the ‘power cube’approach for ana‑
lyzing the spaces, places and dynamics of civil society participation and 
engagement. Prep Dutch CFA Eval ‘Assessing Civ Soc Particip Support 
‑Ctry Cordaid Hivos Novib Plan Neth. 2005;

 33. Buse K, Mays N, Walt G. Understanding public health. Mak Health Policy. 
2005;288.

 34. Ritchie J, Spencer L. Qualitative data analysis for applied policy research. 
In: Analyzing qualitative data. Routledge; 2002. p. 173–94.

 35. Srivastava A, Thomson SB. Framework analysis: a qualitative methodology 
for applied policy research. 4 J Adm Gov. 2009;72.

 36. Gupta S, Sagar R. National Mental Health Policy, India (2014): where have 
we reached? Indian J Psychol Med. 2022;44(5):510–5.

 37. Iemmi V. Establishing political priority for global mental health: a qualita‑
tive policy analysis. Health Policy Plan. 2022;37(8):1012–24.

 38. Mackenzie J. Global mental health from a policy perspective: a context 
analysis. Lond Overseas Dev Inst. 2014;

 39. Girase B, Parikh R, Vashisht S, Mullick A, Ambhore V, Maknikar S. India’s 
policy and programmatic response to mental health of young people: a 
narrative review. SSM‑Ment Health. 2022;2:100145.

 40. Langlois EV, Becerril Montekio V, Young T, Song K, Alcalde‑Rabanal J, Tran 
N. Enhancing evidence informed policymaking in complex health sys‑
tems: lessons from multi‑site collaborative approaches. Health Res Policy 
Syst. 2016;14:1–11.

 41. Hutchinson E. The development of health policy in Malawi: the influence 
of context, evidence and links in the creation of a national policy for 
cotrimoxazole prophylaxis. Malawi Med J. 2011;23(4):110–5.

 42. Allen T, Heald S. HIV/AIDS policy in Africa: what has worked in 
Uganda and what has failed in Botswana? J Int Dev J Dev Stud Assoc. 
2004;16(8):1141–54.

 43. Zakus JDL, Lysack CL. Revisiting community participation. Health Policy 
Plan. 1998;13(1):1–12.

 44. Mayhew SH, Lush L, Cleland J, Walt G. Implementing the integration of 
component services for reproductive health. Wiley Online Library; 2000.

 45. Mosquera M, Zapata Y, Lee K, Arango C, Varela A. Strengthening user 
participation through health sector reform in Colombia: a study of 
institutional change and social representation. Health Policy Plan. 
2001;16:52–60.

 46. Kapiriri L, Robbestad B, Norheim OF. The relationship between preven‑
tion of mother to child transmission of HIV and stakeholder deci‑
sion making in Uganda: implications for health policy. Health Policy. 
2003;66(2):199–211.

 47. Ranade K, Kapoor A, Fernandes TN. Mental health law, policy & program 
in India–a fragmented narrative of change, contradictions and possibili‑
ties. SSM‑Ment Health. 2022;2: 100174.

 48. Capano G, Malandrino A. Mapping the use of knowledge in policymak‑
ing: barriers and facilitators from a subjectivist perspective (1990–2020). 
Policy Sci. 2022;55(3):399–428.

 49. Gore R, Parker R. Analysing power and politics in health policies and 
systems. Glob Public Health. 2019;14:481.

 50. Mackenbach JP, McKee M. Government, politics and health policy: 
a quantitative analysis of 30 European countries. Health Policy. 
2015;119(10):1298–308.

 51. Navarro V, Muntaner C, Borrell C, Benach J, Quiroga Á, Rodríguez‑Sanz M, 
et al. Politics and health outcomes. The Lancet. 2006;368(9540):1033–7.

 52. Koduah A, Baatiema L, Kretchy IA, Agyepong IA, Danso‑Appiah A, de 
Chavez AC, et al. Powers, engagements and resultant influences over the 
design and implementation of medicine pricing policies in Ghana. BMJ 
Glob Health. 2022;7(5): e008225.

 53. Chhetri D, Zacarias F. Advocacy for evidence‑based policy‑making 
in public health: experiences and the way forward. J Health Manag. 
2021;23(1):85–94.

 54. Crowley DM, Scott JT. Bringing rigor to the use of evidence in policy mak‑
ing: translating early evidence. Public Adm Rev. 2017;77(5):650–5.

 55. Tantivess S, Walt G. The role of state and non‑state actors in the policy 
process: the contribution of policy networks to the scale‑up of antiretro‑
viral therapy in Thailand. Health Policy Plan. 2008;23(5):328–38.

 56. Ministry of Health and Family Welfare. National Mental Health Policy of 
India [Internet]. 2014 [cited 2024 Jan 30]. Available from: https:// nhm. gov. 
in/ images/ pdf/ Natio nal_ Health_ Mental_ Policy. pdf.

 57. Ministry of Human Resource Development M of H and FW. Operational 
Guidelines on School Health Programme under Ayushman Bharat [Inter‑
net]. 2018 [cited 2024 Jan 30]. Available from: https:// nhm. gov. in/ index1. 
php? lang= 1& level= 4& subli nkid= 1385& lid= 747.

