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Executive Summary
The scale of the challenge — four key global indicators.

GLOBAL 
PREVALENCE

970M
People living with a 
mental or substance 
use disorder 
worldwide

DEPRESSION

280M
People affected by 
depression globally 
— the leading cause 
of disability

ANXIETY

301M
People with anxiety 
disorders — the most 
prevalent mental 
health condition

SUICIDE

703K
Deaths by suicide each 
year — 77% occur in 
low- and middle-
income countries

PURPOSE OF THIS ANALYSIS

Compare mental health trends 
across Western and Eastern 
societies

Identify cultural, economic, and 
systemic factors shaping 
wellbeing

Highlight evidence-based  
recommendations

for policy and practice
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Global Mental Health Overview
Definition, prevalence, and regional patterns.

WHO DEFINITION

"Mental health is a state of mental 
well-being that enables people to cope with the 
stresses of life, realise their abilities, learn 
well and work well, and contribute to their 
community."

World Health Organization, 2022

1 in 8 People worldwide live with a mental 
disorder — approximately 970 million

1 in 6 Years lived with disability globally are 
attributed to mental disorders

75%+
Treatment gap in low-income countries 
— most who need help receive none

80% Of those affected live in low- and 
middle-income countries — a stark 
equity gap
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Depression — A Cross-Cultural Comparison
Reported prevalence rates (% of population) — selected countries.

Western Eastern

United States 8.3%

United 
Kingdom

7.8%

Australia 5.9%

Japan 7.9%

South Korea 6.7%

China 2.1%

01. Diagnosis Rates

Higher reported rates in the West 
reflect greater diagnostic 
infrastructure and reduced stigma 
around disclosure.

02. Treatment Access

43% of those with depression in 
high-income countries receive 
treatment, versus 9% in low-income 
nations.

03. Cultural Influences

Stigma and concepts such as "face" 
in many Eastern societies suppress 
self-reporting and help-seeking 
behaviour. 04
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Anxiety Disorders — Population Breakdown
301 million people affected globally — the most common mental health condition.

BY AGE GROUP

Adults (18+) 3.6%

Global prevalence; higher in 

Western nations

Adolescents (10–19) 6.5%

Rising sharply across both regions 

post-pandemic

Youth anxiety has increased 

20% since 2010 globally, with 

social media identified as a 

key contributing factor.

BY GENDER

Women 5.1%

Women are 1.7× more likely to be 

diagnosed with anxiety

Men 3.0%

Men are significantly less likely to 

seek help in both regions

Gender gap is narrower in 

Eastern societies where male 

emotional stoicism is deeply 

embedded in cultural norms.

REGIONAL CONTEXT

Western

Higher reported rates; social 

isolation and performance culture 

are key drivers. USA has among 

the highest anxiety prevalence 

globally.

Eastern

Lower reported rates — likely 

underreported. Academic 

pressure and social conformity 

drive high rates of unexpressed 

anxiety, particularly in East Asia.
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Suicide — Trends and Risk Factors
Deaths per 100,000 population — selected countries (OECD data, latest available).

South Korea 25.2

Japan 15.4

United States 14.2

United 
Kingdom

10.7

Germany 9.1

China 8.1

KEY RISK FACTORS

01 Social isolation and acute 
loneliness

02 Extreme academic and 
workplace pressure

03 Economic insecurity and 
unemployment

04 Barriers to mental healthcare 
access

05 Previous suicide attempts or 
self-harm
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Youth Mental Health — Diverging Pressures
Different stressors, shared vulnerability — the adolescent mental health crisis is global.

Western Societies

Social Media and Digital Comparison

Heavy platform use drives social comparison, body 
image anxiety, and fear of missing out among 
young people.

Rising Loneliness

Despite digital connection, many Western youth 
report acute loneliness and lack of meaningful 
in-person bonds.

Eastern Societies

Extreme Academic Competition

Gaokao, CSAT, and university entrance exams 
create peak national anxiety events with life-
determining pressure.

