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Afghanistan      22.5%      0.16

This war-torn country reports the world’s 
highest prevalence of depression, and yet it is 
among the least equipped to deal with it. 
Conflict is a well-established risk factor for 
depression, as are child sexual abuse and 
domestic violence.

China      3.02%      1.53

The relatively low prevalence of depression in 
China could be the result of the way in which 
it is diagnosed, rather than lower actual rates. 
People with depression here often report 
symptoms such as stomach pain or 
headache, and so may be missed by the 
standard diagnostic criteria used to calculate 
prevalence, which focus on mood, lack of 
motivation and fatigue.

Depression receives significantly less in research funds from the US National 
Institutes of Health than do cancer or heart disease. That is partly because of 
a lack of patient advocates and the stigma that surrounds the condition.

United States      4.45%      7.79

Switzerland      6.16%      41.42

Switzerland’s universal health care offers 
some of the best support for mental health, 
with more than 40 psychiatrists per 100,000 
people. But studies estimate that even the 
best available treatments can reduce the 
burden of disability from depression by only 
10–30%.

Top ten causes 
of disability
Depression accounts for the biggest 
share of the world’s burden of 
disease, measured by years lost to 
disability (YLD): healthy years ‘lost’ 
because they are lived with a 
physical or mental disability.

A world of depression
Depression is a major human blight. Globally, it is responsible for 
more ‘years lost’ to disability than any other condition. �is is 
largely because so many people suffer from it — some 350 million, 
according to the World Health Organization — and the fact that it 
lasts for many years. (When ranked by disability and death 
combined, depression comes ninth behind prolific killers such as 
heart disease, stroke and HIV.) Yet depression is widely 
undiagnosed and untreated because of stigma, lack of effective 
therapies and inadequate mental-health resources. Almost half 
of the world’s population lives in a country with only two 
psychiatrists per 100,000 people.

Prevalence of depression Psychiatrists per 100,000 people

BACK AND NECK PAIN

IRON-DEFICIENCY ANAEMIA

CHRONIC LUNG CONDITIONS

43.6 million YLD // 5.9% 

DIABETES 

22.5 million YLD // 3.0% 

MIGRAINE

18.5 million YLD // 2.5% 

SOURCES: Prevalence: A. J. Ferrari et al. PLoS Med. 10, e1001547 (2013) based on data from 2010; Psychiatrists (2011) & disease burden (2010): World Health Organization; US spending: NIH
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HEARING LOSS

22 million YLD // 3.0%  

FALLS

20.4 million YLD // 2.8% 

30.7 million YLD // 4.2% 

53.9 million YLD // 7.3% 

ALCOHOL-USE DISORDERS

27.9 million YLD // 3.8%

ANXIETY DISORDERS

27.6 million YLD // 3.7% 

80 million 
years

70 million 60 million 50 million 40 million 30 million 20 million 10 million Years 
lost to 
disability

NO DATA AVAILABLE

PREVALENCE OF DEPRESSION

76.4 million years lost to disability (YLD) 
owing to depression worldwide, which is 
10.3% of the total burden of disease 

Percentage of total burden of disease 

PSYCHIATRISTS PER 100,000 PEOPLE

DEPRESSION

415

240

Cancer

Mental health

Heart disease

Diabetes

Alzheimer’s disease

Depression

Tuberculosis

5,274

2,174

1,230

504

1,007

All diseases
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