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The COVID-19 pandemic has produced a 
global mental health crisis whose scope and 
severity are becoming increasingly apparent.1 2 
While women and girls, men and boys, are 
all affected, we argue that the crisis among 
men warrants close attention given potential 
impacts on global public health, as well as the 
unique and gendered responses required to 
meet men’s needs.3

As researchers focused on men and mascu-
linities, we have seen how men’s mental health 
and well-being can affect outcomes across the 
areas of gender-based violence (GBV), sexual 
and reproductive health (SRH), HIV and 
AIDS, and maternal and child health. Men’s 
mental health issues and illnesses contribute 
to poverty and the stress of poverty, and 
unhealthy coping mechanisms—espe-
cially substance abuse and violence—have 
cascading consequences for men themselves 
and the people around them.4 5 These factors, 
in turn, cause poor SRH, family planning, 
maternal mental health and child nutrition.4 
Moreover, men are less likely than women to 
seek help for mental health concerns, which 
can also be more difficult to detect.5

Our analysis of data from the COVID-19 
Trends and Impact Survey6 paints an 
alarming picture of the scale of the problem 
among men worldwide. Online serial cross-
sectional surveys were conducted with over 
12 million Facebook users aged 18 years and 
older in 115 countries (with sampling weights 
applied to increase representativeness of 
the adult population in each country),7 
from May 2021 to September 2021.6 Results 
showed that on average across countries, 
36·8% of men reported feelings of depres-
sion (figure 1), and 33·8% reported feelings 
of anxiety. In addition, 43·9% and 67·5% 
reported worrying about food insecurity and 
household finances, respectively. For each 

indicator, prevalence was markedly higher 
among younger men and steadily decreased 
among successively older age groups. For 
example, 44·0% of 18–24-year-old men world-
wide reported feelings of anxiety, compared 
with 22·8% among ages 55 years and older. 
Prevalence also varied substantially between 
countries—reported feelings of depression, 
for instance, ranged from 18·2% in Denmark 
to 64·2% in Turkey (figure  1). Of note, 
women also experienced a high (and similar) 
prevalence for each indicator.

The data further suggest that many men 
consider mental health a priority and are 
asking for support. Men ranked ‘How to 
maintain my mental health’ among the top 
COVID-19-related topics they wanted more 
information about (global mean 30·2%; 
12·6%–46·1% across countries)—alongside 
COVID-19 variants (37·0%) and treatment 
(35·9%).

Recognition of the burgeoning crisis among 
men—and gaps in available resources—is 

Summary box

	⇒ The mental health crisis among men worldwide 
during the COVID-19 pandemic warrants close at-
tention given potential long-term impacts on global 
public health, as well as the unique and gendered 
responses required to meet men’s needs.

	⇒ We share recent data from online surveys with over 
12 million adults across 115 countries that under-
score the scale of the mental health crisis among 
men, including reported feelings of depression and 
anxiety, as well as worries about food insecurity and 
household finances.

	⇒ The data further suggest that many men consider 
mental health a priority and are asking for support.

	⇒ We call for the expansion of evidence-based, ac-
ceptable and scalable solutions to promote mental 
health among men, families and communities.
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evident from initiatives being launched by local govern-
ments and civil society alike. The ‘Línea Calma’ (Calm 
Line) hotline in Bogotá, Colombia, offers men a space 
to identify, express and manage their emotions, support 
for mitigating substance abuse and partner violence, and 
referrals to suicide prevention services.8 9 In Tanzania, 
‘Men Men Men the Podcast’, a platform for men to talk 
about mental health challenges they face, has seen its 
popularity soar during COVID-19.8 And in Lebanon, 
ABAAD, an organisation which prioritises care for GBV 
survivors, has launched remote workshops for men on 
managing anger and stress.10

Such mounting evidence about this crisis requires an 
urgent global response. First and foremost is addressing 
social and economic vulnerabilities long known to 
be fundamental drivers of poor mental health4 and 
which have been exacerbated during the COVID-19 
pandemic.1 2 At the most basic level, this requires 
ensuring food, housing and financial security. In addi-
tion, the mental health crisis—along with men’s willing-
ness to seek support—highlights the renewed salience 
of longstanding calls by global mental health experts to 
drastically scale up mental health services for men, fami-
lies and communities.4 11 Decades of work have demon-
strated how to deliver effective care for the most common 