Family Expectations and Duty

High parental expectations tied to family honor 
create chronic stress and suppress authentic 
emotional expression.
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Youth Mental Health — Diverging Pressures
Different stressors, shared vulnerability — the adolescent mental health crisis is global.

Western Societies

Identity Pressure

Navigating gender, racial, and cultural identity in 
polarised societies creates significant 
psychological burden.

Reduced Face-to-Face Contact

Screens replacing in-person socialisation reduces 
resilience-building experiences during key 
developmental stages.

Eastern Societies

Competitive Education Systems

High-stakes ranking systems from an early age 
create sustained performance anxiety through 
adolescence and beyond.

Limited Space for Individual Expression

Conformity norms and collectivist values can limit 
personal identity development, increasing 
internalised distress.
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Technology and Social Media
A double-edged influence — access to support, and exposure to harm.

SCREEN TIME

7+
Average daily hours of 
screen time for 
teenagers globally — 
linked to  
increased rates of 
anxiety and 
depression.

ONLINE GAMING

3%
Of gamers globally 
meet criteria for 
gaming disorder — 
with notably higher 
rates in East Asia 
where internet cafes 
and esports culture 
intensify usage.

CYBERBULLYING

1 in 3
Young people have 
experienced online 
harassment — directly 
linked to self-harm 
and suicidal ideation 
across all regions 
studied.

SLEEP DISRUPTION

40%
More sleep problems 
reported in heavy 
device users before 
bed — chronic sleep 
deprivation is a 
primary driver of 
mental health 
deterioration.

Key finding
The relationship between technology and mental health is not simply negative — digital tools 
also enable access to therapy, peer support, and mental health resources in under-served 
communities.
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Family and Community Structures
How social infrastructure shapes mental health — protective factors and constraints.

Western

Greater Individual Autonomy

Independence is culturally prized. Leaving home early 

reduces immediate family burden but also diminishes daily 

support structures.

Smaller, Nuclear Households

Single-person and two-parent households dominate. Lower 

household density correlates with higher reported 

loneliness.

Eastern

Strong Family Involvement

Family members play an active role in major life decisions, 

offering stability and belonging — but sometimes 

constraining personal autonomy.

Multi-Generational Households

Living with grandparents is common across South and East 

Asia, providing emotional buffers — particularly for children 

and the elderly.
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Family and Community Structures
How social infrastructure shapes mental health — protective factors and constraints.

Western

Community-Led Support Networks

Formal peer support, community centres, and NGOs often 

fill the gap left by smaller families — but coverage is uneven.

Rising Loneliness Epidemic

The UK appointed a Minister for Loneliness in 2018. 
Surveys show that 22–33% of adults in Western 
nations report loneliness regularly.

Eastern

Filial Piety and Emotional Expression

Respect for elders fosters cohesion but can suppress open 

discussion of personal mental health struggles within the 

home.

Community as Protective Factor

Tight community bonds and religious institutions provide 

resilience — particularly valuable in populations with limited 

formal mental health services.
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Workplace Mental Health
Burnout, working culture, and the cost of neglect — global patterns.

BURNOUT

76%
Of workers report experiencing burnout at least 
sometimes. Japan coined the term “karoshi" (death by 
overwork) — still a documented phenomenon.

WORKING HOURS

1,901
South Korea / yr

1,644
Japan / yr

1,349
Germany / yr

OECD 2022 — longest working hours correlate with 
highest burnout and depression rates at national level.

JOB SATISFACTION

High
Nordic countries

Low
East Asia

Western Europe consistently leads in employee 
satisfaction; South Korea and Japan report among the 
lowest in OECD Better Life surveys.

WORK-LIFE BALANCE

Nordic Region Highest ranked

East Asia Consistently lowest

OECD Better Life Index 2023 — work-life balance is the 
strongest single predictor of workforce mental wellbeing.
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Healthcare Access — A Stark Divide
Mental health system capacity varies dramatically between and within regions.

