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Significance:

The growing global burden of mental health conditions, especially among young people, requires a scientific population-based approach to research, policy and practice. This Invited Commentary introduces the nascent field of public mental health, its methods and aspirations.







Why public mental health?
According to the latest World Health Organization (WHO) estimates, over 1 billion people are currently living with a mental health condition, most commonly depression and anxiety.1 This burden is reported to be growing, especially among adolescents and young adults. The age-standardised years of life lived with disability (YLD) due to depression and anxiety among 10–24-year-olds increased significantly between 1990 and 2021, with an average annual increase of 3.94% for depression (95% confidence interval (CI): 3.58–4.31) and 2.30% for anxiety (95%CI: 2.00–2.61).2

At the other end of the life course, there are currently 57 million people living with dementia worldwide, and with rapidly ageing populations, this figure is expected to double every 20 years, reaching 139 million by 2050.3

The mental health of populations is complex and determined by interacting social, economic, psychological and genetic factors.4 A large systematic review of 286 reviews, conducted as part of the Lancet Commission on global mental health and sustainable development in 2018, documented the manner in which the mental health of populations is shaped by social determinants in demographic, economic, neighbourhood, environmental events and socio-cultural domains.5 Mental health is compromised by combinations of disadvantaged socio-economic position and more severe and frequent adverse life events, particularly at key developmental stages in the life course.

Encouragingly, we now know more than ever before about what works for treatment, prevention and promotion interventions – in short, what interventions are needed to maximise the resilience of individuals and their communities. For example, there is now a robust evidence base for effective psychological treatments for depression and anxiety in diverse cultures, including those delivered by non-specialist health providers, using affordable task-sharing models of care.6 School-based interventions are increasingly being shown to be effective in preventing adolescent depression and anxiety and promoting mental health.7 There is also emerging evidence that social and economic interventions, for example poverty reduction strategies like cash transfers, can yield significant mental health benefits.8

Yet, despite the enormous scale of the challenge, and the growing evidence of cost-effective interventions, policy and planning for mental health has historically been haphazard. There are strikingly few examples of evidence-based scientific approaches to planning for the mental health needs of populations.9 In addition, among those countries that have developed evidence-based policies and plans, very few have allocated sufficient resources to implement them effectively at scale.10 There is an urgent need for greater policy priority to be given to mental health, as both a means and an end of social and economic development.
What is public mental health?
Public mental health is that aspect of mental health whose unit of analysis is a population or a community rather than an individual or patient, and whose field of investigation and action includes the promotion of mental health, the measurement and prevention of mental health conditions, and the fostering of equity, efficiency and effectiveness in the provision of mental health care. Public mental health seeks to broaden the historical focus of the disciplines of psychiatry and psychology from the individual to the community within which that individual is located.

Consider a common scenario in South African primary care clinics: a nurse is consulting an adult woman who is being treated for HIV and describes symptoms of depression and anxiety. A public mental health approach is interested in understanding and improving the care systems within which that woman is located. Key public mental health questions include: what is the help-seeking pathway that brought this woman to the clinic? What explanatory model does she use to understand her symptoms? How are mental health care services organised in the district in which she is located, and what are the available referral pathways? More broadly, what are the social and economic determinants of mental health in this community, and how do adversities like poverty, violence, unemployment and food insecurity contribute to the development or maintenance of depression and anxiety? And finally, how can we work collaboratively to strengthen care systems and address social determinants to improve the mental health of this woman and many millions like her?

There are two principles that underpin this population-based approach to mental health. First, public mental health uses evidence from research to understand and solve complex challenges. As a scientific discipline, public mental health draws on many of the tools of public health, including epidemiology, health economics, evidence synthesis (through systematic reviews and meta-analysis) and intervention design and evaluation, including randomised controlled trials, implementation science and systems strengthening. The mental health of populations requires an interdisciplinary approach to address the complex social determinants of mental health, including qualitative and quantitative research methods.

 Second, public mental health requires engagement with the political, economic and ethical choices underlying mental health care. It is therefore also a field of action. Public mental health involves strong policy engagement and advocacy, with the goal of protecting and upholding human rights, especially of people living with mental health conditions. This increasingly involves active leadership and participation by people with lived experience of mental health conditions. The phrase ʽnothing about us without us’ has been a rallying cry for disability movements around the world and is now widely used in the conduct of public mental policy and research. For example, in the policy domain, people with lived experience have recently taken an active role in presentations to the 2025 United Nations high level meeting on non-communicable diseases and mental health. A key target of these campaigns is the reduction of stigma and discrimination against people living with mental health conditions.
How can we improve the mental health of populations?
How can the emerging discipline of public mental health contribute to improving the mental health of populations? Based on work in which I have been engaged for the last 28 years, several potential strategies stand out.

