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INTRODUCTION

Mental health has long occupied an ambivalent position
within global health agendas. Despite decades of advocacy
and accumulating evidence demonstrating its centrality to
population health, mental health remains chronically
underprioritised in policy, financing and service delivery.
This marginalisation persists even as mental disorders
constitute one of the leading causes of disability
worldwide and exert profound social and economic
consequences. The current moment represents a critical
juncture: global mental health faces escalating demand,
widening inequities and persistent structural barriers that
demand a coordinated and transformative response.

Global Burden of Mental Disorders

Mental disorders, including depressive disorders,
anxiety disorders, bipolar disorder, schizophrenia and
substance use disorders, collectively account for a
substantial proportion of the global burden of disease. The
World Health Organization (WHO) estimates that more
than one billion people worldwide live with a mental
health condition, the majority of whom do not receive
appropriate care [1,2]. Data from the Global Burden of
Disease (GBD) Study demonstrate that mental disorders
are among the leading contributors to years lived with
disability (YLDs) across all regions, age groups and income
settings, underscoring their pervasive and enduring impact
on health-related quality of life [3].

Inequalities and Social Determinants

Importantly, the burden of mental ill-health is not evenly
distributed. Social determinants such as poverty, gender
inequality, conflict, displacement, exposure to violence and
limited access to education and employment significantly
shape both risk and outcomes. Mental health conditions
are thus both a cause and a consequence of social inequity,
reinforcing cycles of disadvantage that are particularly

pronounced in low- and middle-income countries (LMICs).
Yet it is precisely in these settings that mental health
systems are weakest, most fragmented and least resourced.

Impact of the COVID-19 Pandemic

The COVID-19 pandemic served as a global stress test
for mental health systems, exposing longstanding
vulnerabilities while simultaneously amplifying demand.
In 2022, the WHO reported a 25% increase in the global
prevalence of anxiety and depressive disorders during the
first year of the pandemic [4]. This rise was driven by a
confluence of factors, including social isolation,
bereavement, economic insecurity, disruption of education
and health services, and heightened uncertainty. Evidence
suggests that women, young people and individuals
already facing social or economic marginalisation
experienced disproportionate mental health impacts,
further widening existing inequalities [4,5].

Systemic Gaps in Mental Health Care

Despite the scale and wurgency of need, national
responses remain inadequate. The WHO Mental Health
Atlas 2020 highlights profound disparities in mental health
financing, workforce capacity and service availability
across countries [6]. In many settings, mental health
expenditure accounts for less than 2% of total health
budgets, with a disproportionate share allocated to large
psychiatric institutions rather than community-based and
preventive services [6]. Workforce shortages are
particularly acute: in some low-income countries, there are
fewer than one mental health professional per 100,000
population, rendering meaningful access to care
unattainable for large segments of the population.

Societal and Economic Consequences

The consequences of these systemic failures extend
beyond individual suffering. Untreated mental illness is
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associated with reduced educational attainment,
diminished labour market participation, increased risk of
physical comorbidity and premature mortality. At the
societal level, poor mental health contributes to lost
productivity, increased healthcare costs and substantial
economic losses. Conversely, a growing body of evidence
demonstrates that investment in mental health yields
significant social and economic returns. Cost-effective
interventions — including brief psychological therapies,
pharmacological treatments for severe mental illness, and
task-sharing models that train non-specialist providers —
can be delivered at scale and integrated into primary
health care with demonstrable benefits [1,5].

The Need for System-Level Transformation

Over the past decade, global mental health discourse has
increasingly emphasised the need for system-level
transformation. Key priorities include the integration of
mental health into universal health coverage,
decentralisation of services away from institutional
models, expansion of community-based and culturally
appropriate care, and the protection of human rights for
people living with mental illness. The WHO’s World
Mental Health Report articulates a comprehensive
framework for reform, calling for a shift from custodial
care to person-centred, recovery-oriented and rights-based
mental health systems [1].

Implementation Challenges and Emerging Risks

Nevertheless, progress remains uneven and fragile.
While some countries have adopted national mental health
strategies and expanded access to psychosocial services,
implementation gaps persist due to insufficient funding,
limited governance capacity and weak accountability
mechanisms. Moreover, technological innovations such as
digital mental health tools — though promising — risk
exacerbating inequities if deployed without attention to
accessibility, regulation and integration within public
health systems.
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CONCLUSION

Ultimately, the global mental health challenge is not one
of insufficient knowledge, but of political will and
prioritisation. The evidence base for effective and
affordable interventions is robust; the ethical case for
action is compelling. What is required now is sustained
commitment from governments, international
organisations and donors to elevate mental health to its
rightful place within global health and development
agendas [6].

Mental health must be recognised as a foundational
pillar of health, wellbeing and social sustainability. Failure
to act will perpetuate avoidable suffering and deepen
global inequities. Meaningful reform, by contrast, offers an
opportunity not only to reduce the burden of mental
illness, but to advance broader goals of social justice,
economic resilience and human development. The question
is no longer whether transformation is possible, but
whether the global community is willing to act with the
urgency and scale that the evidence demands [1].
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