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1. Introduction

Each year since the beginning of the COVID-19 
pandemic lockdown, the CPLO has published a 
briefing paper focusing on mental well-being. 
While it soon became clear that there was a 
shadow pandemic of gender-based violence 
(GBV), COVID also brought to the fore the level of 
debilitating mental health burdens experienced 
by so many people of all ages in South Africa, 
with many manifesting symptoms of anxiety and 
depression in particular. The previous Deputy 
Minister of Health, Dr S. M. Dhlomo, pointed out 
in his preface to the National Mental Health 
Policy Framework and Strategic Plan 2023 – 2030 
that “at no point in history has global awareness 
of the importance of mental health been as 
strong as it is today. Globally and in South Africa, 
the COVID-19 pandemic, gender-based and other 
forms of violence, large numbers of refugees and 
economic migrants, natural disasters, poverty, 
and other catastrophes have impacted negatively 
on the mental well-being of people”.1 The South 
African Depression and Anxiety Group (SADAG) 
continues to receive over 2 500 calls daily from 
people who are in desperate need of support or 
a listening ear. An alarming 1 in 4 of the calls 
received are suicide related.2;3 Mental health 
experts have consistently stated that the lack of 
implementation plans, staff shortages, and poor 
mental health financing pose the most significant 
challenges.4

2. Determinants of Mental Health Conditions

According to the World Health Organization 
(WHO), “throughout our lives, multiple individual, 
social and structural determinants may combine 
to protect or undermine our mental health and 
shift our position on the mental health continuum. 

Individual psychological and biological factors 
such as emotional skills, substance use and 
genetics can make people more vulnerable to 
mental health problems. Exposure to unfavourable 
social, economic, geopolitical and environmental 
circumstances – including poverty, violence, 
inequality and environmental deprivation – also 
increases people’s risk of experiencing mental 
health conditions”.5 Thus, various interacting 
determinants serve to enhance or undermine 
mental health. 

Promotion and prevention programmes need to 
identify the individual, social and structural 
determinants of mental health, and then intervene 
in order to reduce risks, build resilience and 
establish supportive environments for improved 
mental health. Interventions can be targeted 
toward individuals, specific groups or whole 
populations.

The WHO points out that “reshaping the 
determinants of mental health often requires 
action beyond the health sector and so promotion 
and prevention programmes should involve the 
education, labour, justice, transport, environment, 
housing, and welfare sectors. The health sector 
can contribute significantly by embedding 
promotion and prevention efforts within health 
services; and by advocating, initiating and, where 
appropriate, facilitating multisectoral 
collaboration and co-ordination”.6

3. World Mental Health Month 2024

October 10th is the annual World Mental Health 
Day and October is Mental Health Month. In 
2023, the theme was ‘Mental Health as a Human 
Right’. The overall objective of World Mental 
Health Day is to raise awareness of mental health 
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issues around the world and to mobilize efforts 
in support of mental health. The day provides an 
opportunity for all stakeholders working on 
these issues to talk about their work and what 
more needs to be done to make mental health 
care a reality for people worldwide.7

This year the focus of the campaign is on mental 
health at work, under the banner, ‘It is Time to 
Prioritize Mental Health in the Workplace’. There 
is a vital connection between mental health and 
work. Mental health issues, such as depression 
and anxiety, are pervasive in workplaces globally, 
affecting productivity, attendance, and overall 
performance.8

According to the WHO, “safe, healthy working 
environments can act as a protective factor for 
mental health. Unhealthy conditions including 
stigma, discrimination, and exposure to risks 
like harassment and other poor working 
conditions, can pose significant risks, affecting 
mental health, overall quality of life and 
consequently participation or productivity at 
work. With 60% of the global population in 
work, urgent action is needed to ensure work 
prevents risks to mental health and protects and 
supports mental health at work”.9 According to 
the World Federation for Mental Health, the 
2024 theme “will highlight various aspects of 
mental health at work, from workplace conditions 
and stress management to the importance of 
social inclusion and empowerment”.10 Decent 
work, as outlined by WHO, plays a crucial role in 
safeguarding mental health by providing 
livelihood, confidence, purpose, and positive 
relationships. For individuals with mental health 
conditions, it contributes to recovery by fostering 
inclusion and improving confidence.11