mental health issues and illnesses (such as depression, 
anxiety, post-traumatic stress and substance abuse) in 
affordable and acceptable ways, even in low-resource 
settings (while ensuring specialist services for the most 
severe and enduring conditions).4 Particularly notable 
is the shift toward decentralisation of mental health-
care, mainly by having peer counsellors or community 
health workers deliver psychosocial interventions.4 12 For 
example, the Common Elements Treatment Approach 
combines treatments for a range of mental health issues 
and illnesses into a single model, adaptable to the 
unique situations of each person or family and readily 
implementable by lay providers.12 13 Such strategies may 
in fact be particularly well-suited to meeting the unique 
needs of men, who typically have less consistent inter-
actions with the formal health system than women, may 
anticipate greater stigma from accessing mental health 
services, and frequently prefer talking to men with 
similar backgrounds and experiences.8 14 The recent 
explosion of online mental health support services 
also shows promise to reach large numbers (especially 
young people), including men who may perceive such 
services to be less stigmatising and more convenient 
than in-person services.14 15 Research evaluating effec-
tiveness, implementation practices and equity of access 

Figure 1  Percentage of men reporting feelings of depression, by country. Data shown are from 1 September 2021 to 15 
September 2021; similar percentages (±2%–3%) were reported since May 2021. Countries shown in grey do not have data. 
Statistical weights were applied to reflect age and gender distributions of each country.7 Depressive feelings was measured 
by the question, ‘During the past 7 days, how often did you feel so depressed that nothing could cheer you up?’ (except in 
the USA where the measure was: ‘In the past 7 days, how often have you felt depressed?’), with depression indicated by 
responding ‘some of the time’, ‘most of the time’ or ‘all of the time’. (Anxiety was measured in a similar fashion, with the 
question wording ‘During the past 7 days, how often did you feel so nervous that nothing could calm you down?’ except in the 
USA where the measure was: ‘In the past 7 days, how often have you felt nervous, anxious or on edge?’.).
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will be critical as these types of interventions roll out 
within GBV, SRH, HIV/AIDS, parenting, early child 
development and other global health programmes, as 
well as more broadly.

With the necessary global will and investment in 
evidence-based and readily scalable solutions, we can have 
an immense impact on mental health among men, fami-
lies and communities struggling during the pandemic, as 
well as on long-term global health outcomes.

Contributors  Paper conception: AG, DS, JP, MB, CM and JDW. Study design/
protocol development: JDW and T-YT. Data collection and data analysis: DS and 
T-YT. Article preparation: AG, DS and JP. Article review and final version approval: 
all authors.

Funding  This paper was written on behalf of the Interagency Gender Working 
Group’s Male Engagement Task Force, which is co-chaired by DS, JP, MB, and CM, 
and funded by the United States Agency for International Development (USAID). 
USAID representatives reviewed drafts of the paper as well as the final paper 
submitted. The contents of this paper are the sole responsibility of the authors and 
do not necessarily reflect the views of USAID, or the United States Government. The 
authors thank Akshay Ahuja for his editorial review of the paper.

Map disclaimer  The inclusion of any map (including the depiction of any 
boundaries therein), or of any geographic or locational reference, does not imply the 
expression of any opinion whatsoever on the part of BMJ concerning the legal status 
of any country, territory, jurisdiction or area or of its authorities. Any such expression 
remains solely that of the relevant source and is not endorsed by BMJ. Maps are 
provided without any warranty of any kind, either express or implied.

Competing interests  None declared.

Patient consent for publication  Not applicable.

Ethics approval  This study involves human participants and was approved 
by Carnegie Mellon University's institutional review board (protocol number: 
STUDY2020_00000162). Participants gave informed consent to participate in the 
study before taking part.

Provenance and peer review  Not commissioned; externally peer reviewed.

Data availability statement  Data may be obtained from a third party and are not 
publicly available.

Open access  This is an open access article distributed in accordance with the 
Creative Commons Attribution Non Commercial (CC BY-NC 4.0) license, which 
permits others to distribute, remix, adapt, build upon this work non-commercially, 
and license their derivative works on different terms, provided the original work is 
properly cited, appropriate credit is given, any changes made indicated, and the 
use is non-commercial. See: http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/.

REFERENCES
	 1	 Kumar A, Nayar KR. COVID 19 and its mental health consequences. 

. Taylor & Francis, 2021: 30. 1–2.
	 2	 Liu X, Zhu M, Zhang R, et al. Public mental health problems during 

COVID-19 pandemic: a large-scale meta-analysis of the evidence. 
Transl Psychiatry 2021;11:1–10.

