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FOREWORD Mf
Unheard.

Untreated.

Dear Friends,

The global conversation around mental health has gained
significant momentum over the past decade. Yet despite
this growing awareness, women’s mental health continues
to remain under-recognised, under-resourced and often
unheard.

Evidence from across the world indicates that women are
disproportionately affected by mental health conditions
such as anxiety, depression and trauma. Women today are
nearly twice as likely as men to experience anxiety and
depressive disorders. At the same time, social and
professional pressures continue to weigh heavily on
women, with nearly half of working women reporting
stepping back from opportunities due to burnout, and
caregiving responsibilities.

These realities reflect more than individual distress. They
reveal structural challenges within our societies, where
women are expected to carry emotional, professional and
caregiving responsibilities simultaneously, often without
adequate support systems.

The Mpowering Minds Women’s Mental Health Summit
2026 was conceived as an important step in advancing this
collective journey. The Summit brought together clinicians,
researchers, policymakers, advocates and voices with lived
experience to examine how women’s mental health can be
better understood and supported across life stages.

What became clear through these conversations is that
women'’'s mental health cannot be addressed through
isolated interventions alone. It requires coordinated efforts
across healthcare systems, workplaces, communities and
families.

This report captures the insights, reflections and
perspectives that emerged during the Summit. More
importantly, it seeks to encourage continued dialogue and
collaboration around one of the most pressing yet often
invisible public health challenges of our time.

Thank you for being part of this journey. Your support is
instrumental in driving meaningful change where women's
mental well-being is supported. The benefits extend far
beyond individuals.

Naf]d %

Mrs. NeerjaBirla
Founder & Chairperson
Aditya Birla Education Trust

The Mpowering Minds Women's Mental Health Summit 2026 @
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About the Summit

The Mpowering Minds Women'’s Mental Health Summit 2026 was convened to
explore one central question: how can societies create environments where
women'’s mental well-being is recognised, supported and prioritised?

Women today navigate complex social realities. They are leaders, caregivers,
professionals, entrepreneurs and community builders. Yet behind these visible
roles often lies an invisible emotional burden shaped by societal expectations,
structural barriers and life transitions that remain insufficiently acknowledged.

The Summit brought together a diverse group of stakeholders, including:

®*  Psychiatrists and psychologists

®* Publichealth experts

®* Policymakers and government representatives
®* Social entrepreneurs and community leaders

®* Researchers and academics

®* Advocates and voices with lived experience

The conversations explored women’s mental health across the entire life course
from adolescence and youth to motherhood, midlife and later years.

Through keynote addresses, panel discussions and fireside conwersations,
participants examined how women’s mental health is shaped by biological,
psychological and social factors, and how systemic responses can better support
well-being across communities.

The Summit also highlighted the growing importance of building integrated
mental health ecosystems that combine medical care, social support, public
awareness and policy action.

25 | 8+ | 250+

Speakers 3 Themes Changemakers

29%

Greater focus
on self-care
and mindfulness

N%

New perspectives
on Mental Health
and wellbeing

The summit successfully created a meaningful platform for dialogue on women’s mental health, enabling
participants to gain new perspectives, explore policy and workplace implications, and connect with
experts and peers working to strengthen mental health awareness.

The Mpowering Minds Women's Mental Health Summit 2026 @
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§Mental Health Is

Not a Side Issue.

It Is a Life Issue.”

Karnataka Minister Lakshmi R Hebbalkar calls for
collective action to prioritise women’s mental
well-being at the Mpowering Minds: Women's

POWER

MIND MATTERS

Honourable Minister Lakshmi R
Hebbalkar, Minister of Women and
Child Development, Disabled and
Senior Citizens Empowerment,
Government of Karnataka, delivered
a compelling address highlighting the
urgent need to recognise and
prioritise women’s mental health as a
central societal concern.

“Many smiles hide stress. Many
strong women carry unseen battles.
Silent struggles are still real
struggles.”

She further highlighted findings
indicating that thousands of women
in Karnataka experience mental
health concerns. She emphasised
that these figures represent more
than statistics , they reflect real lives,
families, and futures.

Calling for a collective response, she
stressed that addressing mental
health cannot rest with a single
institution. Governments, workplaces,
communities, and families must work
together to build systems that
support women'’s well-being and
create safe environments where they
feel valued and heard. Greater
awareness and empathy are essential
to strengthen support systems for
women everywhere,

Reflecting on the broader societal
impact, she emphasised that the
health of women directly influences
the health of society itself. As she
concluded, “Healthy women build
healthy families, healthy families
build a healthy nation, and a healthy
nation builds a strong future.”

