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Overview
• Over many years, and across many countries, studies identified a hump-shaped 

pattern in subjective ill-being

• Today, this empirical regularity has been replaced by a monotonic decrease in ill-
being by age which is apparent globally  

• The reason for the change is the deterioration in young people’s mental health 
both absolutely and relative to older people  

• We present evidence of this shift, which began well before the COVID pandemic, 
speculate about potential causes and consider policy implications



United States of America



Change in Age Profile of Despair, BRFSS

Responded “30” to the question, “Now thinking about your mental health—which includes stress, 
depression and problems with emotions—for how many days during the past 30 days was your 
mental health not good?”
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Change in Age Profile of Life Sat, BRFSS
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Change in Age Profile of Life Sat, BRFSS
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Change in Age Profile of Life satisfaction, BRFSS 2005-2010 and 2022-2024
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In general, how satisfied are you with your life? Are you… 1 very dissatisfied… 4 very satisfied?



United Kingdom



Change in Age Profile of Despair, BRFSS

General Health Questionnaire mental health index (GHQ-12) scored on a scale of 0 to 36 (Likert scale) where a 
higher score denotes poorer mental health. We classify people with a score above 23 as being in ‘despair’
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Change in Age Profile of Life Sat, BRFSS
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Age profile in despair, UK, UKHLS 2009-2022
(Source: Blanchflower, Bryson and Xu, 2025)
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Change in Age Profile of Life Sat, BRFSS
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Age profile in anxiety, UK, Annual Population Survey, 2012-2021

2012-2017 2018-2021

On a scale where nought is ‘not at all anxious’ and 10 is ‘completely anxious’, overall, how anxious 
did you feel yesterday? 



Elsewhere



Percentage in Distress in 44 Countries, 2020-2025, Global Minds https://sapienlabs.org/global-mind-project/

https://sapienlabs.org/global-mind-project/




Further Reflections

• There is some variation in patterns of change in the age-
wellbeing relationship
• Across surveys

• survey mode can matter

• Across countries
• poorer mental health of young most apparent in English-speaking countries 

and developed countries; different in Africa

• Across illbeing and wellbeing metrics
• Clearer evidence of change in age-pattern in ill-being metrics



Why?

• Clues
• When it started
• Variance across the world

• Potential Reasons
• Nothing has changed: changes in social norms regarding self-reports; improved 

health screening
• COVID
• The Internet and Smartphones
• The labour market
• Increase in adverse childhood experiences (ACEs)



No underlying decline in mental 
health of the young?



Evidence

• Norms governing reporting have changed (Currie, 2025)
• If so, implies the true underlying incidence of mental ill-health is emerging
• But why is the ‘norm’ effect different by age?

• Improvements in health resourcing leading to higher reported 
incidence

• No accompanying behavioural changes
• Not true
• We see rising hospital admissions for mental health reasons and increased 

prescription of anti-depressant drugs in the USA (Chua et al., 2024) and the UK
• Increase in suicide rates among the young in the USA (next slide) but not across 

Europe

https://evidence.nihr.ac.uk/collection/antidepressants-for-children-and-teenagers-what-works-anxiety-depression/?utm_source=partner&utm_medium=partner&utm_campaign=antidepressants&utm_term=guardian


Change in Age Profile of Life Sat, BRFSS



COVID



Evidence

• Worsening of young people’s mental health began way before 
COVID
• Sometime not long after the Great Recession in USA and UK
• Some evidence for the UK that it began in the 1990s (Blanchflower, Bryson and 

Bell 2024)

• May have exacerbated those trends
• Uptick in despair in the UK and some limited evidence in the USA (Blanchflower, 

Bryson and Xu, 2025)



Screentime



Possible Mechanisms Linking Smartphones and Poor Mental Health 
Source: Human Development Report Office et al., 2025, United Nations



Evidence on Smartphones and Internet

• Much of it based on correlations in repeat cross-section
• Concerns regarding reverse causation and omitted variables

• Evidence of a causal impact via experimental and quasi experimental studies
• Pedersen et al (2022) on randomized restricting access

• Arenas-Arroyo et al (2025) on arrival of high-speed broadband

• Pugno (2025) reviews experimental and quasi-experimental evidence

• However, there are limitations to survey metrics and the screen use is a multi-
dimensional issue
• How much time? What sort of screentime? (HDRO et al., 2025, Chapter 3)

https://report.hdr.undp.org/working-toward-AI-augmented-human-development


The Labour Market



Evidence

• Only just emerging
• Evidence #1 (Blanchflower and Bryson, 2025a)