First, it is vital that evidence-based interventions are delivered at scale to populations in need. Too often, evidence from randomised controlled trials does not make it into the decision-making processes of ministries of health, education, or social development, or indeed into private sector companies.9 Partnerships between researchers, people with lived experience of mental health conditions, and policymakers, planners and service providers in public and private sectors are vital to strengthen the pipeline from research to practice. Scaling up mental health services requires not only horizontal scale-up, which refers to increases in coverage or geographical reach of programmes, but also vertical scale-up, which refers to the institutions, infrastructure, supervision and financing mechanisms that are required to take large programmes to scale. Partnerships between diverse stakeholders to strengthen both horizontal and vertical scale-up are essential.

Second, it is important that countries adopt a ‘whole-of-society’ approach to policy and planning for mental health.11 Mental health is everybody’s business in the sense that it has a bearing on employment, education, criminal justice, workplace productivity and general health. The latest WHO guidance on mental health policy spells out in detail the respective mental health roles of diverse government sectors, including arts, sport and culture; defence and veterans; education; employment; environment, conservation and climate protection; health; criminal justice; social protection; and rural and urban development.12 One of the challenges of financing mental health interventions at scale for large populations is what Knapp and Wong describe as “diagonal accounting”.13  This refers to the phenomenon of mental health investments in one sector only yielding returns on investment in another sector at some point in the future. For example, treatment of perinatal depression among women (a health sector investment) may yield improvements in subsequent child development, including school enrolment and academic attainment (an education sector return on investment) at some point in the future. For this reason, it is essential to establish intersectoral planning and collaboration for mental health, to maximise the coordination of services and to potentiate economic returns and incentivise investment in mental health, particularly in the long term.

Third, services need to be implemented at local level to pilot test models that can be taken to scale nationally. This requires collaborative development, including a wide range of local stakeholders such as people with lived experience of mental health conditions, their families, civil society organisations, healthcare workers and government agencies. As an example, in the PRIME study, we worked in five low- and middle-income countries (Ethiopia, India, Nepal, South Africa and Uganda) from 2011 to 2019.14 In partnership with ministries of health, we established district demonstration sites (one in each country). We then worked with local stakeholders in the district health management teams and other non-governmental organisations to conduct a local situation analysis of mental health in the district, targeting the needs of people living with psychosis, epilepsy, depression and alcohol use disorders. Subsequently, we went about developing and implementing a district mental health care plan in each site over a 3-year period, evaluating the implementation using a variety of study designs. Despite many challenges, we were able to show improvements in treatment access and recovery rates at most sites.15-18 Importantly, we developed collaborative planning and evaluation tools, such as theory of change methods, which can be used to develop and implement district mental health plans in other settings.19 Subsequently, lessons from PRIME have informed national policies and plans in Ethiopia, Nepal and South Africa. We have also implemented this approach in district demonstration sites in Ghana.20 District planning approaches therefore offer a scalable unit for broader national level programmes, and greater substantial population impact.

Fourth, and finally, it is important to make the economic case for investing in mental health care. This strategy is based on evidence that providing care to people with mental health conditions can improve their capacity to participate in and contribute to national economies. This was initially demonstrated in a 2016 study, which showed that the global return on investment for scaling up treatments for depression and anxiety in working age adults amounted to between USD2.3 and USD5.7 for every USD1.0 invested over the 15-year time horizon of the Sustainable Development Goals.21 More recently, we were commissioned by the National Treasury and the Department of Health in South Africa to conduct a national investment case for mental health. This has now been published22 and demonstrates that, for every dollar invested in care for adult depression and perinatal depression, there is a USD4.0 to USD4.7 return on investment over a 15-year period, largely due to improvements in labour market participation. Importantly, the cost of inaction is high: failing to address the needs of people with mental, neurological and substance use conditions is estimated to cost South Africa 4% of GDP in lost productivity per year. 

To conclude, public mental health approaches offer promise for both generating evidence and translating that evidence into policy and practice. In a time of daunting threats to population mental health posed by conflict, political polarisation and climate change, perhaps more than ever before, we need scientifically informed methods that are committed to principles of equity, inclusion and social justice.
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