Health Summit 2026

§Our mission must be simple and strong. Create space where women
feel safe, create systems where women feel supported.

Create a society where women feel valued.”

The Mpowering Minds Women's Mental Health Summit 2026 @
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Opening the conversation with

Healing begins with acceptance, recognising mental health as a shared reality.
With 1in 4 people affected globally and young women facing disproportionate
stigma, the Summit opened with powerful stories that set the tone for dialogue

and action.

LT
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Two Conversations on Mental Health

Moderator Dr Zirak Marker speaks with Dr Shyam Bhat, Dr Jasmine Kalha and Meenakshi Kirtane about the
evolving landscape of young women’s mental health-from silence and stigma to identity and self-labelling.

When it comes to the mental health of
young women in India, the country may
be navigating two very different
realities. At the Summit experts spoke of
a growing divide-between a culture of
silence that has long shaped women'’s
lives and a new, sometimes
overwhelming openness around
mental health.

In one India, distress remains largely
invisible. Generations of social
conditioning have taught women to
endure emotional struggles quietly,
often without the language or space to
express what they are feeling.

Moderating the discussion, child,
adolescent and family psychiatrist Dr
Zirak Marker traced this silence to deep
culturalroots.

“From the brutality of sati to the social

exile of widows, women'’s suffering
has often been ritualised, normalised
and ssilenced.”

That legacy continues to shape how
many young women experience
anxiety and emotional distress today,
often internalising these feelings rather
than speaking about them.

Psychiatrist Dr Shyam Bhat, founder of
the Nirvikalpa Foundation, believes the
challenge often begins with the
difficulty of articulating emotional pain.

“Women are expected to be the ‘good
person’ and conform to a role where
their feelings cannot be expressed.”

Symptoms such as fatigue, numbness
or irritability are often dismissed as
hormonal changes or adolescent
phases, delaying the moment when
help is sought. But the problem, experts
say, is not just personal, it may also be
systemic.

Dr Jasmine Kalha, Co-Director and
senior research fellow at the Centre for
Mental Health Law & Policy, believes
access to meaningful support remains
limited.

“Help has become extremely
inaccessible, and we are not providing
the solutions that people want.”

Many young people, she noted, find
traditional models of mental healthcare
distant or unrelatable, prompting
efforts to design solutions alongside

time, another India is emerging-one
shaped by global conversations around
identity and mental health. Here, young
people speak more openly about
emotional struggles, though sometimes
with a tendency toward quick self-
diagnosis and labelling.

Dr Bhat cautions against adopting
Western frameworks without reflection.
“The western idea of liberation is to
label the hell out of yourself.”

For Meenakshi Kirtane, founder of
Maanas - The Inside Story, the answer
may lie closer to home.

“As a culture, we have always been
rooted in wisdom. We should celebrate
ourselves just as we are.”

Between silence and over-definition,
India’s challenge may be to find a
balanced path, one where young
women feel safe to speak about their
struggles without shame, and where
systems evolve to meet them with
empathy, accessibility, care and
understanding.

The Mpowering Minds Women's Mental Health Summit 2026 @
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ental Health Is
Survival for the
Marginalised

Transgender activist Akkai Padmashali
speaks about resilience, rejection and why
mental health is essential for dignity and
survival.

For transgender activist Akkai Padmashali, mental health is
not a distant concept-it is survival. After years of rejection
for her gender identity, she says it took more than three
decades to build self-acceptance and self-respect.

Having lived through homelessness, police harassment and
two suicide attempts, Padmashali now advocates for
stronger mental health support for transgender
communities, who often face barriers to housing, education
and gender-affirming healthcare.

Despite India’s growing awareness around mental health,
access remains limited for sexual minorities. Padmashali
believes real change will come only when society moves
beyond sympathy to empathy.

“Mental health is not a luxury,
it is survival.”

“I am against sympathy,
| want empathy.”

“Self-acceptance is essential,
to your own mental health.”

‘hen Came the
‘l Told You So’”

Laveena Sharon shared a deeply personal
story about miscarriage, societal pressure
and the emotional toll of expectations
around motherhood.

Three months after giving birth to a baby boy, Sharon-a
budding lawyer, stood before the audience to speak about
an experience many women carry quietly but rarely voice.

Sharon’s story highlighted how deeply societal
expectations can shape a woman’s journey into
motherhood.

Three years into her marriage, she recalled, family members
began urging her to have a child."My mother-in-law told
me not to wait and plan for a baby but to let it happen
naturally,” she said.