	 3	 Betron M, Gottert A, Pulerwitz J, et al. Men and COVID-19: adding a 
gender lens. Glob Public Health 2020;15:1090–2.

	 4	 Patel V, Saxena S, Lund C, et al. The Lancet Commission on 
global mental health and sustainable development. The Lancet 
2018;392:1553–98.

	 5	 Sagar-Ouriaghli I, Godfrey E, Bridge L, et al. Improving mental health 
service utilization among men: a systematic review and synthesis of 
behavior change techniques within interventions targeting help-
seeking. Am J Mens Health 2019;13:1557988319857009.

	 6	 Babalola S, Krenn S, Rosen JG. COVID behaviors Dashboard: Johns 
Hopkins center for communication programs in collaboration with 
Facebook data for good, Delphi group at carnegie Mellon University, 
University of Maryland social data science center. Global Outbreak 
Alert and Response Network 2021 https://covidbehaviors.org

	 7	 Barkay N, Cobb C, Eilat R. Weights and methodology brief for the 
COVID-19 symptom survey by University of Maryland and carnegie 
Mellon university in partnership with Facebook, 2020. Available: 
https://covidmap.umd.edu/document/css_methods_brief.pdf

	 8	 Male Engagement Task Force. Men and Boys’ Mental Health: 
Emerging Evidence and Innovative Approaches: USAID Interagency 
Gender Working Group, 2021. Available: https://www.igwg.org/​
2021/06/men-and-boys-mental-health-emerging-evidence-and-​
innovative-approaches/ [Accessed 03 Nov 2021].

	 9	 Turkewitz J. Hello? This Is Colombia’s Antimachismo Hotline, 2021. 
The new York times. Available: https://www.nytimes.com/2021/10/​
18/world/americas/colombia-machismo-hotline-masculinity.html

	10	 Interagency Gender Working Group USAfID. A Conversation with 
Gary Zeitounalian, ABAAD resource center for gender equality, 2020. 
Available: https://www.igwg.org/2020/12/a-conversation-with-gary-​
zeitounalian-abaad-resource-center-for-gender-equity/ [Accessed 23 
Nov 2021].

	11	 Lancet Global Mental Health Group, Chisholm D, Flisher AJ, et al. 
Scale up services for mental disorders: a call for action. Lancet 
2007;370:1241–52.

	12	 Murray LK, Dorsey S, Haroz E, et al. A common elements treatment 
approach for adult mental health problems in low- and middle-
income countries. Cogn Behav Pract 2014;21:111–23.

	13	 Murray LK, Kane JC, Glass N, et al. Effectiveness of the common 
elements treatment approach (Ceta) in reducing intimate partner 
violence and hazardous alcohol use in Zambia (VATU): a randomized 
controlled trial. PLoS Med 2020;17:e1003056.

	14	 Ellison JM, Semlow AR, Jaeger EC, et al. COVID-19 and MENtal 
Health: Addressing Men’s Mental Health Needs in the Digital World. 
Am J Mens Health 2021;15:15579883211030021.

	15	 Satre DD, Meacham MC, Asarnow LD, et al. Opportunities to 
integrate mobile App-Based interventions into mental health and 
substance use disorder treatment services in the wake of COVID-19. 
Am J Health Promot 2021;35:1178–83.

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/09638237.2020.1757052
http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/s41398-021-01501-9
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/17441692.2020.1769702
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(18)31612-X
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1557988319857009
https://covidbehaviors.org
https://covidmap.umd.edu/document/css_methods_brief.pdf
https://www.igwg.org/2021/06/men-and-boys-mental-health-emerging-evidence-and-innovative-approaches/
https://www.igwg.org/2021/06/men-and-boys-mental-health-emerging-evidence-and-innovative-approaches/
https://www.igwg.org/2021/06/men-and-boys-mental-health-emerging-evidence-and-innovative-approaches/
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/10/18/world/americas/colombia-machismo-hotline-masculinity.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/10/18/world/americas/colombia-machismo-hotline-masculinity.html
https://www.igwg.org/2020/12/a-conversation-with-gary-zeitounalian-abaad-resource-center-for-gender-equity/
https://www.igwg.org/2020/12/a-conversation-with-gary-zeitounalian-abaad-resource-center-for-gender-equity/
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(07)61242-2
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.cbpra.2013.06.005
http://dx.doi.org/10.1371/journal.pmed.1003056
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/15579883211030021
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/08901171211055314

	Meeting men’s mental health needs during COVID-­19 and beyond: a global health imperative
	References


