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THE PANDEMIC HAS TOUCHED ON 
EVERY ASPECT OF PEOPLE’S WELL-

BEING, EXPOSED PRE-EXISTING 
VULNERABILITIES, AND CREATED 

NEW ONES



Source: OECD (2021), COVID-19 and Well-being: Life in the Pandemic, OECD Publishing, Paris, https://doi.org/10.1787/1e1ecb53-en

Average household disposable income increased by 2.9%

between 2019 and 2020, but 31% of people in 25 OECD

countries faced financial difficulties at the end of 2020.

Unemployment rose 1.7 percentage points from 2019-20,

while labour underutilisation doubled from Q1-Q2 2020, and

14% of workers felt “likely” to lose their jobs within 3 months.

Excess mortality averaged 16%; by 0.6 years; and more than

a quarter life expectancy fell of people in 15 OECD countries

were at risk for anxiety or depression by late 2020.

1 in 3 people were too exhausted to do necessary household

chores. Those teleworking were less tired and spent more time

with family, but work was more likely to seep into personal life.

1 in 5 people in 22 European OECD countries felt lonely most

or all of the time in early 2021, up from 1 in 7 in the first months

of the pandemic.

Trust in both others and institutions were important resilience

factors, but by Feb-May 2021, a majority of adults in 12 OECD

countries found society "more divided now" than pre-COVID.
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In the first year of the pandemic across the OECD on average …

The pandemic has impacted all aspects of our daily lives

https://doi.org/10.1787/1e1ecb53-en


Mental health deteriorated for everyone …
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… and deprivations often overlap with one another

Source: OECD (2021), COVID-19 and Well-being: Life in the Pandemic, OECD Publishing, Paris, https://doi.org/10.1787/1e1ecb53-en

People in precarious financial and work situations, the young and those living without a partner felt loneliest

Share of people feeling lonely most or all of the time in the past two weeks, by population group, OECD 22, Feb-Mar 2021
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THE NEED FOR AN INTEGRATED 
APPROACH TO THE PROMOTION OF 

POPULATION MENTAL HEALTH
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Mental health and well-being: 
Towards an integrated policy approach

BETTER DATA FOR PREVENTION & PROMOTION

How can we improve the quality and availability of 

comparable data on population-wide mental health 

status?

WELL-BEING RISK AND RESILIENCE FACTORS

What are the interlinkages between mental health 

and people’s economic, social, environmental and 

relational realities?

INTEGRATED APPROACHES

What are lessons learned from well-being policy 

approaches to population mental health?  

Project components
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OECD Well-being 

Framework

OECD (2020) How’s Life? 2020: Measuring Well-

being, OECD Publishing, Paris

https://doi.org/10.1787/23089679

www.oecd.org/howslife

Focuses on:

• people rather than (just) the 

economic system

• outcomes (for current well-

being) and long-term 

resources (for future well-

being) 

• both averages and 

inequalities

• both objective and 

subjective aspects

• well-being both today and 

tomorrow

https://doi.org/10.1787/23089679
http://www.oecd.org/howslife


1. WHAT IS MENTAL HEALTH? 

HOW CAN WE COLLECT BETTER 
DATA FOR PREVENTION AND 

PROMOTION?



© OECD |

How we conceptualise mental health affects how we measure it, and 

ultimately what policies we choose to prioritise
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OECD countries broadly adopt this conceptualization, but 

opportunities to improve harmonization remain

• all OECD countries already collect some data on mental ill-health and 
positive mental health

• key to keep up the momentum of high-frequency surveys seen during the 
pandemic

• some aspects of mental health are more frequently measured than others 
– e.g., risk for depression and/or anxiety

• and often measurement approaches to these aspects are not harmonized 
(e.g., affect, anxiety)

→ OECD recommendations on mental health tools



2. HOW DOES MENTAL HEALTH 
RELATE TO PEOPLE’S ECONOMIC, 

SOCIAL, ENVIRONMENTAL AND 
RELATIONAL REALITIES?

WHAT DOES THIS MEAN FOR 
POLICY?



People at risk of mental distress fare worse across all aspects of well-being

for those at risk for mental 
distress, those not at risk 

& overall population average
OECD 26, 2013 & 2018
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https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/microdata/european-union-statistics-on-income-and-living-conditions


● Increased 

carbon emissions: 

→ rising 

temperatures

→ increased suicide

→ onset and worsening of mental health 

conditions: depression, anxiety, PTSD, negative affect

→ development of new forms of distress: eco-

anxiety, eco-paralysis, solastalgia, ecological grief

Worse mental health outcomes

→ More extreme weather 

events (wildfires, droughts, 

floods, hurricanes, heat waves)

→ Changing weather 

patterns

→ biodiversity loss

→ increased aggression and 

violence

→ more geo-political conflict

→ Influx of climate refugees

→ Loss of 

property, 

livelihoods and 

community 

breakdown

→ Capacity 

constraints on 

existing mental 

healthcare system

Deep dive:

Interlinkages between 

climate change

and mental

health
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Intervention 1
Place carbon emissions at top of 

policy agenda:

● highlight the hidden costs of climate 

change – including mental health 

outcomes

● introduce win-win policies to tackle 

climate change and improve well-

being

Intervention 2
Bolster disaster preparedness efforts 

to safeguard against future threats:

● information campaigns of climate 

threats

● subsidising materials or provisions 

(e.g., sandbags for floods)

● reconsidering and enforcing zoning 

regulations

Intervention 3
Improve emergency response 

measures:

● to ensure after a climate event 

those affected receive basic 

provisions (food, clothing, shelter, 

financial support) immediately to 

minimise suffering and prevent 

trauma

Intervention 4
Foster community resilience:

● engage community leaders to 

combat climate change and identify 

those at risk for poor mental health

● strengthens community bonds to 

help build resilience in the face of 

conflict and climate events, and 

forestall community breakdown

Intervention 5
Train mental health professionals:

● to understand how climate change 

impacts mental health

● about new forms of distress, 

including eco-anxiety and ecological 

grief

Deep dive:

Interlinkages between 

climate change

and mental

health



Suggested policy interventions must …

• involve many govt agencies 
beyond just health, or 
environment

• involve non-governmental 
stakeholders

• take an expanded view of the 
outcomes that matter

• account for hidden well-being 
costs (and benefits) 

Intervention 1

Place carbon emissions at top of policy agenda

Intervention 2
Bolster disaster preparedness efforts to safeguard against 

future threats

Intervention 3

Improve emergency response measures

Intervention 4

Foster community resilience

Intervention 5

Train mental health professionals



3. WHAT FRAMEWORKS ALLOW 
THESE POLICIES TO BE 

PRIORITISED, DESIGNED 
IMPLEMENTED AND EVALUATED?

CASE STUDIES OF  INTEGRATED 
APPROACHES TO MENTAL HEALTH 

PROMOTION



REALIGN: 

WHOLE-OF-

GOVERNMENT 

APPROACH 

REDESIGN: 

WELL-BEING 

DETERMINANTS FOR 

PREVENTION AND 

PROMOTION 

REFOCUS: 

EMPHASIS ON 

POSITIVE MENTAL 

HEALTH 

RECONNECT: 

BUILDING BROAD 

PARTNERSHIPS 

 

Involve collaborations 
across multiple 

government departments 

Development of policy 
content reflects the (joint) 

social, economic, 
environmental and 

relational determinants of 

mental health 

Address both deprivations 
in mental health and  

promote human 

flourishing 

Incorporate perspectives 
of and collaborate with 

people with lived 
experience and non-

governmental actors 

 

What are countries already doing in terms of integrated approaches?
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REALIGN
Whole-of-government approach, based on a common framework

Can take different forms:

• Dedicated cross-government budgeting 

structures

• New institutional structures (independent bodies, 

interdepartmental working groups, new 

ministerial positions) that bring together different 

government agencies that impact mental health

• Cross-sectoral target setting to facilitate health in 

all policies

• Guidance, support and vertical coordination with 

the different levels of government involved in 

mental health prevention and promotion

Health in all policies strategy (Sweden)

New Zealand

Source: New Zealand Government (2022), Mental Health and Wellbeing Commission; National Public Health 

Agency of Sweden (2022), Cross-policy areas related to public health.
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REDESIGN
Social, economic, environmental and relational well-being determinants for mental health 
prevention and promotion

Can take different forms:

• Strategies focusing explicitly on 

prevention

• (Non-health) agencies targeting the 

social determinants of mental health for 

vulnerable groups

• New analytic tools for assessing mental 

health impacts when developing 

policies beyond health

“Breathing Space” scheme

(United Kingdom)

National Preventive

Health Strategy

(Australia)

Source: Australian Government Department of Health (2021), National Preventive Health Strategy 2021– 2030; 

HM Treasury (2021), New scheme to give people in problem debt breathing space launched, 

https://www.gov.uk/government/news/new-scheme-to-give-people-in-problem-debt-breathingspace-launched. 
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REFOCUS
Emphasis on positive mental health

• Development of explicit positive mental health frameworks

Positive Mental 

Health 

Surveillance

Indicator 

Framework 

(Canada)

Western Australian 

Mental Wellbeing 

Framework

Source; Government of Canada (2022), Positive Mental Health Surveillance Indicator Framework; Government of 

Western Australia Mental Health Commission (2021), Western Australian Mental Wellbeing Framework.
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RECONNECT
Building broad partnerships

Can take different forms:

• Partnering with civil society

• Partnering with communities 
and people with lived 
experience 

• Partnering with the private 
sector

Social prescribing

(United Kingdom)

Accelerate

Estonia

Source; Accelerate Estonia (2022), Accelerate Estonia - Mental Health and Wellbeing Mission; NHS (2022), Social 

prescribing; New Zealand Government (2022), Mental Health and Wellbeing Commission

New Zealand



For more information on:

The Centre for Well-being, Inclusion, Sustainability and Equality of 
Opportunity (WISE): 

https://www.oecd.org/wise/

Our work on well-being and mental health:

https://www.oecd.org/wise/well-being-and-mental-health.htm

Further questions:

jessica.mahoney@oecd.org

Thank you!

https://www.oecd.org/wise/
https://www.oecd.org/wise/well-being-and-mental-health.htm
mailto:jessica.mahoney@oecd.org