In mid-2024, Sharon and her husband decided they were
ready. She conceived the following month. But at seven
weeks, she miscarried.

“The baby didn’t develop a heartbeat,” Sharon said.
“ldidn’t have any symptoms. | just had cramps, and when
I went for a scan they told me the baby was no longer
there. What followed, she said, was not only grief, but
judgement. “Then came a barrage of ‘l told youso’.”

Experiences like Sharon’s are more common than many
realise. Studies suggest that around one in five women
experience postpartum depression, while many more go
through emotional distress during and after pregnancy. Yet
conversations around maternal mental health often remain
silenced by stigma and social expectations.

Her story was a reminder that behind conversations about
motherhood lies a deeper need for empathy,
understanding and space for women to grieve without
blame, and to speak openly about the emotional realities of
pregnancy and motherhood.

The Mpowering Minds Women's Mental Health Summit 2026 @



ACCEPTANCE | PANEL DISCUSSION

F .

o

Minds

§Even Empowered Women Sometimes
Lose Agency After Childbirth”

A panel at the Mpowering Minds Summit explored the overlooked mental health realities of
the'fourth trimester'and why supporting mothers must become a shared responsibility.

Moderator Seema Kumar in conversation with Dr Padmaja Samant, Dr Ruksheda Syeda, Dr
Meghna Singhaland Dr Janhavi Nilekani.

The weeks after childbirth are often
described as joyful, yet for many
women they can also be emotionally
overwhelming. At the Summit, a panel
moderated by Seema Kumar brought
together experts including Dr Padmaja
Samant, Dr Ruksheda Syeda, Dr
Meghna Singhal and Dr Janhavi Nilekani
The panel explored the mental health
realities of the “fourth trimester” and the
need for stronger systems of support
around new mothers.

The conversation highlighted how
postpartum recovery is not only about
the body, but also about emotional
wellbeing, identity shifts and changing
family dynamics. Between hormonal
fluctuations, exhaustion and new
responsibilities, many mothers
experience emotional struggles that
remain largely unspoken.

Dr Padmaja Samant pointed out that
maternal healthcare has historically
focused on the medical aspects of
pregnancy while overlooking the
woman’s emotional experience. “Most
obstetricians look at pregnancy as the
uterus, not the whole woman,” she said,
noting that questions about a mother’s
emotional state or even whether a
pregnancy was wanted-are rarely
asked.

Dr Ruksheda Syeda highlighted how

“One in five women experience
postpartum depression,” she said,
adding that up to 80-90 percent of
women experience some form of
emotional distress during the
postpartum period. Early awareness
and support, she emphasised, are
critical in preventing these struggles
from escalating.

The discussion also explored how
maternal wellbeing directly affects a
child’s early development. Dr Meghna
Singhal explained that a baby’s brain
develops through social and emotional
interaction, making early bonding
particularly important. However, when a
mother is struggling emotionally, this
connection can become difficult.

“A baby’s brain is social, emotional and
relational,” she noted, emphasising
that caregiving should never fall on the
mother alone. Families and support
systems must play an active role in
creating environments where both
mother and child can thrive.

Dr Janhavi Nilekani reflected on the role
of culture and tradition in shaping the
postpartum experience. While many
traditional practices aim to support new
mothers, she noted that they must be
continually re-evaluated through the
lens of evidence and wellbeing.

Ultimately, the panel underscored that
maternal mental health cannot remain
an individual burden. Supporting
mothers during the fourth trimester
requires an ecosystem of care-partners
who are emotionally present, families
who recognise and acknowledge
struggles, and communities that create
safe spaces for open conversations.

The discussion ended with a powerful
reminder that mental health challenges
during and after motherhood are far
more common than people realise. But
they are not signs of failure. With
empathy, awareness and collective
support, the fourth trimester can
become not a silent struggle, but a
shared journey of care.

-

The Mpowering Minds Women's Mental Health Summit 2026 @
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Turning Intent into Impact with

Awareness must lead to change. With women nearly twice as likely to experience
anxiety and depression and 1in 5 mothers facing perinatal mental health
challenges, the urgency is undeniable. The Summit’'s Action pillar focused on
practical solutions, strengthening care systems and equipping communities with
tools to turn commitment into real and measurable impact.
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Intergenerational trauma
The invisible inheritance

Prof Eamon McCrory

Prof McCrory’'s keynote was deeply illuminating, bringing
sensitivity, clarity, and scientific insight to a subject that is
often felt but rarely understood. It revealed how trauma does
not simply belong to the past, but can quietly shape minds,
relationships, and lives across generations. Most importantly,
it offered hope, showing that understanding these pathways
is the first step toward healing.

