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Mental disorders significantly
affect those aged 10 to 14
In Singapore: Lancet study

Impact of mental distress on population
health here is the highest in Asean, it finds

Joyce Teo
Senior Health Correspondent

Mental disorders are the leading
cause of disability and death
among 10- to 14-year-olds in Singa-
pore, while the impact of mental
distress on population health here
is the highest in Asean, according
to a new paper published in med-
ical journal Lancet Public Health
on May 28.

In 2021, the prevalence of mental
disorders here was estimated at
12.8 per cent among males and 11.7
per cent among females.

Altogether, 653,000 diagnoses
of mental disorders were made in
Singapore that vyear, including

among those above 70 years of age,
an age group that experienced a
threefold rise from 1990 in the
number of cases.

Anxiety and depression, trig-
gered in large part by the Covid-19
pandemic, were the most common
disorders, affecting approximately
185,000 and 144,000 individuals,
respectively, the paper said.

The paper was among four stud-
ies examining - for the first time —
Asean’s public health crisis in men-
tal disorders, cardiovascular dis-
ease, smoking and injuries.

They are part of the 2021 Global
Burden of Disease (GBD) study, a
large-scale  effort examining
health trends worldwide.

The series of papers is the first

joint research collaboration be-
tween NUS’ Yong Loo Lin School of
Medicine (NUS Medicine) and the
University of Washington’s Insti-
tute for Health Metrics and Evalua-
tion (IHME), which leads the GBD
study.

Explaining the mental health
burden on adolescents and the
population here, lead author Marie
Ng, an associate professor at NUS
Medicine and affiliate associate
professor at IHME, said the rise of
social media and high academic
pressure have both been linked to
increased mental health issues
among young people.

In addition, there are the shifts in
the social fabric, including family
breakdowns and social isolation,
which are becoming more com-
monin developed and Westernised
societies, she said.

On the other end of the spec-
trum, as the population ages rap-

idly and people live longer, the
number of older adults with mental
disorders has also risen. “Mental
and physical health are closely con-
nected; with weakening physical
health, depression is common
among the elderly as Singapore’s
population ages,” Prof Ng said.

The pandemic also triggered in-
creased feelings of uncertainty, an-
xiety and isolation across all age
groups. At the same time, however,
improved public awareness and
decreasing stigma have led to more
people recognising symptoms and
seeking help, she added.

Professor Alina Rodriguez from
the psychological medicine depart-
ment at NUS Medicine, a collabora-
tor on the paper on mental health,
said the data reinforces what is
seen at schools. Clinically, mental
health challenges often emerge
early in life and, if unaddressed,
can lead to years of lost potential.

Asean had an estimated 80.4 mil-
lion cases of mental disorders in
2021, reflecting an increase of ap-
proximately 70 per cent since 1990,
and anxiety disorders were the re-
gion’s most common mental disor-
der.

The actual number does not re-
flect the true need, as many would
be borderline cases, and stigma
prevents people from seeking care,
said Prof Rodriguez.

Meanwhile, self-harm was the
leading cause of injury deaths in
Singapore, accounting for 47 per
cent of all injury deaths, with the
highest incidence rate seen among
youth aged 20 to 24. Mental disor-
ders are a major contributor.

More incidents of self-harm oc-
curred among females in Singapore
than males in 2021. The incidence
in Singapore was lower, however,
than the rates in neighbouring
high-income Asian countries Japan
and South Korea.

Falls were the second-leading
cause of injury death after self-
harm, accounting for 22 per cent of
all deaths from injury here.

In the region, the largest number
of injury deaths was attributed to
road injuries, followed by falls, self-
harm, drowning and interpersonal
violence. Self-harm was among the
top three leading causes of injury-
related mortality in Malaysia, Thai-
land, Brunei and Vietnam.

As for cardiovascular diseases,
Singapore had the lowest preva-
lence and mortality in the Asean
region, and outperformed trends in
global and high-income countries

in the reduction of cardiovascular
disease mortality.

However, cardiovascular diseas-
es are still a major population
health issue here, given the ageing
population and rising risk factors.
It is the second-leading cause of
death in Singapore, and the num-
ber of cases has increased by near-
ly 200 per cent in the last 30 years.

In 2021, more than 385,000 peo-
ple in Singapore were affected by
cardiovascular diseases. The top
five risk factors were high blood
pressure, dietary risks (for exam-
ple, high sodium, low fibre, low
fruit), high LDL cholesterol, high
fasting plasma glucose and tobacco
use. Obesity is the fastest-growing
risk factor.

In Singapore, the smoking preva-
lence among males aged 15 and
above was 20.2 per cent, signifi-
cantly lower than the Asean aver-
age of 48.4 per cent.

Among females, smoking preva-
lence stood at 6.56 per cent, which
is higher than the regional female
average of 4.47 per cent, and
ranked the fourth-highest in the
region.

“The findings present a nuanced
picture of Singapore’s health pro-
gress. While we've made remarka-
ble strides in areas like cardiovas-
cular care and tobacco control, the
growing burden of mental health
conditions and injuries, particular-
ly self-harm and falls, calls for ur-
gent and sustained attention,” said
Prof Ng.
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