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Mental health disorders and substance use are the leading cause of non-fatal 
illness worldwide, according to new research. 
The analysis found that the two together were responsible for more of the global 
burden of death and illness than HIV/AIDS and tuberculosis, diabetes, or 
transport injuries. 
Depression accounted for the largest proportion of this burden, around two fifths 
(40 percent), Australian researchers found. 
Overall mental and substance use disorders were the fifth leading contributor to 
death and disease globally, the findings in the medical journal The Lancet show. 
The study, led by Professor Harvey Whiteford, of the Queensland Centre for 
Medical Health Research at the University of Queensland, used data from the 
Global Burden of Disease Study for 2010. 
Warning that treatment begins too late 
Professor Whiteford said the burden of mental health issues and drug use was 
rising, especially in developing countries, and warned that although cost-effective 
treatments are available, they often do not get through to those in need. 
“Despite the personal and economic costs, treatment rates for people with mental 
and substance use disorders are low, and even in developed countries, treatment 
is typically provided many years after the disorder begins,” he said. 
“In all countries, stigma about mental and substance use disorders constrain the 
use of available resources as do inefficiencies in the distribution of funding and 
interventions.” 
The global picture across 187 countries 
Professor Whiteford and colleagues analysed figures on the 20 mental and 
substance disorders included in the study to measure prevalence, premature 
deaths and non-fatal illness in 187 countries. 
When they looked at non-fatal illness only, mental and substance disorders were 
responsible for 22.8 percent of all disease, making it the leading cause. 
But they caused comparatively few deaths (232,000) in the year, relative to the 
overall burden of illness they were to blame for. 



Most of the deaths recorded were due to drug use. 
However, the authors said premature death is also considerable in people with 
mental disorders but in the study they were categorised according to the physical 
cause of death. 
For example, deaths by suicide were recorded by the injuries involved, even 
though most suicides are due to mental disorders. 
The true number of deaths due to illicit drug use may also be even higher than 
recorded as many deaths are recorded as accidental poisonings. 
Drug abuse more common in men, mental disorders in women 
Men were more likely to experience drug and alcohol dependence in all age 
groups but girls and women experienced more problems with mental disorders 
from the 10-14 age group upwards. 
Only China, North Korea, Japan, and Nigeria had burdens of death and disease 
from mental and substance disorders which were lower than the global average. 
A separate study, also published in The Lancet, provides the first ever analysis of 
the global prevalence and effects of illicit use of amphetamines, cannabis, 
cocaine, and opioids. 
Professor Louisa Degenhardt, of the University of New South Wales in Sydney, 
Australia, found that opioids are responsible for the greatest burden of death and 
illness. 
They are thought to have been responsible for more than half (55 percent) of all 
illicit drug-related deaths in 2010. 
	  