4 2
’1e Three Pathways of Transmission

Trauma alters threat and It can shape trust, emotional Trauma influences parenting,
reward systems in the brain, regulation, and the ability to relationships, and the social
affecting how individuals form secure relationships. environments that children
perceive safety, motivation, grow up in.
and stress.
\& Together, these pathways shape how trauma is carried forward.

The Invisible Impact ~ The Core Insight ~

Trauma can lead to: Trauma can extend beyond the
individual. Even when not

directly experienced, its effects

can influence future
generations, through the brain,
Difficulty IRESE G behaviour, and relationships.
forming and often op_erate
e quietly, without i
relationshigs being fully Trauma becomes an invisible
P recognised inheritance.

'rauma is not destiny.

The Most Powerful
Insight: Healing is
Possible

Supportive relationships, safe environments, and
strong social networks can interrupt these cycles
and enable recovery.

Healing happens through connection, within
families, communities, and society.

The Mpowering Minds Women's Mental Health Summit 2026 @
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#Attachment as a blueprint
Keynote by Prof Peter Fonagy and Dr Camila Rosan

This keynote was deeply moving in its simplicity and truth. It reminded us
that attachment is not just a psychological theory, but the foundation
upon which a child’s emotional world is built. With clarity and compassion,
it showed how everyday interactions between parent and child quietly
shape resilience, trust, and future mental health.

The Core Insight

Attachment is the child’s first blueprint for understanding the world.
When caregivers provide safety and responsiveness, children develop
the confidence

How Attachment Shapes the Child

Secure attachment enables:

® Better emotional ® Stronger social ® Greater confidence ® Improved learning and
regulation relationships and curiosity cognitive development

Children learn not just through teaching, but through feeling safe.

The Invisible Mechanism: Mentalisation

At the heart of the attachment is the caregiver’s ability to understand
the child’s mind, stay calm and respond sensitively.

The Critical Insight: Perfection is Not Required

Secure attachment does not require perfect parenting.

What matters most is:

® Consistency, ® Repair after moments ® Emotional presence ® Safe, stable
not perfection of mismatch and curiosity relationships

Even small moments of attunement can shape lifelong resilience.

The Most Powerful Takeaway

Early relationships shape how children regulate emotions, build
trust, and navigate the world.

When we help caregivers better understand their child’s mind,

we strengthen the foundation of that child’s future mental health.
Attachment is not just about childhood, it shapes the architecture of
the self.
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eadership, vulnerability
and authenticity

Masaba Gupta on vulnerability, .
ambition and redefining what
success really looks like.

I a candid conversation at the Mpowering Minds Fler honesty struck a chord in a discussion centred
Summit, designer and entrepreneur Masaba Gupta on women'’s mental health. In a world where
offered a refreshing perspective on success-one women are often expected to appear constantly
rooted in authenticity rather than perfection. composed and accomplished, Masaba’s openness
Reflecting on the emotional realities behind highlighted the quiet strength in vulnerability.
ambition, identity and public visibility, she spoke
openly about the importance of embracing one’s

“Being vulnerable is a
true self.

superpower.”

“We do the world a great service when
we are ourselves, because then we “Many see it as weakness.

allow others to be themselves.” | see it as my biggest strength.”

She also addressed the pressure

many women feel to balance 'Ier reflections reinforced a powerful

multiple roles at once. Rather than message: success is not defined by

rejecting the idea of “having it all,” fl | hi but by th

she reframed it with empathy and eSS Ele 'e\fement' ut by t ?

realism. courage to live and lead with

: honesty.

#Women can have it all
but they have to

stagger it.”

Entrepreneur, mother, creator, yet perhaps
her most meaningful role is the woman she
continues to discover.

The Mpowering Minds Women's Mental Health Summit 2026 °
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not an Ending - a new beginning
Dr Duru Shah

Dr Duru Shah reframed menopause with clarity and compassion. It highlighted
menopause not as decline, but as a natural biological transition, one that deeply
impacts physical, emotional, and mental well-being, and deserves awareness,
care, and dignity.