 58. Ministry of Human Resource Development. National Education Policy 
[Internet]. 2020 [cited 2024 Jan 30]. Available from: https:// www. educa 
tion. gov. in/ sites/ upload_ files/ mhrd/ files/ NEP_ Final_ Engli sh_0. pdf.

 59. Ministry of Health and Family Welfare. National Suicide Prevention Strat‑
egy [Internet]. 2022 [cited 2024 Jan 30]. Available from: https:// extra net. 
who. int/ mindb ank/ item/ 7530.

 60. Ministry of Health and Family Welfare. A Strategic Approach to Reproduc‑
tive, Maternal, Newborn, Child and Adolescent Health (RMNCH+A) in 
India [Internet]. 2013 [cited 2024 Jan 30]. Available from: https:// nhm. gov. 
in/ images/ pdf/ RMNCH+A/ RMNCH+A_ Strat egy. pdf.

 61. Ministry of Health and Family Welfare. Rashtriya Bal Swasthya Karyakram 
(RBSK) Operational Guidelines [Internet]. 2013 [cited 2024 Jan 30]. 

https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/9789240036703
https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/9789240036703
http://www.odi.org.uk/sites/odi.org.uk/files/odi-assets/publications-opinion-files/198.pdf
http://www.odi.org.uk/sites/odi.org.uk/files/odi-assets/publications-opinion-files/198.pdf
https://nhm.gov.in/images/pdf/National_Health_Mental_Policy.pdf
https://nhm.gov.in/images/pdf/National_Health_Mental_Policy.pdf
https://nhm.gov.in/index1.php?lang=1&level=4&sublinkid=1385&lid=747
https://nhm.gov.in/index1.php?lang=1&level=4&sublinkid=1385&lid=747
https://www.education.gov.in/sites/upload_files/mhrd/files/NEP_Final_English_0.pdf
https://www.education.gov.in/sites/upload_files/mhrd/files/NEP_Final_English_0.pdf
https://extranet.who.int/mindbank/item/7530
https://extranet.who.int/mindbank/item/7530
https://nhm.gov.in/images/pdf/RMNCH+A/RMNCH+A_Strategy.pdf
https://nhm.gov.in/images/pdf/RMNCH+A/RMNCH+A_Strategy.pdf


Page 19 of 19Ivory et al. Health Research Policy and Systems          (2024) 22:127  

Available from: https:// nhm. assam. gov. in/ schem es/ detail/ rasht riya‑ bal‑ 
swast hya‑ karya kram‑ rbsk.

 62. Ministry of Health and Family Welfare. Rashtriya Kishor Swasthya Kar‑
yakram (RKSK) Strategy Handbook [Internet]. 2014 [cited 2024 Jan 30]. 
Available from: https:// extra net. who. int/ mindb ank/ item/ 3950.

 63. Ministry of Health and Family Welfare. Rashtriya Kishor Swasthya 
Karyakram Operational Framework [Internet]. 2014 [cited 2024 Jan 30]. 
Available from: https:// nhm. gov. in/ images/ pdf/ progr ammes/ RKSK/ RKSK_ 
Opera tional_ Frame work. pdf.

 64. Ministry of Education. Early Identification and Intervention for Mental 
Health Problems in School Going Children and Adolescents [Internet]. 
2022 [cited 2024 Jan 30]. Available from: https:// dsel. educa tion. gov. in/ 
sites/ defau lt/ files/ update/ moe_ mental_ health. pdf.

Publisher’s Note
Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in pub‑
lished maps and institutional affiliations.

https://nhm.assam.gov.in/schemes/detail/rashtriya-bal-swasthya-karyakram-rbsk
https://nhm.assam.gov.in/schemes/detail/rashtriya-bal-swasthya-karyakram-rbsk
https://extranet.who.int/mindbank/item/3950
https://nhm.gov.in/images/pdf/programmes/RKSK/RKSK_Operational_Framework.pdf
https://nhm.gov.in/images/pdf/programmes/RKSK/RKSK_Operational_Framework.pdf
https://dsel.education.gov.in/sites/default/files/update/moe_mental_health.pdf
https://dsel.education.gov.in/sites/default/files/update/moe_mental_health.pdf

	Qualitative assessment of evidence-informed adolescent mental health policymaking in India: insights from project SAMA
	Abstract 
	Background 
	Methods 
	Results 
	Conclusions 

	Introduction
	Methods
	Analytical framework
	Data collection and analysis
	Ethics

	Results
	Mental health policymaking in India
	Uptake of evidence across policies
	Contextual influences on role of evidence
	Current gaps in policy implementation in India
	Involvement of policy actors
	Wider involvement and engagement of stakeholders
	Relative powers, values and organizational mandates
	Actors’ evidence preferences and likelihood of evidence uptake

	Discussion
	Uptake of different types of evidence across policy processes
	Contextual influences on evidence-informed health policymaking
	Relative roles and power dynamics influence evidence processes
	Importance of intersectoral collaboration
	Implications for future evidence-informed adolescent mental health policymaking
	Study limitations

	Conclusions
	Acknowledgements
	References