4. The Impact of Unemployment

Unemployed people are those who are able to 
work, are eligible to work, and prefer to work, 
but who, for a variety of reasons, do not have 
employment.12 While decent work and 
remuneration have positive effects on mental 
well-being, unemployment has a devastating 
impact on mental health and can push the 
unemployed person into financial insecurity and 
hopelessness. In a recent opinion piece directed 
at President Cyril Ramaphosa, Israel Nkuna, a 
ward committee representative and community 
activist in Mahlathi Village, Limpopo, commented: 
“The lack of jobs has led to increased poverty, 
crime, and desperation... Every day, we hear 

about crime, murder, disease, and bank robberies 
in our country. This is caused by depression, 
unemployment, and a lack of direction. People 
are doing bad things because of the economic 
situation in South Africa”.13

According to Statistics South Africa, the number 
of employed persons is 16.4 million, while the 
number of unemployed persons is 8.2 million 
and the number of discouraged work seekers is 
3 million. The official unemployment rate stands 
at 32.9 per cent.14 Youth aged 15-24 years and 
25-34 years continue to have the highest 
unemployment rates at 59.7 per cent and 40.7 
per cent respectively.15 According to the 
Department of Higher Education and Training, 
“over one-third (3.5 million) of young people 
aged 15–24 years are currently not in 
employment, education or training (NEET). Most 
young people who are NEET are based in 
disadvantaged areas, including rural 
communities, where opportunities for 
employment are limited”.16 “Addressing youth 
unemployment not only contributes to economic 
growth but also fosters social cohesion and 
reduces inequality, laying the foundation for a 
more inclusive and prosperous society.”17 

Research comparing unemployed with employed 
people has consistently found higher levels of 
psychological distress and depression, and lower 
levels of self-esteem, among the unemployed.18

It has also been found that unemployment puts 
mental health at risk, as most unemployed 
people show a constant decrease in overall life 
satisfaction, general well-being and self-esteem, 
as well as symptoms of depression, especially if 
they are unemployed for a long period.  “Other 
psychological effects include increased anxiety, 
lack of self-confidence, pessimism, fatalism, 
alcoholism, apathy, suicide, as well as stress-
related psychosomatic disorders such as 
headaches, stomach ulcers, dermatitis, bronchitis 
and heart diseases.”19 This is compounded by 
poor diet, which, research shows, impacts on the 
mental health of those living in poverty.20

Furthermore, many unemployed people do not 
perceive themselves as having any status at all, 
which is detrimental to their well-being. 
Moreover, people need a collective purpose that 
transcends individual purposes, as well as the 
feeling of being useful, and being needed by 
other people. Research notes that if there is no 
collective purpose, the result will be 
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purposelessness and meaninglessness. 
Furthermore, regular activity is an important 
determinant of personal well-being.21 A large 
percentage of research participants experienced 
boredom; difficulty in surviving financially; 
cutting back on personal expenditure; and 
uncertainty about the future. “A relatively large 
number of participants experienced feelings of 
emptiness and loneliness; poor social support; 
conflict at home; and low self-esteem and self-
confidence. Interestingly, a substantial 
percentage of the participants felt that they were 
no longer part of society; never felt relaxed when 
unemployed; and did not know how to spend 
their time since being unemployed.”22 Clearly, 
unemployment often leads to profound social 
and personal alienation.

5. Youth Unemployment 

The inability to secure a job or have a steady 
income can cause feelings of hopelessness, 
worthlessness, and isolation. Moreover, the 
financial strain of being unemployed can lead to 
difficulties in maintaining social and familial 
relationships, thereby increasing anxiety levels. 
Young people who are not in NEET are no longer 
eligible for the Child Support Grant, which means 
that the household income drops. While some 
young people might have access to the Social 
Relief of Distress Grant, the accessibility of the 
grant is not universal and it is not seen as a 
permanent poverty alleviation strategy. 
Unemployment can lead to a lack of confidence 
among young people. “Self-esteem can take a hit 
when one cannot secure a job or feel that they 
are not contributing to society in a meaningful 
way. This can lead to feelings of inadequacy, low 
self-worth, and low self-esteem, which can 
ultimately affect overall mental and physical 
well-being. These psychological effects can also 
negatively impact future employment 
opportunities, as potential employers may see a 
lack of confidence as a red flag.”23 Furthermore, 
searching for employment opportunities is an 
expensive process, as one needs to have access 
to expensive data, money for transport in order 
to attend job interviews, and suitable clothing. 
Inexperience is often held against young job 
seekers, which in the face of lack of opportunity 
is very discouraging.

