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INTRODUCTION
We at the Healthy Brains Global Initiative 
(HBGI) aim to improve the lives of people 
affected by neurological and mental health 
conditions. 

HBGI commissioned I.G. Advisors and MQ 
Mental Health Research to identify key 
needs in the  research sector with a special 
focus on youth anxiety and depression in 
LMICs. 

This report summarizes the high-level 
findings from this knowledge gathering 
process.

The summary report is organized into 
Methodology, Results, Conclusion, 
Acknowledgements and Appendices.

Appendix A consists of a glossary, 
Appendix B describes  the study 
methodology, Appendix C reflects on the  
study limitations, and Appendix D contains 
the references.  

Finally, accompanying document Lived 
Experience Council Involvement 
describes terms of engagement with our 
Council.
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KEY CHALLENGES

THEME 1: PREVENTION AND PROMOTION

THEME 2: SCALING UP COMMUNITY-BASED INTERVENTIONS

THEME 3: CAPACITY BUILDING IN LOW RESOURCE SETTINGS

THEME 4: CULTURAL CONSIDERATIONS

THEME 5: BRINGING IN NEW VOICES

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1ZUWDgqGeWAZtElaBtPcUAWJbd3KCrTP4/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1ZUWDgqGeWAZtElaBtPcUAWJbd3KCrTP4/view?usp=sharing


METHODOLOGY
The study aimed to be participatory and 
inclusive at all stages. 

That started with us at HBGI. Members of 
our Lived Experience Council served as full 
team members during the process. 

The information gathering process 
consisted of a survey, focus groups, 1:1 
interviews, and a literature review. 

lead to the greatest depth and 
breadth of impact

be most attractive to funders

be most available and effective 
to scale up
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40% of survey respondents 
were between the ages 
of 18 and 29. 

50% of survey respondents 
had lived experience of 
anxiety or depression.

Where does your experience in mental 
health come from?

Both HIC 
and LMIC

32.4%
LMIC

38.7%

HIC

19%

What best describes your experience in 
the mental health field?

Community 
Workers

Nonprofit

Researchers

0% 10% 20% 30%

Please note: percentages do not add up to 100% because 
people could self-identify as multiple sectors. 

Clinicians

40%

35%

34.5%

30%

20%

9.8% didn't answer/marked not applicable.

Information gathered was analyzed 
according to a framework that aimed to 
understand what interventions would:



RESULTS
THEME 1:
PREVENTION AND PROMOTION

In the survey, participants identified the 
largest unmet needs as being in promotion 
and prevention approaches. 70% 
highlighted that preventative approaches 
would provide the greatest depth of 
impact on a young person’s life.

Yet governments currently spend less than 
20% of their funding on prevention and 
promotion (Woelbert et al., 2020).
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Results from the study highlighted the 
need to improve protective support 
systems for young people. Particularly in 
LMICs, this must come with programs to 
increase public awareness and mental 
health literacy.

Importantly, however, this research should 
not come at the expense of ensuring 
adequate treatment provision.

Survey question: What are the largest unmet 
needs across the care continuum in anxiety 
and depression?

Lack of effective 
protective support 

systems

Lack of public 
awareness 

or knowledge

Lack of effective 
treatments

0% 20% 40% 60%

Percentage of respondents that ranked this statement 
in their top 3



THEME 2:
SCALING UP COMMUNITY-BASED 
INTERVENTIONS

Funding for mental health research 
generally goes to research aimed at the 
generation of new knowledge and 
pharmacological treatments, not towards 
implementation and scale up of existing 
interventions (Woelbert et al., 2020).

Among existing interventions, survey 
respondents strongly endorsed the need 
for a focus on community-based and 
psychological interventions over 
pharmacological interventions.
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More research should translate 
treatments into interventions that work at 
scale, especially by engaging national 
public health systems and advocating for 
effective public policies.

To do this successfully requires 
connecting local policymakers, 
implementers, and researchers early on in 
the research process, as well as 
considering local factors such as the 
specific social determinants of health in 
different communities.

Mental health interventions are 
not effective at scale because 
they are poorly informed by 
knowledge from real life 
practice in different contexts

Many health systems lack 
knowledge/workforce/ 
resources to implement 
evidence-based 
interventions at scale

There is a lack of 
investment to scale 
up effective mental 
health interventions

Survey question: Please rank the most significant 
barriers for mental health interventions for young 
people to be effective at scale:

Respondents listed these answers most 
commonly in their top 3



THEME 3:
CAPACITY BUILDING IN LOW 
RESOURCE SETTINGS

The study highlighted the lack of 
resources for mental health research and 
services across all settings, relative to 
burden.

For example, 97.6% of all research funding 
is received by HICs, compared to 2.4% by 
LMICs and availability of psychological 
services in HICs is only 25%; in LMICs, that 
percentage shrinks to 8% (WHO, 2021; 
Woelbert et al., 2020).
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This disparity is especially stark when it 
comes to research infrastructure and 
regular collection of mental health related 
data.

Moving forward, funders should aim not 
only to reorient funding towards LMICs but 
also ensure that capacity building is an 
essential element of research support. To 
ensure sustainable local leadership, 
capacity building elements should be 
designed to last beyond the lifetime of 
research projects.

THEME 4:
CULTURAL CONSIDERATIONS

A key problem identified was that because 
most mental health research is conducted 
in and for HICs, measures and 
interventions are not validated in other 
settings.