Why This Matters

Menopause is a major life stage,

and a growing public health reality. What Women Experience
o _ Menopause is driven by neuroendocrine
billion women ° of adults over 45in changes affecting both body and mind.
1.2 globally will be 18/0 India live with chronic
menopausal by diseases, with higher Common effects include:

2030 risk in women

® Sleep disruption, fatigue, and bone loss

#» Anxiety, mood changes, and brain fog

® Increased risk of heart, metabolic, and
bone disorders

These symptoms are
biological and treatable.
The Most Important Reframe

Menopause is not a disease. It is a transition. Critical Health Insight: Hidden Risks
With proper care, women can experience:

Women spend nearly one-third
of their lives post-menopause

Menopause is not just personal
it is demographic and societal.

A major rural Indian study revealed high prevalence of undiagnosed conditions:

» Better health and emotional stability

» Renewed autonomy and confidence '58% 50% ‘4% .25%

» A powerful phase of personal reinvention

Dyslipidaemia Osteopenia Vitamin D deficiency Diabetes

Menopause is not decline, Menopause is a key window for early detection and prevention.
it is redesign.

‘1e Way Forward .The Key Insight

® Increase awareness and remove stigma . When women are supported through menopause,
» Screen early for physical and mental health risks they don’t just manage symptoms, they enter a new
® Support women through medical care and phase of strength, clarity, and possibility.
lifestyle interventions
® Build community and workplace support systems . Menopause is not an ending. It is a new beginning.

The Mpowering Minds Women's Mental Health Summit 2026 @
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Systemic change, lasting
iImpact evolving with

Real change happens when systems evolve. Recognizing that women’s mental
health is shaped by social, cultural, and structural realities, this pillar emphasized the
urgent need for gender-responsive policies, inclusive data and equitable access to
care by calling on institutions, governments and communities to turn commitment
into lasting reform.

am——
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SWomen's mental health must move
from private struggle to public priority”

Dr Harbeen Arora

Dr Harbeen Arora called for women’s mental health to be
recognised as a global public health priority, shaped not
just by individuals, but by systems, policies, and societal
support structures.

She emphasised that mental well-being depends on “Women’s mental health is not

three pillars: Safety nets - Social support systems - an individual burden. It is a

Personal empowerment . o el W
societal responsibility.

The Global Mental Health Gap

of the global countries have adults in Australia of adults sleep less higher risk of
population faces a adopted Mental are MHFA-trained, than 7 hours, developing
gap in access to Health First Aid strengthening increasing the risk depression is linked
mental health (MHFA), with over 8 early intervention of anxiety to insomnia
treatment million people and support

Early intervention and accessible support systems significantly improve mental health outcomes.

What Global Models Show
Countries investing in systemic support see measurable improvements:

4 A Sweden operates 24/7 4 |uxembourg invested m Singapore’s national & MHFA programmes and

Y pp national helplines w»r 13% of its healthcare strategy has enabled L4 community mental
supporting ~50,000 budget in mental health, 60% of citizens to health teams are
women annually reducing depression actively seek mental improving early

rates significantly health support intervention worldwide

fhe Core Insight
Women's mental health is shaped by systems, healthcare,
workplaces, education, law enforcement, and social support.
When societies invest in accessible care, early intervention, and
supportive environments, mental health shifts from silent
struggle to shared responsibility.

India has begun progress through initiatives such as:

® Ayushman Bharat, providing mental health
coverage to vulnerable populations

» MHFA training programmes in universities
and communities

® Growing institutional and civil society efforts
to expand awareness and support

fKey Takeaway

“Power. Empower. Own Power.”

However, access, awareness and systemic Supporting women’s mental health is not only an individual need,
integration remain key priorities. it is essential to building healthier societies, stronger economies,
and more resilient futures.

The Mpowering Minds Women's Mental Health Summit 2026 @
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bition Is Only the Minimum Requirement
or Women to Become Leaders

Moderator Shobha Ratna in conversation with Sunita Wazir, Dr. Anju Bobby George, Padmini Sahoo

and Saloni Suri on women, ambition and leadership.

The story began at a dinner table in 1960s Madras.

Every evening, a mother asked her two daughters to write a
speech about what they would do if they were the president or
prime minister of a country. After dinner, the girls would stand up
and deliver their speeches, impersonating world leaders. Their
mother would declare a winner, who then signed a piece of
paper accepting herrole as “leader of the world” for the day.

That playful ritual helped shape the confidence of a young girl
who would go on to become Indra Nooyi, the first female CEO of
PepsiCo.

But even Nooyi, who later led one of the world’s most powerful
corporations, once admitted that leadership came with difficult
trade-offs.

“Being a stay-at-home mother is a full-time job. Being a CEO is
three jobsin one. How can you do justice to all of them?”