Many young people have achieved higher 
education and training qualifications but find 
that they are still unable to find employment. 

Recently, the Unconditional Cash Transfer 
Project gave monthly cash transfers to 100 
unemployed graduates, with very encouraging 
results.24;25 The initiative has researched the 
economics and believes that a R1 500 universal 
grant to every South African resident, including 
refugees and registered asylum seekers, would 
create just under two million jobs, and grow the 
economy by 5.2% a year. A similar pilot study in 
Finland found that when people were materially 
more secure their mental health improved.26

According to the South African Social Security 
Agency (SASSA), more than 17 million people 
received the R370/month Social Relief of Distress 
Grant (SRD) in September 2024. This is an 
increase of more than three million people from 
September 2021, when 13.8 million people 
applied.27 About 1.2 million applicants have no 
formal schooling, but most (93 per cent) have 
some education. The largest group (7.5 million) 
have finished matric, and more than 945 000 
applicants have a tertiary qualification. More 
than half of all applicants (9.2 million) have 
never been employed.28

6. The Way Forward

In their letter to the President reflecting on the 
Life Esidimeni tragedy, the South African 
Federation for Mental Health (SAFMH) stated 
that “applied correctly, extant legislation and 
policy could ameliorate the plight of mental 
health care users, and South Africa could see a 
high rate of recovery and successful 
rehabilitation”.29  The problem is in the 
implementation. The National Mental Health 
Policy Framework 2023-2030 was drafted to 
improve mental health care services. The 
purpose of this policy is to “guide national and 
provincial government in mental health 
promotion, prevention of mental illness, care, 
treatment and rehabilitation. The interventions 
are intended to be comprehensive, addressing 
the full age range and covering all mental 
disorders and dual diagnoses such as comorbid 
substance use disorders”.30 The government 
should focus on implementing the framework, 
thus “ensuring it reaches the rural areas that are 
most in need. By integrating mental healthcare 
into primary healthcare services, as envisaged in 
the policy framework, more people will have the 
chance to receive timely care”.31

Furthermore, the SAFMH pointed out in an open 
letter to the President in 2018 that “mental illness 
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is strongly linked to health and social inequalities, 
and these inequalities affect large groups of 
people, whether these groups are defined socially, 
economically, demographically, or 
geographically”.32   Interestingly, Rise Mzanzi was 
the only political party contesting the May 2024 
election to put forward a plan for mental health 
services. Its manifesto stated that it would “expand 
mental health services to all local clinics through 
a combination of community-based peer-to-peer 
support groups, placements of more social 
workers and psychologists in rural and township 
communities, training of more auxiliary social 
workers and occupational healthcare workers, 
and the appointments of clinic chaplains in clinics 
and hospitals. We will also invest in specialised 
substance abuse rehabilitation centres in all nine 
provinces, paying particular attention to small 
towns and rural areas”.33 These policy proposals 
are comprehensive and provide useful 
recommendations; it is a very grassroots 
approach.

7. Conclusion

The primary objective of the Department of 
Health’s Mental Health Policy Framework 2023-
2030 is “to address all mental health conditions 
across the lifespan, highlighting the social 
determinants of mental health which cut across 
the roles and responsibilities of other government 
departments and other related stakeholders”.34 
It is quite clear that one of these determinants is 
employment. Decent work plays a crucial role in 
safeguarding mental health by providing 
livelihood, confidence, purpose, and positive 
relationships.35 South Africa’s jobs crisis is not 
just an economic problem, it is a social one, and 
its mental health consequences, which have 
perhaps not been as clearly understood as they 
should be, must be addressed urgently. And for 
that to happen more must be done to tackle the 
structural conditions that underlie poverty, 
inequality, low economic growth and, ultimately, 
unemployment.
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