Funders should support research geared 
at ensuring common screening tools, 
diagnostic categories, and interventions 
that are culturally adapted and 
appropriate. This must be a focus for 
research, rather than an afterthought.

“Capacity building in research will pay off much more than 
just in isolated projects…especially when it  integrates 
many stakeholders.”

Brandon Kohrt, George Washington University 



THEME 5:
BRINGING IN NEW VOICES

Our study identified the need to involve 
different stakeholders at every step, from 
priority setting of research to 
dissemination of results and service 
provision. This list of stakeholders is broad: 
people with lived experience, marginalized 
populations, youth, primary and 
community care workers, policymakers, 
implementing organizations, large 
multilaterals, and other funders in the 
space.
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This approach ensures research responds 
to the needs of local communities and 
governments, complements existing 
efforts, and has a better chance of leading 
to sustainable impact.

Importantly, stakeholders, especially those 
whose voices have historically been 
underrepresented, must be treated as 
genuine partners, rather than being 
consulted after key decisions have been 
made.

“To really have youth drive the 
agenda…to have scaling partners 
around the table at the onset is 
super important.”

Tina Assi, Grand Challenges Canada

"Policy isn't speaking the right 
language, and it's not integrating at 
the community level."

Regional Dialogue Focus Group



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
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MQ Mental Health Research, Holly Bear from the 
Department of Psychiatry from University of Oxford, 
our Lived Experience Council, our focus groups and 1:1 
participants,  and our survey participants (those who 
agreed to be recognized are listed below).

CONCLUSION
HBGI is currently finalizing its strategy and 
operational plan, building on the report’s 
key challenges. We look forward to sharing 
this in the coming months.

After the study concluded, we conducted a 
reflection with our Lived Experience 
Council on the study process. Please refer 
to Lived Experience Council Involvement 
for more information.
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https://drive.google.com/file/d/1ZUWDgqGeWAZtElaBtPcUAWJbd3KCrTP4/view?usp=sharing


APPENDICES
A: GLOSSARY

I.G. Advisors is a global strategy 
consultancy specializing in social and 
environmental change.

MQ Mental Health Research (MQ) is a 
global research funder who seek better 
understanding, treatment and prevention 
of mental illness.

Lived experiences refer to the experiential 
knowledge of someone who has personal 
experiences of mental health conditions, 
whether from their own life or from acting 
as a care partner (e.g. family member or 
friend) to someone with the condition.

Low- and middle-income country (LMIC), 
and high-income country (HIC) refer to 
countries with a low, middle, and high total 
gross national income (GNI) per capita as 
defined by the World Bank.

Prevention refers to actions to keep 
mental health conditions from developing 
in the first place, including supporting 
those who are particularly at high risk, as 
well as preventing problems from 
reoccurring.

Promotion refers to maintenance and 
improvement of health and well being by 
identifying the positive aspects of mental 
health, highlighting areas to promote and 
the goals to be attained 

Pharmacological interventions refer to 
approaches to improving mental health 
focused on or related to the use of 
medication.
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B: METHODOLOGY

Information was gathered in a tripartite 
way, across survey, focus groups, and 
literature review.

The purpose of the survey was to capture 
a breadth of input from a wide range of 
stakeholders. 

The survey received 142 responses from 
people from 33 countries.

Some key statistics to highlight are that 
over 70% of respondents had experience 
in LMICs, 40% were young people ages 
18-29, and 50% identified as having lived 
experience. We provided a glossary of 
relevant terms to ensure a common 
understanding of the terminology used 
in the survey. 

The focus groups provided deep dives into 
selected topics, such as digital health 
interventions and youth engagement. The 
IG/MQ team conducted 16 focus groups 
with 51 total attendees and 7 1:1s with 
individuals. Compensation was offered to 
attendees for their time. 



Underlying this study are four guiding principles.

First is the 
commitment 
to effective 
cross- sectoral 
and inter- 
disciplinary 
collaboration.

Second is the 
understanding that 
mental health is a global 
problem that require 
approaches that take into 
account a global range of 
insights and ideas.

Third is that people 
with lived 
experience of 
mental health are a 
critical third partner 
in the work that 
affects them.

Fourth is that  all 
strategic 
recommendations 
should reflect bold 
and impactful 
innovation whilst 
remaining realistic.

FOUR GUIDING PRINCIPLES:
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Survey
Breadth

Literature 
Review

Depth

Focus 
Groups 
& 1:1s
Breadth

MQ 
& I.G. 

Expertise

Finally, the goal of the literature review was 
to identify gaps in sector knowledge and 
assess the existing strength of evidence 
for the recommendations. This review of 
reviews was conducted by 3B Impact 
(partnering with University of Sheffield) 
and MQ. 189 sources were reviewed, with 
57 ultimately meeting the criteria for 
inclusion. Two reviewers participated in 
this process, though there was not a 
formal process of peer review. 

C: LIMITATIONS

It is worth noting that there are several 
limitations of the information gathering 
process that we hope to address in future 
work. First,  people under 18  and policy 
makers were underrepresented amongst 
respondents.  Several key topics  including, 

but  not limited to:  climate change, digital 
environments, information consumption, 
and epigenetics - were not explicitly 
covered. Last,  the  information gathering 
process was conducted solely in English.
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