METRIC WESTERN AVERAGE EASTERN AVERAGE GAP

Mental Health 
Professionals

per 100,000 population

12.6 2.7 4.7× less

Insurance Coverage
mental health included

~70% ~40% 30 pts

Average Wait Time
first specialist appointment

3–6 wks 2–12 mo Significant

Annual Cost per Person $850–2,500 $180–500 Varies widely

Note: Significant variation exists within each region. Figures are indicative averages based on OECD and WHO data.

out-of-pocket estimate
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Economic Factors
Structural economic conditions are among the strongest predictors of population mental health.

COST OF LIVING

Housing
Unaffordable housing in 
Western cities (London, 
NYC, Sydney) is a growing 
source of chronic stress. 
Rapid urbanisation drives 
similar pressures in Tokyo, 
Seoul, and Shanghai.

INCOME INEQUALITY

Gini > 0.35
A Gini coefficient above 
0.35 correlates with twice 
the rate of mental 
disorders in a population. 
High inequality is 
associated with social 
comparison, shame, and 
chronic stress.

UNEMPLOYMENT

+0.79%
HOUSING SECURITY

Global
Housing insecurity is one 
of the strongest predictors 
of mental health 
deterioration. 
Homelessness rates 
correlate with acute 
psychiatric need in both 
Western cities and rapidly 
urbanising Eastern nations.

WHO estimate
Every $1 invested in scaling up mental health treatment yields a $4 return in improved 
health and productivity globally.

Each 1% in national 
unemployment is  
associated with a 0.79% 
rise in suicide rates (OCED). 
Job loss is one of the 
highest-impact life events 
for mental health across all 
cultures.
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Education Pressure
Schools are both a source of stress and the most accessible platform for early intervention.

SCHOOL STRESS

74%
South Korea

68%
Singapore

61%
United States

Students reporting high academic stress. Performance 
pressure begins earlier in Eastern systems, but is rising 
sharply in the West.

UNIVERSITY ADMISSIONS

Gaokao. CSAT. A-Levels. SAT.
High-stakes national entrance exams create annual peak 
anxiety events. China's gaokao determines future 
prospects for 12 million students annually. South Korea 
records suicide spikes around CSAT results.

EXAM CULTURE
High-stakes exams at critical life stages correlate with 
clinically significant depression spikes. PISA-participating 
nations consistently report higher rates of youth anxiety 
than non-participating ones. Rote learning cultures limit 
coping skill development.

STUDENT WELLBEING

35%
Of college students globally report clinically significant 
anxiety disorders. University entry is a high-risk transition 
period across all regions — the first semester is identified 
as particularly vulnerable.
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Lifestyle Comparison
Daily habits that directly influence mental health outcomes — Western vs Eastern patterns.

WESTERN AVERAGE EASTERN AVERAGE KEY INSIGHT

Sleep
hrs / night

6.8 6.5
Both fall short of the recommended 7–9 
hrs. East Asian urban workers average less 
than 7 hrs — driven by overwork culture.

Exercise

days / week meeting 
WHO guidelines

2.3 2.1

Exercise is among the most evidence-
based mental health interventions. Both 
regions fall below WHO recommendations 
of 5 days.

Diet Quality

adherence to healthy 
patterns

Moderate Moderate+

Traditional Eastern diets (Japan, 
Mediterranean-adjacent Middle East) show 
better gut-brain axis health. Western ultra-
processed food consumption is rising in 
East Asia.
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Regional Strengths
Neither model is complete — both have lessons to offer the other.

WESTERN STRENGTHS

Higher public awareness and 
reduced stigma around seeking 
help

Better access to treatment 
infrastructure in many countries

Established workplace mental 
health initiatives and legal 
frameworks

EASTERN STRENGTHS

Strong family and community 
support networks as natural buffers

Community cohesion and sense of 
collective purpose and belonging

Respect for elders and 
intergenerational bonds provide 
social continuity
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Regional Challenges
Neither model is complete — both have lessons to offer the other.