The anecdote set the tone for a conversation on women and
leadership at the Mpowering Minds Summit, moderated by
Shobha Ratna, Chief Human Resources Officer at Aditya Birla
Fashion and Retail Ltd.

Ratna pointed out that while conversations about gender
equality have become louder, the numbers tell a sobering story.

“Only 10 per cent of global CEOs and about 30 per cent of senior
management roles are held by women. In India, nearly half of
women step back from their careers because of work-life
challenges.”

For Sunita Wazir, Head of Transformation-Global Health &
Wellbeing at Hindustan Unilever Ltd, the struggle lies not just in
reaching leadership positions but in sustaining them.

“As women, we have to keep proving ourselves over and over
again.”

She described the constant negotiations women make every
day.

“What choices do | make? Do | care for my family or attend a work
meeting? Do | give up my sleep? What else do | need to give up?”

The issue, Wazir argued, is not a lack of resilience among women
but the systems that surround them.

“We need to move away from the narrative that resilience means
giving up everything we care about to be successful. Structurally,
workplaces are not designed to support women.”

The challenges of ambition are not limited to boardrooms.
Olympian Anju Bobby George shared how resistance followed
her long before she won medals.

When her mother enrolled her in athletics, relatives warned that
playing in the sun would darken her skin and make it harder for
her to find a husband. Later, when she began competing
internationally, she was criticised for wearing makeup and nail
polish.

But George refused to let those expectations define her.
“If I looked good, it boosted my confidence. To all the critics, my
answer was my jumps, my medals.”

For Padmini Sahoo, an IPS officer, scrutiny continues even after
women reach positions of authority.

“As a society, we should judge women by their merit and
performance, and not by their gender.”

While policies supporting women exist in many institutions, she
noted, the stigma around using them persists.

“My male counterparts certainly do not face the amount of
scrutiny that1do.”

Neuro coach and speaker Saloni Suri pointed to another
foundation of empowerment-financialindependence.

“The minute a woman understands money, she gets power.”

Economic autonomy, she explained, allows women to make
decisions about their own lives and futures.

As the discussion drew to a close, Ratna returned to the central
theme of the session.

“Ambition and well-being are not opposites. Women do not need
to become stronger-leadership systems need to become wiser.”

True leadership, she suggested, is not measured by authority,
but by how much easier we make the path for those who come
afterus.
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“These Conversations Must Become
Dinner-Table Conversations”

In a closing fireside chat moderated by Shweta Punj, Neerja Birla and
Prof Eamon McCrory explored how childhood, families and culture
shape mental health, and why real change begins at home.

As the Mpowering Minds Summit drew
to a close, the final session shifted the
conversation from awareness to
something deeper: how societies can
build truly inclusive mental health
systems. In a fireside conversation
moderated by Shweta Punj, Neerja Birla
and Professor Eamon McCrory reflected
on the forces that shape mental health
across a lifetime, from childhood
experiences and family environments to
societal expectations.

The discussion began with a simple
truth: acknowledging emotional
struggles is often harder than it seems.
Neerja Birla spoke candidly about how
many people struggle to admit when
they are not okay, not because they lack
the language, but because they have
been conditioned to suppress
vulnerability.

“Very often we don’t say we’re not
okay because we don’t want to accept
it ourselves,” she said.

In a world that often celebrates
resilience as silent endurance,
emotional honesty can feel risky. Neerja
Birla noted that many grow up believing
strength lies in pushing through
discomfort rather than acknowledging
it.

“We have been conditioned to believe
we must endure silently. That narrative
needs to change.”

Professor Eamon McCrory expanded
the conversation by explaining how
mental health is shaped long before
adulthood. Drawing from
developmental neuroscience, he noted
that early life experiences, both positive
and negative, leave lasting imprints on
how people understand themselves
and the world.

- Prof Eamon McCrory

Trauma, however, is not always
dramatic or visible. Often it forms
through quieter experiences: emotional
neglect, inconsistent care, or
environments where children feel
unseen.

“The words spoken to us, or the
warmth we never received, can stay
with us for alifetime.”

Despite these early influences, McCrory
emphasized the brain's remarkable
adaptability. Safe relationships,
empathy and emotional support can
reshape how individuals process past
experiences.

“What matters most for a child is
feeling safe, valued and understood,”
he said. “Trauma affects the brain, but
positive relationships reshape it too.”

As the discussion evolved, attention
turned to families, where many
protective relationships begin. Neerja
Birla stressed that cultural change
around mental health must start at
home.

“These conversations must
become dinner-table
conversations,” she said,
highlighting the need to normalize
discussions about feelings and
emotional wellbeing early in life.

