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Global Mental Health: What is it?
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According to Patel & Prince (2010):

Global health is “an area for study, research and practice that 
places a priority on improving health and achieving equity in 
health for all people worldwide”. 

Global mental health is the application of these principles to 
the domain of mental ill-health. 
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Mental health is one of the most neglected areas of public 
health. 

Close to 1 billion people are living with a mental disorder, 
3 million people die every year from the harmful use of 
alcohol and one person dies every 40 seconds by 
suicide. 

And now, billions of people around the world have been 
affected by the COVID-19 pandemic, which is having a 
further impact on people’s mental health

Global Mental Health: Why is it 
important?
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Yet, relatively few people around the world have access 
to quality mental health services. 

In low- and middle-income countries, more than 75% of 
people with mental, neurological and substance use 
disorders receive no treatment for their condition at all. 

Furthermore, stigma, discrimination, punitive legislation 
and human rights abuses are still widespread.

Global Mental Health: Why is it 
important?
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The limited access to quality, affordable mental health 
care in the world before the pandemic, and particularly in 
humanitarian emergencies and conflict settings, has been 
further diminished due to COVID-19 as the pandemic has 
disrupted health services around the world.

Global Mental Health: Why is it 
important?
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Mental health conditions are increasing worldwide. There has been 
a 13% rise in mental health conditions and substance use disorders 
in the last decade. 

Mental health conditions now cause 1 in 5 years lived with disability. 

Around 20% of the world’s children and adolescents have a mental 
health condition, with suicide the second leading cause of death 
among 15-29-year-olds. 

Approximately one in five people in post-conflict settings have a 
mental health condition.

Global Mental Health: Why is it 
important?
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Mental health conditions can have a substantial effect on all 
areas of life, such as school or work performance, 
relationships with family and friends and ability to participate in 
the community. 

Two of the most common mental health conditions, depression 
and anxiety, cost the global economy US$ 1 trillion each year.

Despite these figures, the global median of government health 
expenditure that goes to mental health is less than 2%.

Global Mental Health: Why is it 
important?



Global Mental Health: 
Four key strategies
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• Document the enormous disparities in mental 
health in low and middle income countries

• Frame the disparity in terms of a treatment gap

• Highlight the priority to address this scenario

• Aim to identify, test, and scale-up evidence-based 
interventions to meet the treatment gap. 



Enough with the talk, let’s see some data 
& charts!

We’re epidemiologists in training, right?



How big is the mental health 
problem in the world?
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Disorder*

Share of global 
population with 

disorder
[dif across 
countries]

Number of people 
with the disorder

Share of 
males:females 
with disorder

Any mental health 
disorder

10.7% 792 million 9.3% males
11.9% females

Depression 3.4% 
[2-6%]

264 million 2.7% males
4.1% females

Anxiety disorders 3.8% 
[2.5-7%]

284 million 2.8% males
4.7% females

Bipolar disorders 0.6% 
[0.3-1.2%]

46 million 0.55% males
0.65% females

Eating disorders 0.2% 
[0.1-1%]

16 million 0.13% males
0.29% females

Schizophrenia 0.3% 
[0.2-0.4%]

20 million 0.26% males
0.25% females

Any mental or substance 
use disorder

13% 
[11-18%]

970 million 12.6% males
13.3% females

Alcohol use disorder 1.4% 
[0.5-5%]

107 million 2% males
0.8% females

Drug use disorder 0.9% 
[0.4-3.5%]

71 million 1.3% males
0.6% females

Source: WHO & Global Burden of Disease study

*Data until 2017



It’s a big problem, right?

But… with so many numbers it’s hard to 
visualize the real global mental health 
impact in the world… 
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Okay, but first let’s understand what we 
will see…
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A key strategy to better understand the impact of mental illness 
in a population is the disability-adjusted life year - DALY.
This is a measure of overall disease burden.
Traditionally, health liabilities were expressed using one 
measure, the expected or average number of Years of Life 
Lost -YLL. 
But this measure does not take the impact of disability into 
account, which can be expressed by: Years Lived with 
Disability -YLD.
And DALYs are calculated by taking the sum of these two 
components. In a formula: DALY = YLL + YLD.
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Now let’s look at mental illness 
impact on mortality
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Deaths from mental health and 
substance use disorders
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The direct death toll from mental health and substance use 
disorders is typically low. 

Direct deaths can result from eating disorders, which occur 
through malnutrition and related health complications, 
alcohol and substance use disorders.

Mental health disorders are also attributed to significant 
number of indirect deaths through suicide and self-harm. 