WESTERN CHALLENGES

Rising loneliness and social 
fragmentation in urban centres

Digital dependence, screen fatigue, 
and misinformation exposure

Workforce burnout and work-life 
boundary erosion

EASTERN CHALLENGES

Persistent stigma around mental 
illness and help-seeking

Intense academic and workplace 
pressure with limited relief

Long working hours and limited 
right-to-disconnect protections

18

MENTAL HEALTH / 2026 /  ZOOTOM



What Each Region Can Learn
Cross-cultural exchange as a pathway to more resilient mental health systems.

WESTERN REGIONS CAN ADOPT

01 Moderated digital exposure

Structured digital-free time and 
intentional offline social practices, inspired by 
community gathering traditions in many 
Eastern cultures.

02 Intergenerational connection

Institutional co-location of older adults and 
youth — nurseries, schools, and care homes 
sharing space — reduces isolation at both 
ends of the age spectrum.

EASTERN REGIONS CAN ADOPT

01 Open mental health dialogue
Normalise seeking help through public 
awareness campaigns, celebrity advocacy, and 
curriculum-integrated mental health literacy.

02 Early intervention programmes

School-based counsellors, universal mental 
health screening at key transitions, and teacher 
training in mental health first aid.

Central insight The optimal model integrates Eastern community cohesion and family resilience with 
Western clinical infrastructure and open mental health discourse.
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Future Trends in Mental Health
Emerging technologies and models reshaping global mental healthcare delivery.

01 AI-Assisted Therapy
LLM-powered conversational tools address the global therapist shortage. 
Already deployed in the NHS and Asian health systems — effectiveness 
comparable to self-guided CBT.

400M+
Mental health app 
users globally in 
2025

02 Remote Counselling and Telehealth
Mental health telehealth expanded 38-fold post-pandemic and held. 
Particularly transformative in rural Asia and Africa where geography and 
stigma blocked in-person care.

38×
Growth in tele 
health use 
since 2019

03 Wearable Mental Health Monitoring
Continuous biometric data — HRV, sleep, cortisol proxies — enables passive 
mood-episode detection. EHR integration drives proactive outreach. Rapid 
adoption in Japan and South Korea.

Early
Intervention. 
Passive detection. 
Proactive care.
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Evidence-Based Recommendations
A five-pillar framework applicable across both Western and Eastern contexts.

01 Governments
Fund community mental 
health services and close 
the specialist gap

Update legislation to 
protect mental health 
rights at work and in  
healthcare

Lead national campaigns to 
tackle stigma and normalise 
help-seeking

02 Schools

Integrate mental health 
literacy into the core 
curriculum from primary 
level

Train all teachers in 
mental health first aid 
and early identification

Reduce high-stakes exam 
dependency; measure 
wellbeing alongside 
attainment

03 Families
Promote open emotional 
dialogue and build 
household psychological 
safety

Model healthy digital 
habits, sleep, and social 
connection

Seek support early — reduce 
pressure on children to 
perform over their wellbeing
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Evidence-Based Recommendations
A five-pillar framework applicable across both Western and Eastern contexts.

03 Employers
Implement wellbeing 
programmes with 
measurable outcomes, not 
just policies

Enforce working-hour 
limits and right-to-
disconnect frameworks

Destigmatise mental 
health leave — treat 
it identically to 
physical illness

04 Healthcare

Expand training pipelines 
for mental health  
professionals to address 
the global gap

Integrate mental health 
screening into primary 
care as a universal 
standard

Leverage telehealth and AI 
tools to extend reach into 
under-served communities
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Key Takeaways
Six conclusions from the comparative analysis.

01 Mental health challenges exist across all 
regions — no society is immune to the burden 
of mental illness.

02 Culture fundamentally shapes how distress is 
expressed, recognised, and treated — one-size 
approaches fail.

03 Technology amplifies both access to support 
and exposure to harm — policy must manage 
both dimensions.

04 Strong social support systems — family, 
community, or institutional — are the most 
reliable buffers against mental illness.

05 Early intervention is consistently more 
effective and cost-efficient than late-stage 
treatment — invest upstream.

06 Cross-cultural learning offers the most 
promising path forward — the best mental 
health system has not yet been built.
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