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I was asked to talk about what drives youth mental health
And one can interprete the question as what is know on drivers of mental  health very generally or more specifcally what drives mental health today





Known influencing factors EARLY study 
- the old - country trends
- and the new - drivers
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So I will give a quick overview on known factors and some insights, into which drivers might be important today based on the country fact sheet by the EARLY study, which I will introduce to you in minute. 



Until Covid-19

Globally ~20% of youth
experienced a mental 
health condition.

Forest Plot of the Pooled Prevalence of 

clinically significant Depressive Symptoms in 

Youth dring the COVID-19 Pandemic 3
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Why do we ask this question today? Because we believe youth mental health is deteriorating or at least surfacing and requiring help. 
Pre-Corona the one spoke of about 20% of global youth, who had experienced a mental health condition until the age of 25. During Corona – studies, mainly cross-sectional- came to the conclusion that the prevalence was higher. Authors would talk about reduction of social contracts among peers, increased school stress, experiencing family conflicts/violence.  But after Corona, when all was back in order, we still saw higher prevalences as before (SGB 2022).



Development of new disability pensions, by year and age, 
2008 - 2023
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Further, more youth experience a dysfunctional mental health status causing them to drop out of the educational or professional path. This is a recent graph of the Invalidity pension rates. If we focus on the blue line, we see that the rate of IV-pensions given to 18 -24 year-olds increased already before the pandemic – in 2017, with a  steep rise after 2022.




What do we know about factors related to mental health?

Has any of this changed? 
Is it relevant today? 

7,580 systematic reviews & 
meta-analyses
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When we search pub-med, we retrieve 7580 systematic reviews and meta-analyses – this is prior to title and abstract screening – but irrespective – there is a lot of literature and evidence out there. 

Since AI read all those reviews, and I did not have the time, I asked Co-Pilot what the current knowledge is and to provide me with some relevant reviews. Cross-checking with colleagues and my own knowledge, the result seems quite usefull.



What we know

Biological factors:  Genetics, Hormones, Sleep deprivation, Gender

Psychological factors: Self-esteem, coping competencies, emotional 
intelligence, childhood trauma

Social factors: Family environment and climate, friends, peer support, 
mobbing

Societal&Environmental factors: socio-economic situation (poverty, 
education), crises and uncertainties, media use, individualism, school

Is this all ? 
Is it relevant today? 
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What we know is that there are b-factors, psycho-factors- here I would add resiliance …. So I dare to say, we know a lot about the factors influencing mental health, or we could, had we read all 7580 systematic reviews. 
With the caveat that there is not a lot of evidence for Swiss youth and many results may not be generalizable. Another question that remains, are we missing something, something new? And which are the more relevant, the most modifiable factors.




Evaluating, Identifying and Reducing determinants for Mental 
Health Conditions in Youth  (EARLY)
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https://www.early-project.eu/ 
funded by the European Union under grant agreement no. 101095392

PI Prof. Dr. Jutta Lindert 
University of Applied Sciences 
Emden/Leer, Germany
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I ‘d like to introduce you to a ongoing EU study EARLY – that investigates mental health and well-being in 15 – 24 year olds in 14 European countries. 



EARLY investigates the drivers of mental health

•Mixed-methods approach:
It combines qualitative and quantitative methods to gain a comprehensive
understanding of the exposures associated with mental health.

•Exposure matrix development:
The study will develop a comprehensive matrix to track and assess exposures
related to mental health. 

•Multicomponent intervention:
It will develop, implement, and evaluate an intervention to promote mental 
health and prevent mental health conditions
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In EARLY we investigate drivers of mental health with different methods. .  ZHAW is involved in the quant. data collection both in professionals  who are involved with mental health in some way or another, and in youth. While we sent out the survey widely to professionals engaged in mental health – we might have missed someone – I will present the QR code for participation at the end of the talk. The qualitative results are being published and will provide some more insights into the current drivers.
We are further involved in a umbrella review, feeding into the exposure matrix

 



Exposures addressed in EARLY-survey in youth

Biological factors: Gender, Age

Psychological factors: Childhood Traumatic Events, Parental atttachment, 
Religiosity, Mental Health Literacy

Social factors: Loneliness, Humilation, Social capital, social support, daily
hassles, Family functioning, Socioeconomic and Living situation

Societal&environmental factors: Exposure to natural disasters, Exposure to
war/conflicts, Green spaces, Physical environment, Urbanicity, Social media
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You can see from the list, that we did not ask Ai to come up with our questionnaire. In fact, it was a hard discussion based on an exposure review on expertise and the heterogeneity of the EARLY countries. I just want to get your attention to a few factors, I find very relevant in out times. 



EARLY – country fact sheets
Shared and Emerging Trends  in youth menta l hea lth

• Prevalence & Vulnerable Groups: 

• high and rising rates, particularly depression, anxiety, and suicidal ideation,

• especially among young women

• vulnerability is heightened in rural areas, low-income and marginalized youth.

• Awareness & Stigmatization: 

• Awareness is growing but stigma remains a widespread barrier to help-seeking.

• COVID-19 Impact:  
• intensified existing mental health challenges

• exposed weaknesses in mental health systems
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All EARLY coutnries have developed fact-sheets on emerging trends and drivers of mental health. A  common theme is, increasing rates, women, vulnerabilities
Awareness is increasing. Covid-19 – magnifying glass and peaks.



Drivers of decreasing mental health - EARLY countries

• Socia l De te rminants : Poverty, gender-based violence, discrimination, and social 
injustice 

• Digita l Risks : Screen addiction, cyberbullying, and ICT misuse.

• Cultura l Barrie rs  & Stigma: Cultural taboos, shame, and mistrust of institutions.

• Health Sys tem Failures : Workforce shortages, long wait times, underfunded services, 
and lack of youth-specific care.

• Policy Gaps : Many countries  have national strategies  but lack targeted youth 
programs or effective implementation
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Bildung  - CH in allen Altersgruppen



Drivers of increasing mental health - EARLY countries

• School-Based Programs : School interventions improve resilience, early identification, 
and access to support.

• NGO and Community Initia tives : Civil society plays a critical role in awareness, 
service delivery, and advocacy

• Policy and Legis la tion: Integrated or evolving mental health strategies  prioritize youth.

• Growing Awarenes s  and Politica l Will: 

  Youth more on national agendas
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School e.g., Italy, Spain, Israel// Civil society (e.g., Serbia, Israel). Policy- show change to priotize youth  (e.g., Germany, Spain, Belgium) 
Switzerland’s Youth Board, SPH activities



Sum up

- We already know a lot about the drivers

- Lack of  data on their public health relevance in Switzerland

- Need to identfy new drivers

- Address drivers where possible:  policy, civil society, schools, research
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Now to sum up – I we look at the drivers known to us, it seems that across EU many of them are considered relevant today. These EARLY countries all point out the importance of schools, and looking at the list there are many we can address in school setting. Lastly the EARLY study already shows that we need the political will, awareness and policies to make a sustainable change


sleep deprivation (Sleep Science and Practice (2025) 9:9, https://doi.org/10.1186/s41606-025-00127), media use  (Cureus, 15(8): e42990, DOI: 10.7759/cureus.42990), individualism (Youth 2022, 2(1), 1-11; https://doi.org/10.3390/youth2010001)



Thank you for your attention!

Please participate in or share the Expert Survey – experts from public 
health practice, policy, law, and research welcome !
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Expert Survey QR Code 
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