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1 1n 3 youth
in S’pore
reports very
poor mental

health,

IMH

study shows

Anxiety the most common mental health
problem experienced by young people

Joyce Teo
Senior Health Correspondent

A significant proportion of youth
in Singapore has experienced se-
vere or very severe symptoms of
depression, anxiety or stress, the
first nationwide survey on youth
mental health by the Institute of
Mental Health (IMH) found.

Nearly a third of young people
aged 15 to 35 reported symptoms
that included feeling empty,
tense or upset most of the time,
according to the National Youth
Mental Health Study.

“Navigating the complexities of
youth is challenging enough, but
young people today are grappling
with unique issues that previous
generations did not,” said Asso-
ciate Professor Swapna Verma,
who chairs IMH’s medical board
and was co-principal investigator
of the study.

“For instance, social media ex-
poses them to constant compari-
sons, intensifying concerns about
body image.

“The anonymity of the online
world has also given rise to cyber
bullying, which adds a new di-
mension of harassment that can
be relentless and far-reaching.”

Young people were more likely
to report having symptoms if
they had experienced cyber bul-
lying, had moderate to severe
concerns about their body shape
or spent more than three hours
daily on social media, said IMH,
which released the results on
Sept 19.

The nationwide epidemiologi-
cal study established the preva-
lence of severe symptoms of de-
pression, anxiety and stress,
along with their associated fac-
tors including cyber bullying,
body shape concerns and exces-
sive social media use, as well as
the treatment gap and sources of
support among young people
here.

The one-third figure is similar
to the findings of other research
studies that are based on self-re-
porting, said the Health, Educa-
tion, and Social and Family De-
velopment ministries in a joint
release on Sept 19.

UNIQUE CHALLENGES

Navigating the complexities of
youth is challenging enough, but
young people today are grappling
with unique issues that previous
generations did not.
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ASSOCIATE PROFESSOR SWAPNA
VERMA, who chairs IMH's medical
board and was co-principal
investigator of the study.

In particular, a higher preva-
lence of depression, anxiety and
stress symptoms was found
among those aged 15 to 24, and in
the Malay ethnic group.

Between October 2022 and
June 2023, a total of 2,600 Singa-
poreans and permanent resi-
dents completed a set of ques-
tionnaires on their own, using
tablets provided by an interview-
er. They received an inconve-
nience fee of $50 for completing
the questionnaires.

They also went through several
scales, including the Depression,
Anxiety and Stress Scales, a set of
three self-reporting scales de-
signed to measure emotional
states of depression, anxiety and
stress experienced by an individ-
ual in the preceding week.

The youth study found that an-
xiety was the most common men-
tal health problem experienced
by young people in Singapore.
About one in four reported hav-
ing severe or extremely severe
symptoms of anxiety in the week
prior to the survey. This included
feeling worried, tense and rest-
less most of the time.

About 15 per cent of Singapore
youth had symptoms of depres-
sion to a similar degree, while
nearly 13 per cent were highly
stressed, unable to relax, or feel-
ing upset or irritable most of the
time in the week prior to the sur-
vey.

The silver lining was that about
two in three of those who report-
ed having severe or extremely se-
vere mental health symptoms
sought help, mainly by going to
family and friends.

One in three youth did not seek
help, despite having severe or ex-
tremely severe symptoms. Prof
Swapna said this gives IMH the
opportunity to find ways of inter-
vening early, including looking at
beefing up the mental health cur-
riculum in schools.

Those who chose not to seek
help said it was because they did
not think specialists would be
able to help them, or they were
worried about what other people
might think of them. Another
worry was about privacy, confi-
dentiality and having a perma-
nent record of their condition.

The study found that young
people who were less likely to ex-
perience severe or extremely se-
vere symptoms of depression, an-
xiety and/or stress had higher
levels of resilience, perceived so-
cial support and greater self-es-
teem.

Although not all individuals
with severe or extremely severe
symptoms of depression or an-
xiety have a clinical condition,
being in such states for a pro-
longed period of time can be det-
rimental to their well-being, said
Prof Swapna.
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Excessive soclal media use
a public health concern

FROM Al

By identifying the groups who
are at greater risk of developing
mental health disorders, the study
findings will enable policymakers
and service providers to develop
more targeted approaches in ad-
dressing their needs and prevent-
ing them from developing mental
illnesses, she added.

IMH’s study, like many others,
showed that excessive social media
use is a public health concern and
has tremendous impact on youth
mental health, said Associate Pro-
fessor Mythily Subramaniam, as-
sistant chairman of medical board
(research) at IMH and co-principal
investigator of the study.

Research around the world has
found that adolescents who spend
more than three hours each day on
social media may be at heightened
risk for mental health problems,
particularly mood and anxiety dis-
orders, she said.

The identification of significant
associated factors, such as exces-
sive social media use, body shape
concerns and cyber bullying, also
underscores the importance of in-
tegrating preventive measures into
schools and youth services, she
added.

“Furthermore, all three factors
may be potentially linked to each
other. The time young people
spend on social media could also
be related to cyber bullying and
the two may either independently
or together cause body shape con-
cerns,” she said.

The IMH study was done in col-
laboration with the Ministry of
Health, Chat (Centre of Excellence
for Youth Mental Health) and NUS
Saw Swee Hock School of Public
Health.

In the multi-ministry release, the
Government said that findings
from the study affirm the whole-
of-government and whole-of-so-
ciety approach to tackling youth
mental health issues in the Nation-
al Mental Health and Well-Being
Strategy that was launched by the

Helplines

MENTAL WELL-BEING

» Institute of Mental Health’s
Mental Health Helpline:
6389-2222 (24 hours)

» Samaritans of Singapore:
1767 (24 hours)/ 9151-1767
(24-hour CareText via
WhatsApp)

« Singapore Association for
Mental Health:
1800-283-7019

» Silver Ribbon Singapore:
6386-1928

* Tinkle Friend:
1800-274-4788

« Chat, Centre of Excellence
for Youth Mental Health:
6493-6500/1

» Women’s Helpline (Aware):
1800-777-5555 (weekdays,
10am to 6pm)

COUNSELLING

» TOUCHline (Counselling):
1800-377-2252

» TOUCH Care Line (for
caregivers): 6804-6555

» Care Corner Counselling
Centre: 6353-1180

* Counselling and Care
Centre: 6536-6366

* We Care Community
Services: 3165-8017

ONLINE RESOURCES

» mindline.sg

» eC2.sg

» tinklefriend.sg

* chat.mentalhealth.sg

« carey.carecorner.org.sg (for
those aged 13 to 25)

» limitless.sg/talk (for those
aged 12 to 25)

Government in October 2023.

Many of the measures under the
strategy are already in place, while
others will be progressively rolled
out over the next few years.
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