• Increase in despair in the USA is most prominent among those in paid work
• They are the largest group among the young so drive the change in the age 

profile of despair in the US

• Evidence #2 (Blanchflower and Bryson, 2025b)
• Changes in the labour market prospects of the young drive a new North-South 

divide in life satisfaction trends in Europe
• Young people’s life satisfaction improving in Southern Europe with falling youth 

unemployment, whereas it is declining in Northern Europe



Change in Age Profile of Life Sat, BRFSS

-0,01

0,01

0,03

0,05

0,07

0,09

0,11

0,13

0,15

1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023

Despair by labor force status and gender ages 18-24
USA, BRFSS

Female workers Male workers Female students

Male students Female other Male other
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Despair by Age and Work Status in the USA, BRFSS 2010-15 and 2020-24



Despair by Age and Education Among Workers in the USA, BRFSS 2010-15 and 2020-24:

Could this be changes in job quality?
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Figure 9. Despair for workers by educational attainment (weighted), 2010-2019 .  
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Figure 8. Despair for workers by educational attainment (weighted), 2020-2024 
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North-South Divide in Youth Life Satisfaction Trends, Eurobarometer 
2020-2024 Source: Blanchflower and Bryson 2025b



Rising Life Satisfaction among the Young in Southern Europe as 
Unemployment Falls Source: Blanchflower and Bryson 2025b



Adverse Childhood 
Experiences



Evidence on ACEs

• Whereas people’s wellbeing often reverts back to its pre-existing level 
after adverse shocks in adulthood this is not the case when adverse 
events occur in childhood (e.g. bullying – Blanchflower and Bryson 
2025c, 2024a, 2024b)

• Only likely to contribute to increasing poor mental health among the 
young if
• Increased exposure to ACEs
• Increased impact of a given ACE on adult mental health

• In the USA, some indications that there was an increase in ACEs for 
those who are young adults today (Blanchflower and Bryson, 2025c)



Summary
• The mental wellbeing of the young has been declining for some time in many parts of 

the world
• Apparent across many ill-being metrics, perhaps less so on well-being

• Apparent in many surveys but some evidence of mode effects

• Older people’s mental health has been much more stable
• Consequently, the age profile of mental illbeing has changed such that it declines in 

age
• The reasons for the change are subject to debate but

• The change began well before COVID

• Screentime and smartphones appear to be a contributory factor

• So too is the labour market (no surprise to economists working on wellbeing)

• Other factors – such as ACEs – may also matter



Bonus Slides



Presentation draws on these papers

• Blanchflower and Bryson (2025c) ”The Consequences of Abuse, Neglect and Cyber-bullying on the Wellbeing of the Young”, Plos
One

• Blanchflower and Bryson (2025) “The Mental Health of the Young in Latin America”, Social Research Indicators
• Blanchflower, Bryson and Xu (2025) “The declining mental health of the young and the global disappearance of the hump shape in 

age in unhappiness”, PLoS One
• Blanchflower and Bryson (2025a) ”Rising Young Worker Despair in the United States”, NBER Working Paper #34071
• Blanchflower and Bryson (2025) ”The Mental Health of the Young in Asia and the Middle East: The Importance of Self-Reports”, 

Quality and Quantity
• Blanchflower and Bryson (2025b) ”Life Satisfaction in Western Europe and the Gradual Vanishing of the U-Shape in Age”, 

Academia Mental Health and Wellbeing
• Human Development Report Office, et al (2025) ”The decline in young people’s mental wellbeing in some parts of the world”, pp. 

88-93 in The 2025 Human Development Report, the United Nations Development Programme, New York
• Blanchflower and Bryson (2025) ”The Mental Health of the Young in Ex-Soviet States”, NBER Working Paper No. 33356
• Blanchflower and Bryson (2024) “The Mental Health of the Young in Africa”, NBER Working Paper No. 33280
• Blanchflower, Bryson, and Bell (2024) “The declining mental health of the young in the UK”, NBER Working Paper #32879
• Blanchflower and Bryson (2024a) “The adult consequences of being bullied in childhood”, Social Science and Medicine, 345: 

116690 
• Blanchflower, Bryson, Lepinteur and Piper (2024) ”Further evidence on the global decline in the mental health of the young”, NBER 

Working Paper #32500
• Blanchflower and Bryson (2024b) “The adult consequences on wellbeing of abuse and neglect in childhood”, International Journal 

of Wellbeing, 14, 3, 3513: 1-28



North-South Divide in Youth Life Satisfaction: Role of Unemployment, 
Eurobarometer Source: Blanchflower and Bryson 2025b
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