She also pointed to the role of
gender expectations in shaping
emotional expression, emphasizing
the importance of raising boys with
empathy and emotional
awareness.

“If we raise our boys to
understand and respect these
realities, the next generation will
think differently”.

“Until the ecosystem changes, families,
and society, real transformation cannot
happen. Shweta, concluded

The conversation concluded that inclusive
mental health systems begin with cultural
change and spaces where saying “I'm not
okay” is seen not as weakness, but the
start of care.
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KEY THEMES emerging from the Summit ’
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-I Integrate Mental Health Strengthen Maternal
into Primary Healthcare Mental Health Support
Mental health support must become a routine part of primary Pregnancy and the postpartum period are critical for women'’s
healthcare. Integrating screening and early intervention into well-being. Expanding screening for postpartum depression,
maternal health programmes, community clinics and general counselling services and family education programmes can
healthcare systems can improve early detection, reduce stigma improve outcomes for both mothers and early childhood

and expand access to care. development.

Recognise Menopause as 4 Address Social Determinants
a Public Health Priority of Mental Health

Menopause affects milions of women yet remains under- Economic participation, caregiving responsibilities, gender

recognised. National health guidelines, workplace awareness inequality and social stigma significantly shape women’s

programmes and specialised healthcare services are needed to mental health. Policies supporting education, financial
ensure adequate support during this life stage. independence, workplace flexibility and gender equity can
strengthen emotional well-being.

Build Inclusive Mental
Health Systems

Healthcare systems must address the needs of diverse
communities, including transgender individuals, sexual
minorities and vulnerable populations. Inclusive systems
require trained professionals, culturally sensitive care models
and accessible services.

5 Expand Community
Based Support

Community networks play a crucial role in strengthening mental
health ecosystems. Peer support programmes, community
counselling and awareness initiatives can create safe spaces for
discussing emotional challenges and improve access to care.

Invest in Awareness
Strengthen Workplace 8 and Education

Mental Health Policies _ . :
Awareness and education must go beyond information to

Workplaces significantly influence adult mental health. Policies reflect the lived realities of women’s mental health. From

such as flexible work arrangements, caregiver support, mental internalised distress and normalised symptoms to the impact of

health resources and open leadership cultures can improve caregiving roles and life-stage transitions, building mental

well-being while strengthening workforce participation. health literacy can enable earlier recognition and more
empatheticresponses.

Strengthen Cross-Sector
Collaboration

Improving women’s mental health requires collaboration
between healthcare systems, policymakers, private sector
organisations and communities. Cross-sector partnerships can
expand access to services and support sustainable solutions.

Encourage Family
Conversations

Families shape emotional well-being. Open discussions about
mental health within homes can reduce stigma and build

resilience across generations.

The summit reinforced a key message: women’s mental health cannot remain a private
struggle-it must become a shared societal responsibility. Supporting women’s mental
health strengthens families, communities and societies, contributing to the broader vision of
Viksit Bharat by 2030.
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Media reach & sentiment

Positive Audience
Sentiment

Strong appreciation for the
Summit’'s focus on empowerment,
as a national priority.

300 Media Articles
Amplifying awareness about
women's mental health in India and
across the world.
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Healthy families build a strong
nation: Lakshmi Hebbalkar
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Healthy families build a healthy nation, and a
healthy natien creates a strong future, said
Karmataka Minister for Women and Child
Development Lakshmi Hebbalkar. She was
speaking after inaugurating the Mpowering Minds
2026 - Women's Mental Health Surnmit held at a
private hotel in Bengaluns on Friday.

Addressing the gathering, the Minister said healthy
women are the foundation of healthy families.
Congratulating Mpower for a decade of dedicated
service in the field of mental health, she noted that
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Digital engagement snapshot

350K+

Total Engagements

The summit generated strong
online conversations and audience
interest across digital platforms.

I travelled 10 Bengalum for one simple reasan: 1o be 0 a foom full of women
talking henestly about mental health.

That room was the MPowering Binds Women's Mental Health Summit, convened
by Meerja Birla and brought to life by the wonderful MPower team led by the
ever-anergetic Parvesn Shaikh.

Cir arganisations, MindForward Alllance and Mpower - An Initiative OF Aditya
Birla Educailon Trust have parinered to advance mental health glebally, Neerja
and | have long recognised each c1her as ambassadaors & women whose paths
cross through this work and the cocasional catch-up about life.

For me this time away has become a period exploring healing and roots. Sa
listening in that roem felt significant.

