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WHO MNS Research Objectives
(MNS: Mental, Neurological and Substance use disorders)

Epidemiology and 
burden, data analysis

of MNS

Translating research
into policies

Implementation
research

Impact of treatment and 
interventions

Closing the gap between what 
is available and what is 

needed 

Feeding on best
practices Available for everyone

Increasing information and 
evidence



Existing WHO Mandates for MNS research

Comprehensive mental health action plan 2030

• Objective 4: To strengthen information systems, evidence and research for mental 
health

Global action plan on the public health response to dementia 2017 - 2025

• Action are 7: Research and innovation

Draft intersectoral global action plan on epilepsy and other neurological disorder 
(2022-2031)

-Strategic Objective 4: To foster research and innovation and strengthen information 
systems

Draft action plan (2022–2030) to effectively implement the global strategy to reduce 
the harmful use of alcohol as a public health priority

-Operational objective 5: Strengthen information systems and research for monitoring 
alcohol consumption, alcohol-related harm, their determinants and modifying factors, 
and policy responses at all levels, with dissemination and application of information for 
advocacy in order to inform policy and intervention development and evaluation. 



WHO MNS: 
A few examples

• Evaluation of psychological interventions
(eg Rahman et al, 2016 JAMA; Rahman et al 2020 Lancet, Bryant et al, 2017, PLoS Med, Tol et al, 
2019, Lancet Global Health)

• New WHO prevalence estimates of mental disorders in conflict settings: a systematic review and meta-
analysis (Eg Charlson et al, 2019, Lancet)

• WHO’s involvement in big research consortia – PRIME and EMERALD

• E-mhGAP Intervention guide in Low and middle income countries (Emilia project) 

• Research priorities to reduce the global burden of dementia by 2025

• Tool development and validation – Global scale of early development (GSED)

• Improving Outcomes in Mental and Physical Multimorbidity and Developing Research Capacity (IMPACT) 
in South Asia 



WHO MNS Research Goals and Objectives

 Impact on policies

 Help informing planning services

 Available to a broad audience

 Use of trans-diagnostic tools

 Investment in innovative approaches

 Advocacy purposes



There are still many challenges to face

• Mental health research is underfunded

• Most research – priorities, grants, and 
funders – come from HICs

• Limited research in prevention and in 
services 

• Limited implementation research

• Growing impact of COVID-19



WHO’s Global Dementia Observatory
State of dementia research 

Involvement of PWD



Dementia Research Blueprint

Fast-track innovation and collaboration in dementia research

First Blueprint for a noncommunicable disease

Facilitate timely and high-quality evidence generation

Guide actions for adequate resource mobilization

Involvement of over 100 world dementia experts

Engagement with relevant WHO departments and divisions

Learning from successful 
infectious diseases blueprints 

A global research prioritization, stewardship 
and coordination mechanism 



Adversity is a risk factor for short-term and long-term mental 
health problems

• Global prevalence of anxiety and depression increased by more than 
25%.

• Females and younger people more affected

• When infected with COVID-19, people with pre-existing mental 
disorders had a higher risk of hospitalization, severe illness and deaths

• The increase in the prevalence of mental health problems has coincided 
with severe disruptions to mental health services

• Many people have sought support online, but barriers exist in low-
resource settings. 

• Many questions remain unanswered.



Dementia and other chronic neurological 
disorders associated with a significantly 
increased risk of mortality in patients with 
COVID-19

Neurologic manifestations reported in 35-
55% of patients across various countries, 
e.g.:
• Delirium/encephalopathy
• Stroke
• Guillain-Barre Syndrome
• Meningitis, encephalitis, myelitis

Neurological conditions are the second 
most common comorbidities in patients 
with COVID-19

COVID-19 pandemic and neurological health

Neurological long-term impact of COVID-
19, e.g.:

• Clouding of mentation, concentration 
difficulties

• Sleep disturbances
• Chronic fatigue
• Cognitive decline and potential long-term 

risk for dementia



What are the research priorities during and after COVID-19?
Impact on at risk groups

• What has been the impact on at risk groups?

o Children & adolescents 

o Older adults

o People in humanitarian settings

o Refugees and migrants

o Health workers

o Severe mental health conditions

 Obsessive compulsive disorder?

 Eating disorders?

 Prolonged grief disorder?



What are the research priorities during and after COVID-19?
Impact on suicidal behaviour

• What are the longer-term impacts on suicidal 
behavior?

o Early evidence is mixed

o Data from LMICs very limited

o Delay in vital statistics

o Signs of concern

o Longer term impacts remain unknown



What are the research priorities during and after COVID-19?
Post COVID-19 Condition

• How do mental health symptoms relate to post 
COVID-19 condition?
o Long-term impacts of COVID-19 infection

o Defining post COVID-19 conditions 

o Identifying central mental health symptoms 

o Differentiating reactions to adversity vs. symptoms 



What are the research priorities during and after COVID-19? 
Implementing public health measures while promoting resilience 
and minimizing distress

Increases in global prevalence identified in GBD 2020 were greater in countries with more mobility restrictions
Source: Santomauro et al., 2021

• How can public health and social measures be implemented in a way that 
promotes resilience and minimizes distress?



What are the research priorities during and after COVID-19?
Interventions to address impact

• How can we address the impact of public 
health and social measures on children and 
adolescents?

• How effective are interventions adapted for 
COVID-19?

• What does implementation science say about 
adapting interventions for public health 
emergencies?

• What alternative approaches are available 
where remote approaches are not? 



What are the research priorities during and after COVID-19?
Neurology research priorities

Pathophysiology (acute and post-COVID)
Understand how SARS-CoV-2 might enter and propagate through the brain and how 
the immune response to SARS-CoV-2 infection contributes to neurological symptoms

Epidemiology (acute and post-COVID)
What is the prevalence, nature and persistence of neurological manifestations of 
COVID-19?

Examine the impact of COVID-19 in people with pre-existing neurological disorders

Develop interventions to interrupt or prevent the adverse biological effects of SARS-
CoV-2 on brain function

Standardized protocols/methodologies for conducting research to allow for 
harmonization and aggregation/pooling of research evidence

Addressing disparities/inequities caused by the pandemic in neurology



What are the research priorities during and after COVID-19?
Building back better

• How can the global community support Building 
Back Better from COVID-19?

• What positive outcomes have there been and how 
can we build on these?

• What is the model of recovery from COVID-19 for 
mental health services?



The Way Forward for WHO and Partners 

Involve policy makers early

Increase research in physical and mental health

Promote a life course approach

Include MH services and systems in implementation research

Harmonise measures 

Include diverse sectors, experts and settings

Take a human rights approach & engage people with lived experiences
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