Suicide deaths are strongly linked — although not always 
attributed to — mental health disorders.
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Disorder
Pooled relative 

risk (95% CI)

Major depressive 
disorder

19.9 (9.5-41.7)

Anxiety disorder 2.7 (1.7-4.3)

Schizophrenia 12.6 (11.0-14.5)

Bipolar disorder 5.7 (2.6-12.4)

Anorexia nervosa 7.6 (2.2-25.6)

Alcohol dependence 9.8 (9.0-10.7)

Opioid dependence 6.9 (4.5-10.5)

Psychostimultant 
dependence

8.2 (3.9-16.9)

Source: Ferrari et al. (2015). The Burden Attributable to Mental and Substance Use Disorders as Risk Factors for Suicide: Findings from the Global Burden of Disease Study 2010. PLOS ONE. 

There are notable links between

specific types of mental health

disorders and suicide.
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Globally, close to 800,000 people die from 
suicide every year.

That’s one person every 40 seconds 
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Illicit drug use is responsible for over 
750,000 deaths per year

In 2017, 42% of all who died were younger 
than 50 years.
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Alcohol was responsible for 2.8 million premature deaths in 2017



Globally alcohol consumption causes 2.8 
million premature deaths per year.

74% of those who die are younger than 70 
years.



Inequality in the field of 
Global Mental Health

30



Mental health workforce per 100 000 population, by World Bank income 
group 

Source: WHO, Mental Health Atlas 2017
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The range between high-income and 
low-income countries on mental health 
expenditure per capita remains huge 

Mental health workforce per 100 000 population, by World Bank income 
group 

Source: WHO, Mental Health Atlas 2017



Mental health workforce per 100 000 population, by World Bank income 
group 

Huge gap between high-income and low-
income countries

Source: WHO, Mental Health Atlas 2017



Mental health workforce per 100 000 population, by World Bank income 
group 

Source: WHO, Mental Health Atlas 2017

The global median remains at 9 per 
100,000 population, or less than one 
mental health worker per 10,000 
population. 
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Psychiatrists per 100 000 population 2011, 2014 and 2017, by World Bank 
income group  

Source: WHO, Mental Health Atlas 2017
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Psychiatrists per 100 000 population 2011, 2014 and 2017, by World Bank 
income group  

Source: WHO, Mental Health Atlas 2017

The global median number of psychiatrists 
remains at approximately only one psychiatrist 
for every 100 000 population. 

High income countries have approximately 120 
times more psychiatrists than low income 
countries. 



37

Human Rights Violations &
Global Mental Health



Human Rights Violations
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All over the world people with mental disabilities 
experience a wide range of human rights violations.

In many countries people do not have access to basic 
mental health care and treatment they require. 

In others, the absence of community based mental health 
care means the only care available is in psychiatric 
institutions which are associated with gross human rights 
violations including inhuman and degrading treatment 
and living conditions.
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Human Rights Violations

Even outside the health care context, they are 
excluded from community life and denied basic rights 
such as shelter, food and clothing, and are 
discriminated against in the fields of employment, 
education and housing due to their mental disability. 



Time Cover Story: November 2003

This is NOT a new 
problem…



Brazil



Ukraine



India



Uganda



Mexico



And it’s not only a 
problem from LMICs…



The Global Mental Health Solution?
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Train and hire ordinary people

Lay health workers 
delivering group 
Interpersonal therapy 
for depression in rural 
Uganda

LGBTQ+ app offering 
crisis support for 
survivors of violence in 
Brazil, provided by 
trained LGBTQ+ 

Home health visitors 
using CBT to treat 
postnatal depression in 
rural Pakistan

Home visits to support 
women taking care of 
babies born with Zika-
related microcephaly in 
Brazil



Call for Action
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• To scale up the coverage of services for mental 
disorders in all countries, but especially in low and 
middle income countries.

• Based on two principles:
• an evidence-based package of services for core 

mental disorders and 
• strengthening the protection of the human rights 

of persons with mental disorders and their 
families. 



Impact on policy and practice
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“World Mental Health Day is an opportunity for the world to 
come together and begin redressing the historic neglect of 
mental health,”
“We are already seeing the consequences of the COVID-19 
pandemic on people’s mental well-being, and this is just the 
beginning. Unless we make serious commitments to scale 
up investment in mental health right now, the health, social 
and economic consequences will be far-reaching.”
Dr Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus, Director-General of the 
World Health Organization. 



The way forward?
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• Act early in the life course and the course of an 
emerging mental health problem to prevent mental 
disorders

• Scale up evidence based interventions for mental 
disorders through innovative approaches, such as 
task-sharing and use of digital technologies. 

• Support and empower persons with mental 
disorders to become effective advocates and 
engage with mental health care
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Thank You

Monica Malta, PhD

Pronouns: She/her

email: monica.malta@utoronto.ca

@MonicaMalta7

mailto:monica.malta@utoronto.ca