‘What became clearer was 1hat women's mental healih is insepasabie from
secietal health, shaped by the interplay between cur inner worlds, the positions
we aecupy, and the sacial and cultural Torces around us.

Ioved the cultural familiarity present through the day; the lighting of the diva,
the grace of the sarees, and the warmth of conversations between sesslons.
Differeat from the spaces | usually inhabit professionaly, yet completely in fune
with my awm stary,

1 aksa left me reflecting an something o se.

Too aften, Western moedels of mental health care are treated as the gold
standard, yet mary of those systems are clearly struggling.

Listening 1o the room, | Telt hoparul that other ways forward are not only
possible, but already present. Approaches drawing on embedded wisdom,
relational and human rather than purely chindcal.

25+ speakers shared perspectives, from government (eaders and clinicians to
activists and erfrepreneurs, showing the dopth of talent shaping women's
mental health camversations in India.

Lakshmi R. Hebbalkar, Karnataka’s \Women and Child Development Minister,
opened the day by reminding us that mental health iz not a side issue, itis a ife
sse.

Riksheda Syeda psychiatiist and psychotherapist, spoke with compassion
about pest-natal health and the importance of simply checking in with one
anothar.

Akkai Padmashall, India's mest couragecus vaices for transgender dignity and
Ineiusian, spoke about identity and belonging and the profound cost when
people are denied their place in society.

In conversation with Masaba Gupta we heard refreshing hongsty about amibitian,

wulnerability and the emational realities that aften sit behind public success.

Duru Shah ane of india's leading advocate for woman's midlife hazith, remindead
us that women's meantal health is also biological, shaped by hormonal ransitions
that remaln far toe rarely spoken about.

Aind Nearfa Birla, whose vision convenad the summii, capiured the systemic
chatlenge chearly: “Mental health demands systemic solutions, not just persenal
ones”

Acceptance. Action. Advocacy; the ideas that framed the summit, and fittingly
echoed In this year's international Women's Day theme: Glue to Gain,

Whien wormen give thelr stories and Knowledge, everyone gains.

300K+

Views

Content reached a wide audience
and drove significant visibility.
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High audience appreciation and
positive response to summit.

the.cool.therapist & 56m
Grateful to be part of the Women's
Mental Health Summit 2026

Thank you for inviting @adityabirlagrp
and @neera_birla ma'am — it was truly
an honour to be in a space so deeply
committed to empowering women.
Listening to powerful voices like
@masabagupta and witnessing the
initiative by the Aditya Birla Group
reaffirmed why this work matters so
mich.
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It felt wonderful to be a part of this very
impertant and meaningful summit. More
power to Neerja Birla and Mpower
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ditya Birla Education Trust, stands as a pioneering social enterprise dedicated to revolutionizing
o mental health. Since its founding eight years ago, Mpower has become a leading advocate for mental
areness, stigma reduction, and comprehensive care.

With over 200 trained professionals, Mpower impacts more than 180 million lives across multiple Indian cities including
Mumbai, Bengaluru, Kolkata, Pune, Pilani, Goa, Kalyan, and Hyderabad. The organization operates through five strategic
verticals:

Movement: Working to shift cultural perceptions and reduce stigma surrounding mental health through initiatives like World
Suicide Prevention Day events, World Mental Health Day activities, and awareness campaigns including art exhibitions and
marathons.

Clinical Care: Providing tiered mental health services through:

* The Centre: Making mental health accessible through offering holistic, world-class care in Mumbai, Bengaluru,
Kolkata, and New Delhi

e The Foundation: Delivering affordable support for underprivileged communities in Mumbai, Virar, and Kota

* The Cell: Addressing specific mental health needs at educational institutions including BITS Pilani, BITS Pilani
Hyderabad, BK Birla College, Kalyan, and ECBC University

Outreach: Driving awareness and capacity-building through IGNITE Programs for diverse target groups including educational
institutions, youth mental health initiatives, and corporate mental health champion programs.

Academia: Equipping students with essential skills through "Minds Matter" school curriculum incorporating mental health
literacy and building resilience.

Helpline: 24/7 mulltilingual mental health helpline and live chat support for callers.

Mpower's vision is to create a stigma-free world where individuals with mental health concerns can lead meaningful and
productive lives with respect and dignity. Through extensive public-private partnerships with organizations like the CISF,
Government of Maharashtra, Brihanmumbai Municipal Corporation, Maharashtra Police, Mumbai Police and several other
government agencies, Mpower remains committed to creating a supportive, stigma-free mental health landscape
across India.
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